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            The story so far…

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice discovers that the mysterious voice that had spoken to her in her dreams belonged to Daji, an ancient fox sorceress with incredible powers…who also turns out to be Alice’s birth mother!

      Daji possesses Alice’s body and forces her to kill both her step-mother and Misa-chan, her best friend, and then frames her to be caught by the police for a crime she didn’t commit.

      To make matters worse, Daji seeks nine enchanted objects called the Death Stones that, if destroyed, will grant her the full magical might she once had.

      After escaping from prison, Alice vows to track Daji down and stop her from breaking all the stones. Along the way, she meets the sun goddess Amaterasu and her brother, the storm god Susanō.

      The group manages to claim a stone or two for themselves, but unfortunately, so does Daji, whose powers are steadily growing. The race intensifies and builds to a stand-off at the old Japanese imperial capital city of Kyoto.

      At Kyoto, Alice encounters a mysterious assassin girl named Claire who agrees to help her on her quest. Alice learns about a group of students who were abducted by a powerful demon lord called Shuten-dōji, one of Daji’s old allies.

      The team ascends the steps of the demon lord’s castle and fends off illusions and ambushes by his underlings. During the climactic battle against Shuten-dōji and Daji, the students are slaughtered by a possessed Claire, triggering a powerful change from within Alice. Her body, mind, and soul fuse with Amaterasu’s, and their new ability fells the demon lord and injures Daji.

      Their victory comes at a great cost: Dead Ted sacrifices himself to save Alice, and Claire is caught in the cross-fire and sustains grave wounds. The castle crumbles, and the surviving members of the team are left scrambling to figure out what to do next as tensions build between them…
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        To Family, Friends, My Wonderful Partner Michael,

        My Greatest Fans Sandra and Korravai,

        And All Current and Future Readers Everywhere.

        Let Us Have the Courage to Chase Our Dreams

        And Change the World.
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      I’d just lost two friends.

      And I was on the verge of losing another.

      “Alice, look,” Terri—the sun goddess Amaterasu—said, staring into my eyes with her own blazing, golden pair. “I feel just as bad about all this as you do, but…it’s over. She’s already—”

      “Don’t say it!” I snapped. ““No! Not yet! I’ve lost Misa-chan and Mother and Dead Ted, but I’m not gonna lose anyone else!”

      I’d laid Claire, a shy, mysterious ninja girl around my age, across a bed of stones. Thick, syrupy black blood bled through a white cloth that’d been wrapped diagonally around her chest and abdomen. Contrasting her edgy, pure-punk, all-black outfit, her face looked innocent and childish. But it was frozen in an expression of shock and pain, mouth wide open and eyes rolled up into her head. From pain I’d given her. I’d done this to her, but I didn’t know how or why.

      The open, sprawling azure skies stretched out overhead with the glowing sun high up, seemingly unchanged from when we all went into the Abyss to confront Shuten-dōji, the king of the Oni demons. How much time had passed while we were in there? Had any time passed at all?

      The brisk mountain air blew through my unkempt hair. My windbreaker jacket—a present for my 16th birthday—was covered in dirt, grime, and dried blood and vomit. I smelled like death, and there was a good reason for that: I’d seen so much of it just moments ago. A hellish bloodbath, the slaughter of innocent students no older than me. The demon king, along with Claire—who hadn’t been acting like herself at all—butchered them mercilessly like animals.

      When my good friend and sidekick, Dead Ted—the wise-cracking, smart-assed, cynical ghost of a mafia man inhabiting a cute pink umbrella—tried to stop them, they obliterated him. He was gone. I remember being overcome with so much rage I could make the sun itself explode, so much rage that I snapped and lost myself.

      I’d blacked out, and when I regained consciousness, I found myself outside the castle. The building itself had been destroyed, now in ruins. Shuten-dōji was slain, a handful of the surviving hostages were rescued, and now Claire, a girl I’d admired and just barely gotten to know, was dying. Or dead already.

      “Listen to me,” Terri insisted, “stopping Daji and closing up the Rifts are the Council’s highest priorities.”

      “Who cares about that? We’ve got someone right in front of us who needs our help. Just shut up and let me do this.”

      I started doing CPR on Claire, alternating forceful chest compressions with mouth-to-mouth. As I gave her first-aid, my mind raced back to that night, when I tried to do the same thing to save my step-mother. Just like now, time had slowed down to a barely-functioning crawl, and I noticed weird things I’d never paid any attention to before: the little gap between Mother’s teeth, the chirping of crickets in the rice fields outside the apartment, how icy cold her hands felt. And now Claire’s skin had grown colder, the mountain birds tweeted in the trees surrounding me, and for the first time, I realized she had a beauty mark on her left cheek, just under her eye.

      “Damn it!” I cursed, intensifying the compressions. One of her ribs cracked. She felt so frail under my palms. “It’s not working! We need to hurry the hell up and get her to a doctor!”

      A curvaceous, raven-haired woman in a wine-colored kimono with a low-cut top stood beside me. She sported furry ears and four bushy, waving fox tails. Her sleeve had black stains in place of where her left hand used to be. She was Daji, a sadistic serial killer, skilled sorceress…and my biological mother.

      “It’s no use, my darling. This wound was inflicted upon her by magical means. No filthy, dirty human doctor’s hands will save this girl.”

      “Get away from her!” I rose, brandished my trusty yo-yo, and snapped it at her. “This is all your fault!”

      Before my toy weapon reached her, she faded into a shroud of mist. I felt her hot breath on my neck.

      “You may blame me if you like, my baby girl,” she whispered into my ear, “but you know the truth: the Fiend-Lord offered you the opportunity to join us multiple times, but you refused. Perhaps this rather…unfortunate situation could have been avoided if only you’d accepted.”

      I whirled around and back-handed her, putting a red-hot weal on her cheek. “Shut up. Even if I had gone to the Dark Side with you guys, he still would’ve killed those kids. And he would’ve eaten Tamayori’s flesh and become immortal and all that. But the real reason I refused? I didn’t want to become like you. I’m not a psychopath like you who enjoys torture and killing.”

      Her face twisted into a narrow-eyed, fox-like grin. “Is that so? Then how did Dōji-kun perish? How did I lose this hand? How did your friend there get such grievous injuries? Hmmm?”

      I stepped away, shaking my head. “No, that wasn’t…I didn’t…”

      “To think you had such incredible power within you…I should be upset that you killed one of my best friends, and part of me is indeed furious and heart-broken over his passing, but another part of me is…proud. So proud. To think my daughter is the current—”

      “The hell’re you rambling about now? What ‘incredible power?’ I’ve just been bashing things with my yo-yo, that’s all.”

      She shot a sideways glance at Terri. “Goddess, did you already know about this? About her true nature?”

      The girl shook her head. “No. I suspected it, but I’d heard that the Council ran tests on her and they came back negative.”

      “Hah! Goes to show you how truly useless and incompetent the Council is. What a bunch of bumbling fools, liars, and—”

      “That’s enough,” Terri said, stringing an arrow in her bow. “I’ll not have you besmirch the Council’s name in my presence.”

      “Yeah!” her brother Susanō—nicknamed Susie—shouted, readying a glowing, straight-edged blade in his hands. “You wanna go a round, fox lady? After everythin’ you put us through, I’m more than ready to kick your—”

      “What’re you guys doing?” I yelled as I stepped in the middle of them. “Haven’t we fought enough? Haven’t we spilled enough blood? Claire’s dyin’ and needs our help! And are you guys gonna start shootin’ off magic and stuff when there are innocent people nearby?" I glanced at the fox woman.  “I wouldn’t put that past you, but Terri, Susie, you guys know better than that.”

      The sun goddess nodded and lowered her bow. “You’re right, Alice. I suppose we’re all still on edge.”

      Susie’s emerald eyes blinked with disbelief. “You serious? We’re just gonna let her go after everythin’ she did? She pinned us down and made us watch while her buddies brutally butchered dozens upon dozens of kids! I say we take her on and end this! Right here, right now!”

      “And what can you do against me, god of storms?” Daji challenged. “Even at only four tails, I could handle you easily. The only chance you stood was when Alice unleashed her hidden potential, but look how exhausted she is! Do you really want to fight me here?”

      “Hey, guys,” I said, “can you please stop talking  in cryptic riddles and lingo around me? What’s going on? Terri, what’s she mean? What’s this ‘incredible power’ and ‘hidden potential’ you’re talking about?”

      “Go on, tell her, goddess. Why keep it a secret from her? If you won’t tell her, I will.”

      With a grave expression on her face, Terri walked up to me and took my hands into hers. “Remember when you told about me how you went to get tested by the Council to see if you were an Aeon or not? And they said you weren’t?”

      “Yeah? What about it?”

      “They were mistaken. You’re an Aeon, Alice.”
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      The news slammed into my heart like a semi-truck through glass.

      “What? No way! How’s that possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Terri said. “I wasn’t there for the tests, but if I were to venture a guess, I’d say that perhaps your Aeon nature and abilities hadn’t manifested themselves yet at the time, so that’s why the tests didn’t identify anything.”

      “I’m…an Aeon,” I whispered. “I remember when Ma’at told me all about it. I’m supposed to be like some kind of defender that keeps the peace and balance between all the worlds, right?”

      Terri nodded. “Exactly. You’ll work closely under the Council’s supervision to take care of Rifts and—”

      “Ridiculous!” Daji cried, jerking the sun goddess away from me. “My daughter will not be some lap-dog at the Council’s beck and call! She’s not a—”

      “Criminal like you,” Terri interrupted, shooting her a stone-cold stare. The two faced off, seemingly ready to kill each another at any moment.

      “What changed?” I asked. “How do you guys know for sure I’m an Aeon?”

      “Because you formed a Covenant with me,” she stated matter-of-factly, as simply and calmly as she’d say that the sky is blue, or 2+2=4, or that candy tastes nice.

      “A what?”

      “A Covenant. Think of it as a sort of pact or contract made between an Aeon and their partner.”

      “That figures. But I don’t recall signing any papers with our names on it or anything like that.”

      She put a hand on her chest and put a finger to her temple with the other hand. “It’s all done in here. And here. The heart, mind, soul, whatever you wish to call it. We made a vow to support one another, and completed the Covenant.”

      Taking it all in, I sat on some jagged stones next to Claire. Come to think of it, I vaguely recalled a weird day-dream-like vision I’d had in the demon king’s castle after I’d blacked out. I was back at school, practicing synchronized swimming with my friend Misa-ch—er, I mean, Terri. Was that when we made our ‘Covenant’ thing?

      “Ooooookaaaaaaaayyy…and then what?”

      “Well, the nature of the Covenant is different for every Aeon. In your case, it seems to have resulted in what we call Coalescence, the literal melding of mind and body into one.”

      “Oh!” Susie said, excited. He waved and stomped around. “You mean like in those anime shows where two guys dance around like this…and put their fingers together?”

      “Not quite like that, little brother, but the result is similar. A new being is created temporarily with the combined characteristics of both the Aeon and their partner, who is then granted an exponential boost of different physical and magical abilities.”

      “Come to think of it,” I said, “I sorta remember feeling really weird. Like I was in some kinda dream where parts of my body were moving without all of my control.” I glared at Daji. “It was almost like when you possessed me, but a 100% less creepy. I didn’t feel helpless or powerless. I felt…strong. Confident. Capable. Like I could do anything.”

      “I see,” Daji said, chin in hand. “It’s just as I thought. In the heat of the moment, when Dōji-kun pushed you beyond the limits of despair, you formed a Covenant with the goddess, granting your desire for pure, raw, distilled power. That’s my baby girl. This era’s Aeon.”

      “What’re you still doin’ here?” I hissed. “Get away from me!”

      “Now, now, Alice,” she said, waving a finger. “Is that any way to thank Mommy for saving your life…again? Besides, before I continue on with my hunt, I wanted to make sure you were all right. How are you holding up?”

      “How does it look like I’m holding up? Huh? I’m tired and hungry as hell, I can barely stand, I smell like crap, one of my friends is gone, and the other’s—”

      “Whooooooo wants sandwicheeeeeessssss?” a boyish voice sang.

      I turned. Coming up from the trail leading to the mountain summit was Aserzo “Ace” Drepani, a half-vampire, half-reaper hybrid and the cutest, nicest guy I’d ever met. The wind whistled as it whipped through his tattered reaper robes and dirty blond hair. He carried plastic bags in both of his pale, bandaged hands. Sweat dripped from his protruding brow.

      “Hey, guys,” Ace said. “I figured after escorting all those kidnapped girls and the princess home, I’d stop by a Lawson and grab some stuff for everybody. I’ve got tuna mayo onigiri, egg and BLT sandwiches, melon bread…”

      He stopped and swiveled his head, feeling the weight of the tension in the air. “Oh, hey…did I, uh, interrupt something?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “In fact, she was just leaving.”

      All eyes were on Daji.

      “Oh, very well,” she said with a scowl. “I’ve wasted enough time here with you fools as it is.” She turned to me, shifting to a motherly smile. “But not you, of course, my sweet little jewel. No matter what you say or do, Mommy will always love you. We can keep our little family game going a while longer if you wish.”

      I nodded. “I do. I made a promise to Misa-chan, and I’m not gonna break it now. I’m still gonna find a way to beat you to the other stones.”

      “That’s nice, dear. Be sure to take a nice long bath and change into some clean clothes.” She stepped back, sneering at everyone else. “You bastards. Dōji-kun and Sutoku were two of my closest friends. When I’m through with you all, you’ll wish I’d granted you a swift, merciful death, but you’ll get no such respite. Your days are numbered.”

      Her shrill laughter echoed into the skies and lingered even after she vanished into mist.

      “So,” Ace said, breaking the silence, “anybody hungry or thirsty? I picked up all kinds of stuff. I even picked up some chocolate-covered—woah!”

      I snatched the bag from him, tore open the plastic wrap surrounding the onigiri, and wolfed them down. The salty, creamy flavor of the tuna and mayo refreshed me. Before I even finished swallowing the last bits of rice, I dug into the melon bread, taking enormous, greedy bites.

      “Hey!” Susie yelled. “The melon bread’s mine!”

      I ignored him and kept chowing down. It felt like I was being possessed again, and couldn’t control myself. Next came the sandwiches. By the time I’d finished, I’d devoured nearly all of the bag’s contents—all the food meant for our whole team. I stuffed the remainder of the melon bread into my pocket, let out a disgusting belch, then lifted my eyes to the disapproving faces of my three remaining friends.

      “Oh, uh, sorry,” I muttered, sheepish and embarrassed. “Dunno what came over me.”

      “Dude!” Ace whistled. “And here I thought I had a big appetite! I’m no match for you.”

      “Big Siiiiiiis!” Susied whined with a stamp of a foot. “Why’d you just stand there and let her do that?”

      Terri scratched her chin, lost in thought. “Hmmm…if I were to hazard a guess, I’d say that initiating a Coalescence must have taken a heavy toll on her and required a significant amount of energy. To be honest, I’m pretty wiped out and famished myself.”

      I came out of my hunger spell and turned my attention back to my fallen friend. “What should we do, guys? There’s gotta be a way to save Claire.”

      Terri heaved a heavy sigh and hung her head. “I’m not sure. Daji was right: her wounds were caused by magic, so no human medicine or surgical operations will do her any good.”

      “Big Sis!” Susie said, striking his palm with a fist. “What if we take her to the village on—”

      “No. They don’t allow outsiders. They’d try to kill us on the spot. And even if they don’t, do you think they’ll help a half-breed like—”

      “What village?” Ace wondered.

      “The Tengu village atop Mt. Kurama,” Susie answered.

      Terri shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. We can’t afford to lose any more time. Daji has already broken four of the stone seals while we only carry one. If she finds the other four before us, then millions upon millions more lives will be at stake! And if the Rifts grow large enough, even greater disasters could happen!”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “I’d rather save Claire first.”

      “Alice, we already went over this. Did you not hear what I just said?”

      I stood and approached Terri, standing so close my nose almost touched her forehead. “Look, I don’t give a crap about any of that stuff right now. Like I said, if we can’t even save someone suffering right in front of us, then what’s the point? What good are we doing?”

      The fire in her eyes flared up, ready to continue our earlier argument. “Listen, Alice, I know you just had a rough time, but you’re not the only one. You saw what they did to those kids. Thousands, perhaps millions, or even billions more will end up just like them if we don’t hurry. I understand how you feel, but the mission comes first. These are the tough choices we have to make for the—”

      “If you finish that sentence with ‘the greater good,’ I swear to g—er, you, I’ll kick your ass.”

      “Stop it, Alice,” she scolded. “As an Aeon, you have certain responsibilities now. You need to clear your mind and look at the bigger picture. If you don’t, then so many others will end up just like Claire.”

      “She’s not dead yet! Are you suggesting I should just leave her to die?”

      She stared me down with the piercing, determined gaze of a goddess, of royalty, of a leader. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m suggesting. I’m sorry if it sounds cold and heartless, but I say this out of a place of love for every—”

      “What’s up with you, Big Sis?” Susie said, pushing us apart. “When we were escapin’ the castle, you wanted to abandon Claire back there, too.”

      “That was a snap judgment I made in the heat of the moment, Susanō. I wasn’t thinking rationally, and at the time I hadn’t realized just how grievous her injuries were.”

      “So, if you’d already known then that she was gonna die, you’d have just left her behind to get crushed? That’s not how we do things, Big Sis! We don’t leave friends behind!”

      “Oh yeah?” She poked him in his broad chest. “Who are you to lecture me? I seem to recall you were the one stood by and watched as our brother killed my friend Uchimoke no Kami simply because she disgusted him!”

      He caught her hand and gave her a light shove. “That was then. I’m a different man now. Plus, you weren’t there when we met Claire. She saved our skins when Sakata Kintoki went berserk. She’s not one of them; she’s one of us.”

      Terri snatched Susie by the collar of his snowy robes. “‘One of us?’ What are you babbling about, Susanō? She killed innocent children!”

      “That’s not her fault!” I snapped at her. “I don’t know exactly what happened, but she clearly wasn’t herself. If that Sutoku guy was possessing her, then I feel for her. It’s been done to me before, by my own mother, of all people. You’re gonna blame her for something she wasn’t even in control of? How is that fair?”

      Ace nodded. “She’s right. Lady Amaterasu, you’ve gotta hear her out.”

      “Silence, reaper!” Terri roared. “Alice, if you won’t listen to reason, I may have to—”

      “May have to what?” Susie said, fingering the tip of the Kusanagi sword. “Kill her? Hmmm? How’s that make us any better than the demons?”

      “Guys, guys,” Ace pleaded with a nervous laugh. “Can’t we all just get al—”

      “Enough!” Terri roared, unleashing a blinding burst of light. Susie, Ace, and I grunted and groaned, our eyes burning from its brightness. A sea of white filled my field of vision for a minute, before finally fading back into the greens, grays, blues, and browns of the mountaintop and sky around me.

      “Gah!” Susie cried. “The hell, Big Sis? A little warning woulda been nice.”

      She glared at him. “That was a warning.”

      “Oh.”

      “Look, everyone, I know we’re tired, irritable, and our hearts ache with loss. But the fact of the matter is she’s a spy, an informant, an assassin. Not only that, but she’s a demon of the bird tribes. Can we even trust her?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “What do you mean ‘she’s a demon of the bird tribes’?”

      She tilted her head, puzzled. “You mean you didn’t realize by now? Her eyes, the strange way her head moves, those slits on her back…they’re all tell-tale signs. She’s a Tengu half-breed.”
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      “Tengu?” I repeated. “I remember hearing stories about them as a kid. They’re the guys with the red faces and long noses, right?”

      “Some of them, yes,” Terri explained. “But most of them possess avian features. Crow variations called Karasu Tengu are particularly common. I’ve never seen a Tengu with as many human features as Claire, so I suspect she’s a half-Tengu hybrid, or at the very least, descended from them.”

      “I see,” Susie said. “That explains the flashy ninja stuff, and those mad sword skills.”

      I glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Tengu are the progenitors of ninjustu,” Terri answered for him. “They are also said to be the inventors of several styles of martial arts and swordsmanship. The king of the Mt. Kurama village, Sōjōbō, famously taught the legendary hero Minamoto no Yoshitsune the art of swordplay.”

      “All right, so she’s a bird demon. Big deal. I’ve got fox blood in me. I don’t see how that’s any different.”

      “Tengu are entirely different creatures compared to Kitsune. They live close together in very secretive, highly-stratified communities and are extremely averse to outsiders of any kind. Worse than that, like actual earthly crows, they’re quite Darwinian in nature. They’ll abandon or sometimes outright attack the sick and wounded in order to protect the larger community from outside threats looking to invade and conquer easy prey.”

      “All right, but what’s this got to do with Claire? Can’t we just take her to one of the villages and get her some treatment since she’s technically one of their own?”

      Susie rolled his eyes. “Big Sis thinks if we try to take Claire to the Tengu village, they’ll refuse to help her, or even worse, kill us for trying.”

      “It’s too risky,” Terri said. “It’s a terrible idea. And like I’ve been trying to get through to you two, we’re running out of time. We can either save one girl or save this country.”

      I shook my head. “I’m gonna save both…but Claire comes first.”

      “Why are you going so far for her sake? We can’t trust her.”

      “I don’t care. I trust her.”

      “You wouldn’t if you knew the way the dark underground world of spies, assassins, and contract killers operates. Who’s to say she wouldn’t slit your throat when you least expect it?”

      “She’d never do that.”

      “Oh, really? And how exactly would you know that? We met her like, what, yesterday? Why do you believe in her so much?”

      “She saved my skin, for one, and I owe her for that. And have any of you felt what it’s like to have someone take control of your body? To be forced to watch helplessly as your own hands snuff out the lives of innocent people? No? Didn’t think so. Well, Claire does. She didn’t kill those kids. That Sutoku guy did.”

      “Alice, please,” Terri pleaded. “If Daji destroys all the seals, she’ll be truly unstop—”

      “No. I’ve already made up my mind. Susie, can you carry her?”

      “Sure thing,” the storm god nodded. He exchanged tense glances with his sister as he approached Claire and carefully lifted her.

      Terri crossed her arms and furrowed her brow. “Fine. Be that way. Your ignorance, recklessness, and naïveté will be the death of us all.”

      “If it is,” I said, facing her, “then at least I’ll go down doing the right thing. Doing everything I could.”

      “The Aeon and their Covenant partners should stick together.”

      “Then come with us.”

      “You know I can’t do that. The safety of everyone comes first.”

      “Everyone’s safety but Claire’s, huh? How convenient.”

      “It’s what must be done. It can’t be helped.”

      “And I’m doing what I think ‘must be done.’ What are you gonna do about it? Stop me?”

      She ran her fingers along her arrow quiver. “Don’t make me resort to violence, Alice. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Right back at ya,” I said, readying my trusty yo-yo in my hand. “If I die defending Claire, then so be it, but true friends don’t abandon each other.”

      “True friends?” Terri scoffed. “What kind of a ‘true friend’ would doom this country—or even this entire planet—over something so selfish and petty? I didn’t realize I’d been traveling with a complete idiot with a one-track mind!”

      “Woah,” Ace said, eyes darting back and forth between us. “Lady Amatersu, don’t you think that’s going a little too far?”

      “How dare you,” I hissed, ignoring him. “And I guess I didn’t realize I’d been traveling with a heartless bitch who’d throw away her friends without a second thought!”

      “Guuuuuuuuuuuuys!” Susie roared. He unleashed a billowing gale that swept us off our feet and scattered us in opposite directions. I landed with a loud “thud” and tumbled, bruising my knees on the sharp rocks.

      I scrambled back up and dusted myself off. Terri had landed on her feet, graceful and effortless. An hour ago, I would have said it looked beautiful whenever she did that, but now, it pissed me off.

      “C’mon, guys,” Susie said, panting. “Let’s just stop fighting. We’ve fought enough for today, haven’t we? And I say this as a guy who loves a good fight.”

      Terri’s blazing eyes pierced me with disapproval and disgust. “Fine by me. Susanō and I will continue our search for the Death Stones while you go off and waste your time.”

      Susie shook his head. “No, Big Sis. I’m going with Alice. I don’t want her to deal with this alone.”

      “I’m disappointed in you, brother. We desperately need your help with battling Daji.”

      “I’m sorry, Big Sis. We’ll catch up with you guys as soon as we’re through helpin’ Claire, okay?”

      “Suit yourself.” She turned to Ace . “And you?”

      “My bad, ladies,” Ace said with a slight bow, “but I can’t join either one of you right now.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “The thing is,” he said, pointing to his scythe that pulsated with a teal-blue light. “After what happened here, I’ve got lots of recently-deceased souls that need to be delivered to the right afterlife worlds.”

      “Please,” I pleaded. “Not now. I really need your help.”

      He sighed and shook his head sadly. “Look, if I don’t get a move on, I’m gonna be in big trouble. Especially since I’ve spent so much time down here already.” He put on a smile and gave me a thumbs-up. “But hey, it’s all groovy, Alice. Hopefully, the delivery won’t take long and I’ll be right back by your side.”

      “Thanks, Ace,” I said with a nod. “Just hurry, okay?”

      Terri scowled. “So you’ve chosen your personal feelings over your obligations to the Council? I imagine my fellow Council members will be most displeased to hear that.”

      “Personal feelings?” Ace repeated. “What do you—”

      “I’m not stupid, Ace. I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

      Ace and I glanced at each other and blushed.

      “I, uh, I just…well, would you look at the time! I gotta go now! Let’s rock!”

      He flipped his scythe onto its side, hopped onto the metal bladed part, and blasted off into the deep-blue sky.

      “Typical,” Terri said, trying to keep her composure. “Seems like I’m the only one who’s not acting selfishly today.” She marched towards me and held out a hand. “Give me the map.”

      “Fine.” I opened my bag and handed her a scroll depicting a map of Japan. Nine ink blots were circled on it, revealing the general locations of each stone. She examined it, then rolled it up and turned her back to me.

      “I hereby declare our Covenant null and void. The same goes for our friendship.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “You were never my friend, anyway.”

      “I see.”

      We parted ways and took different paths down the mountain—Susie with me and Terri by herself—without waving or looking back.
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      “…And that’s where we’re at now,” I said, carefully finding my footing down the mountain trail. My sneakers had gathered another layer of caked mud on them.

      “We understand,” said a deep, middle-aged-sounding woman’s voice via a magical ostrich feather coiled up in my earlobe. The voice of Ma’at, the Egyptian Goddess of Harmony and Cosmic Balance, and my “boss” for lack of a better term. “That is rather…unfortunate. It pains us to hear that the situation has grown so dire.”

      “Me, too. So, Ms. Ma’at, what do you think of my decision?”

      A slight pause on her end. “We believe that Amaterasu’s side of the argument was correct.”

      I winced. “Oh yeah?”

      “However, she is not an Aeon, my child. You are. Though we may not agree on your current course of action, we trust in your judgment. Aeons of the past have had certain…instincts and intuitions that led them on the right path and averted the destruction of the worlds time and time again. We shall continue to provide our support in any way we can.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Ma’at,” I said, sighing with relief. “I swear to you I’m still gonna stop Daji even if it’s the last thing I do. But first things first. I’ll keep you updated as the situation changes.”

      I signed off with Ms. Ma’at and glanced at Susie. Claire lay across the palms of his hands, and was now wrapped in white cloth that Susie’d torn off from his kimono. His head hung low, downcast.

      “Gods, this sucks,” he uttered. “It’s just like when the Avengers split up. A mini ‘Civil War’ of our own. Hmmm…I wonder who’d be Tony Stark and who’d be Steve Rogers? I feel like Big Sis’ high and mighty attitude’d make her Tony and Alice’s rebellious nature would make her Steve…but then again, Alice loves her alcohol like Tony and Big Sis doesn’t like cursing just like Steve…”

      I grinned and nudged him. “Does that make you the ‘Hawkeye’ of the team since you’ve barely done anything in our battles so far?”

      “No,” he said, frowning. “No, it doesn’t. I’m way more useful than that guy. And a better actor, too, if I do say so myself. I’d say I’m Thor, since I’m also a god of storms. Can’t use lightning, though. Then again, the real Thor’d be pissed if he heard me compare myself to him.”

      “Thor exists, too?” I wondered aloud. “I wanna meet him. Is he real hot and dreamy like Chris Hemsworth?”

      “Nah. I’m way better lookin’ than he is.”

      “Who? Hemsworth or the real Thor?”

      “Both,” he said with a proud smile.

      I burst out laughing. “Oh, Susie, you’re always so funny. Thanks for cheering me up during such a crappy time.”

      “Uh, you’re welcome, I guess?” He kept mumbling under his breath. “I’m bein’ serious, though. I’m a real friggin’ god, after all.”

      We made our way down Mt. Ōe and up the steep slopes of Mt. Kurama. Thankfully, it didn’t take as long as it normally would since Susie sped us along with gusts of wind. Sometimes he’d grab me and leap off a ledge and we’d glide through the howling air (which was terrifying and reminded me of flying around with Ace).

      Goosebumps broke out on my skin from the mystical atmosphere of the place. It was like I could actually feel the Aether as it flowed above, below, and all around us. Legs barely functioning, I forced myself up the rapid stone steps, fighting through the pain. Lush cedar trees and bright-orange lanterns lined the path on both sides, seemingly going on forever. The trail wound up, down, and around, taking us by Kurama-dera, a famous Buddhist temple dedicated to deities like Kannon, the goddess of mercy. It was traditionally structured, with curved roofs, fire-colored paint, a beautiful cherry tree garden, and was guarded by Komainu statues. These Komainu didn’t come to life and attack me, thankfully.

      “I think it was over this way,” Susie said, hopping over the log rails with a burst of wind.

      I followed him, venturing into the thick of the cedar forest. We were greeted with the leering gaze of a Tengu statue, depicting an old guy in Buddhist robes with a really long Pinocchio nose, a set of bird wings, and a ha-uchiwa, the distinct Tengu fan made out of feathers. His round eyes almost seemed alive, following us as we walked past.

      The sunlight hardly reached us here, and the canopy bathed us in shadows. Aside from the disgusting smell of my clothes, I took in the scents of the leaves, moss, and decaying wood. The tree trunks were covered in varying shades of gray, brown, and green. A couple of deer scampered about. One approached me cautiously, sniffing me. I broke off a piece of melon bread and it nearly chomped my hand off as it lapped up the bread. It scurried off, vanishing into the shade.

      Something caught my leg, and I nearly fell on my face. I threw my arms out and maintained balance, saving myself from a dip in the dirt. I’d tripped over a thick cluster of snarled roots and twigs. They covered the entire landscape, like giant, throbbing veins circulating blood to some enormous monster.

      I shivered. I really hoped that wasn’t the case.

      “You all right?” Susie asked, marching next to me.

      “Yeah. Just gotta watch my step, I guess. How’s she doing?”

      “About the same the last time you asked: unconscious, with a non-existent pulse.”

      “Okay. Let’s pick up the pace. Which way?”

      He stopped and surveyed the area, tongue against his upper lip. “Hmmm…I think maybe over there?”

      We veered off on a dirt path to the right. I tip-toed around the roots, making sure not to catch my shoe on one and face-plant. After what had to have been at least an hour, we took a quick break. I stretched my legs, sat on a clump of roots, and took a few more bites out of the melon bread. Sweet, brief, sugary relief. Susie rested Claire on a bed of fallen leaves and flexed his arms. My eyelids felt like concrete blocks had been tied to them, and I struggled to stay awake.

      “Hang in there,” Susie said, shaking me by the shoulder. “We should be close. I can feel it.”

      “God, I’m so exhausted,” I groaned. “Feels like I can’t take another step.”

      “Well, we’ve been runnin’ around and fightin’ and stuff,” he explained. “Who knows how much time actually passed while we were in the Abyss. On top of that, Like Big Sis said, the magic you guys used must’ve taken a lot of Aether to power it. When you’re empty on Aether, it takes a toll on your body, too. Same thing happens to me as long as I’m in this human form. Sucks, huh?”

      My legs practically screamed at me in pain as I rose. “We can get some sleep later. Let’s keep going or Claire will…wait…huh?”

      There was that Tengu statue staring at us again. It looked exactly like the one I’d seen earlier.

      “Haven’t we been here already?” I asked. “This place seems kinda familiar. Remember that statue?”

      “What? No way. It’s probably just an identical one. There’re tons of statues just like these along the proper trails.”

      “If you say so. Now lead the way, navigator.”

      Susie hoisted Claire up and threw her over his shoulder. This time, we hung a left, journeying through another stretch of dim, damp scenery. I couldn’t tell if we were making any progress or not. It all just sort of blended together into a greenish blur. We trekked for about another hour or so.

      And came right back to the crossroads with the Tengu statue.

      “The hell?” I blurted. “This totally looks like the same place. Have we been walking in circles?”

      “Maybe. Let’s try goin’ straight this time.”

      “I thought you knew where this place was.”

      “Not really. Just goin’ off of stuff I’ve heard about it. Never been there myself.”

      “Oh, just great.”

      We ventured along the path ahead, which brought us to a Y-shaped split. Susie suggested going left. We hiked down that way, avoiding all the roots that tried to trip us up. At the end of the trail…

      The crossroads with the Tengu statue.

      I rubbed my eyes and blinked. “You gotta be kiddin’ me. Again? What’s goin’ on?”

      “Hate to break it to ya,” Susie said with a sigh, “but I think we’ve fallen for one of their traps.”

      “Traps?”

      “Well, yeah. The Tengu are a really secretive bunch. Guess it shouldn’t surprise me that they’d set up some sort of magical maze to throw off any trespassers.”

      “Damn,” I hissed through gritted teeth. “If we don’t hurry and find this place, Claire’s gonna die. What do we do?”

      “There’s gotta be some trick to it. Let’s try a few other paths.”

      We went down a number of alternate roads and combinations of paths, but they all led us back to the same starting place. Frustration began building up and making my blood boil.

      “Stupid bird-demon people with their annoying tricks and mazes! It’s like somethin’ right out of a video game! Can you hear me, Tengu? Let us in! We have an injured friend who needs help badly!”

      No answer, except for a single crow’s caw. I swiveled my head around, looking for where the sound came from.

      “Did you hear that, Susie?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’ve traced the winds back to where it came from. It’s not coming from the trees, so it should be down here on the ground with us.”

      The crow’s cries continued, but no sign of the bird itself. It seemed like it was invisible. Invisible…wait, that’s it!

      I pulled the mirror out of my pocket and scanned the trails. Sure enough, resting on some roots ahead of us was a lone crow. It seemed like any normal crow, with the exception that if I lowered the mirror, it vanished from sight. And as soon as I held the mirror at an angle to reveal it, it reappeared, tilting its head and blinking at me.

      “That’s it!” I shouted. “Hey, Mr. Crow, my friend here is one of your kind…sorta. And she needs help or she’s gonna…well, it’ll be real bad if we don’t do something for her. Can you please show us the way to the hidden village?”

      The crow let out another caw. It hobbled along the maze on its tiny feet, occasionally whipping its head back and staring at me. It was almost like it was making sure we were still following it. Sure enough, each turn we took with the bird’s guidance took us deeper and deeper into the forest. The canopies and darkness grew thicker. Toward the end of the trail, the path transformed into a steep slope, leading us to the highest part of the mountain. The air had become dry, cold, and quiet. At the end of the road stood a towering torii gate flanked by slowly-turning wooden windmills. Towering pagodas stretched on up into the clouds.

      “This is it!” Susie cried. “The hidden village!”

      “Yes! Finally! Thank you, Mr. Crow!”

      The bird flapped its wings and flew off into the distance. We started advancing toward the gate.

      “Halt!” a voice squawked. “Who goes there?”

      “I’ll handle this,” Susie whispered to me. He gazed at two figures perched atop the gate. “I am the god of storms, Susanō, brother of Amaterasu and next-in-line for the throne of Yomi. I request entry into the village and immediate medical assistance for a friend who is gravely wounded.”

      “Who’s the girl with you?”

      “Alice Pachari Kamiya,” I answered. “I’m an Aeon.”

      The guards flapped their wings and landed in front of us, shaking loose a few feathers that drifted to the ground. They stood tall, balancing taloned bird feet on their elongated wooden geta sandals. Their figures were humanoid but with glaring crow eyes and curved beaks, dressed in navy-blue robes and hakama pants with padded armor forming a layer on top. Katanas dangled from straps tied around their waists. From under their sleeves protruded a feather fan in one hand and sets of sharp knives. Massive black wings jutted out from behind their shoulders.

      “Lord Susanō,” the one on the right spoke. “Normally, I would say it is an honor for you to grace us with your presence. However, the rules of our village are absolute: entry is forbidden to all outsiders unless granted express permission from His Highness Sōjōbō.”

      “Please! I’m begging you! Look, this girl…she’s a Tengu! She needs your help, or she’ll—”

      “No exceptions!” the left-hand Tengu guard boomed, readying his fan. “Leave this place, or we’ll force you to do so!”

      “Try me,” Susie said as he lowered Claire on the ground and steadied his blade. “You guys can’t beat me in a duel of winds. You know that.”

      “Stand down, Lord Susanō!”

      “How about you try and make me?”

      I had no idea where they came from, but in seconds, a dozen more Tengu warriors appeared, surrounding us, armed with different knives, swords, and spears. Teal-green light erupted from the Magatama jewel on my necklace.

      “You’ve gotta listen to us!” I pleaded. “Just let us explain and I’m sure we can—”

      One of the guards, a spear-wielder, rushed me. I quickly brought out my yo-yo, wrapped it around my finger, and launched it at his face.

      As the yo-yo spun through the air, a voice cried out. Ted Dead’s voice.
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      “Wait, don’t—ow! Hey, that hurt, you stupid kid!”

      The yo-yo struck the Tengu guard in the beak, sending him stumbling backward.

      “Dead Ted?” I called. “Dead Ted, is that you?”

      “Yeah,” he answered, his voice coming out of the yo-yo. “It’s me. In the flesh…well, not really.”

      I cradled the yo-yo in my hands after it snapped back. “Dead Ted! You’re okay! You didn’t actually—”

      “Save the sappy reunion for later!” Susie shouted. “We’re kinda in the middle of somethin’!”

      A metal clinking sound rang out. A smokescreen appeared all around us, clouding our vision.

      “Hey, no fair! Guess I’d expect nothin’ less from the ancestors of the ninja. C’mon out and fight me like true men, you bast—”

      Shadowy outlines burst through the smoke, ambushing Susie, followed by the clanking and clashing of blades. I waved a hand around, trying to get a good look through the smokescreen.

      “Ah, screw this,” I muttered. “I’ve got a cheat code.”

      I held the mirror in front of me and peered into it just in time to find a Tengu flying at me. I dove out of the way, feeling the rush of the wind from his sword swing that nearly took my head off. Just as I fell, another one dive-bombed me, aiming to pierce me with his spear. I rolled out of the way as his spear stuck into the soil. Leaves clung to me as I sprang to my feet. Susie’d blown away the smokescreen and whirled around in a circle with his sword, slashing a few guards and launching them with a forceful gale.

      Another Tengu flew at me, sword ready in his clawed hand. I flicked the yo-yo out, wrapping the toy and string around his leg. I gave it a yank, sending him careening to the ground and out of the way.

      “Why’d you do that, kid?” Dead Ted said. “Now you’re wide open!”

      He was right. What was I thinking? I loosened the loop around my finger and let go of the yo-yo just as another warrior charged at me. The edge of the blade grazed my arm, tearing a hole in my jacket and breaking through the skin. Syrupy black blood trickled from the wound. The blood of the Chthonians. The evidence that proved I was no longer entirely human anymore, let alone the whole “Aeon” thing.

      Susie fought off the bird guards with ease, blowing them back with his superior sword skills and magic. Problem was, it seemed like his gusts of wind were getting smaller and weaker with each use. He was going to run out of Aether pretty soon. I snatched up the katana of the Tengu I’d tripped and gripped it tight with both hands. It glistened in the faint light of the sun through the trees. I had no clue how to use one of these, but what choice did I have?

      “Bring it!” I challenged. “I’m not scared of you guys!”

      Another guard rushed me with a spear. I readied my sword like a baseball bat and swung it in a large arc. Missed. Where’d he go? He’d disappeared as soon as I slashed at him.

      I got my answer with a solid strike to my spine, knocking me flat on my stomach. The blow had shocked my system, making me drop the sword as I collapsed. I rolled over and reached for the sword, but a spear stuck itself in the ground between my fingers and the sword.

      “Don’t move!” a guard screeched. “Try anything and we’ll pierce your heart!”

      Panicked, I glanced around. A flock of them loomed over me, pointing their weapons at my chest and throat. I raised my hands in surrender.

      “Same goes for you!” they called to Susie. “Drop your weapon and don’t move, or we’ll kill her!”

      He grumbled and dropped the Kusanagi.

      “That’s as far as you go, outsiders,” they said. “This is your final warning. Leave your weapons here and get out. You’re not welcome here.”

      “What are you doing?” a new, commanding voice thundered. “Stand down, you buffoons!”

      Their round bird eyes widened. “Your Highness! We’ve apprehended the intruders. They were about to—”

      “Enough! I said stand down!”

      The Tengu warriors backed away from me, clearing the way for a short, wobbling middle-aged man dressed in cherry-red priest’s robes. His face was covered with a thick beard and flowing black hair. He peered down at me through a pair of tiny spectacles that rested on a very long, pointy nose. He smelled like green tea and strong cologne.

      “Are you hurt, little girl?”

      I shook my head. “No…well, not much. A little.”

      “That’s a relief. Here.” He offered me a firm hand. I took it, and he pulled me up with surprising strength.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re very welcome.” He turned to Susie. “Lord Susanō! It’s not often we receive a visitor from a member of the royal family. What brings you out here to my humble domain?”

      Susie bowed on one knee. “Your Highness Sōjōbō, we’ve come to seek aid for a friend. She is of Tengu and human blood, and has been gravely injured. Can you help us?”

      Sōjōbō cooled himself with a seven-feathered fan. “You need not bow down to me and be so formal, Lord Susanō. If anything, I should be bowing to you. After all, it is only through the reign of the gods and the Council that my kind can enjoy a quiet, virtually undisturbed existence. Is this the half-breed here?”

      Susie and I nodded.

      “I see,” the king of the Tengu said, stroking his beard as he examined Claire’s bandaged body. “Very well.” He glared at the warriors. “These three shall be granted temporary access and treated as our special guests.”

      “B-b-but,” one of them stammered, “Your Highness, the rules, they explicitly state that—”

      “Silence, you hatchling! Who made the rules, hmmm? I did! Will you defy me?”

      The guard stayed quiet and simply bowed. Sōjōbō marched ahead of us with Claire in his arms. Before we entered the village, a guard approached me.

      “Excuse me, miss? You dropped this.”

      It was the guard I’d tripped. He returned the yo-yo.

      “How could you forget me so fast?” Dead Ted snapped. “Don’t you care at all?”

      “Sorry, Dead Ted,” I said. “I’ve just been kinda…preoccupied, you know?”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. I’d been screamin’ for hours for somebody to let me outta that friggin’ bag, but you guys couldn’t hear me, I guess. Or you weren’t payin’ enough attention.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “What happened? Where are we? The last thing I remember was that Oni bastard’s throne room, and bursting into flames.”

      “Long story short: we beat Shuten-dōji, Daji escaped, Ace left, Terri and I aren’t friends anymore, and now Susie and I are at the Tengu village getting Claire some help.”

      His phantom eyes widened. “You what? What happened between you and Her Highness?”

      “Like I said, long story. Now pipe down.”

      The village was smaller than I’d thought, packed tight with towering, completely vertical structures. Wooden bridges and walkways connected the different buildings together. All kinds of Tengu, composed of various mixtures of bird species and human traits—crows, eagles, falcons, sparrows, swallows, just about any bird you could think of—hustled and bustled about. Windmills dotted the landscape, with groups of Tengu waving their fans at them to keep them moving. The smell of freshly-brewed tea, paint, and ink drifted out of the pagodas. Signs on weapon and art shops hung ahead along the way, written in kanji characters in the most beautiful calligraphy I’d ever seen. Statues of a giant, frightening Tengu with feminine features stood in front of nearly every building.

      “Who’s that?” I asked, pointing.

      “Amanozako,” the king of the Tengu answered. “Our great ancestor. Mother of all Tengu. She is the closest thing we have to a venerated deity outside of the actual gods themselves.”

      “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen any girl Tengu around here. Well, from what I could tell, at least.”

      “In spite of our ancestry,” he explained as we climbed onto a simple rope bridge, “females of our race are extremely scarce. Thus, they are hidden away and protected until it is time for them to breed.”

      “What kinda life is that? I don’t suppose they agreed to being treated like cattle, did they?”

      “Watch yourself, little girl,” he warned. “You know nothing about our ways. In fact, you should feel honored. You are among the select few of your kind that have been allowed more than a glimpse into our village.”

      I bit my tongue. “My apologies, Your Highness.”

      “Who are you, anyway? Why are you with Lord Susanō?”

      “Well, for starters, I’m half-Yōkai myself. And I just found out I’m an Aeon.”

      Sōjōbō stopped for a moment, staring at me through his round glasses with disbelief. “An Aeon? Lord Susanō, is that true?”

      “Yep,” Susie answered. “She checks out. Seen her in action myself. She formed one of those ‘Covenant’ thingies with my Big Sis and kicked the crap outta some real nasty demons.”

      “In that case,” Sōjōbō continued as we walked, “I suppose I’m the one who should feel honored. Please forgive the rudeness of my subordinates. They were merely performing their duties in protecting our home.”

      “It’s okay, I guess,” I said. “I’m just really worried about Claire.”

      “Claire, was it? Tell me more about her.”

      I shrugged. “Not much to tell, really. Just met her yesterday. She’s a ninja, she smokes a lot, and she likes books and motorcycles. That’s about it.”

      “All right, then. We normally don’t take care of half-breeds, but since this is a request from a deity and an Aeon, I will make an exception.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      We crossed a few more bridges and climbed some steps going higher and higher, ending at a round building that was slightly larger and wider than the others.

      “This place,” Sōjōbō explained, “is our equivalent of what you would call an apothecary and hospital. Come.”

      The inside reminded me of Ashigara Gifts or the magic shop in Takamagahara. Sōjōbō squawked with the Tengu at the counter in some avian language, then we were led down a winding, narrow hallway. I passed by rooms filled with tatami mats and futons containing sick and injured Tengu wrapped in bandages. Weirdly enough, they were watching Japanese soap operas on very old analog TVs. Their eyes stared and followed us as we continued on to a room at the end of the hall. Sōjōbō lowered Claire into a futon, chirped and chatted with what seemed to be a Tengu physician, then turned to us.

      “It’s going to take considerable time for them to examine her properly and determine what, if anything, can be done. There’s a guest room in the east wing you can stay in if you wish.”

      “I can’t stay in there with her?” I asked.

      “No, not at the moment. Please, get some rest. Both of you look terrible.”

      I nodded weakly. “I feel awful. And tired. Awfully tired. I think I’m gonna pass out for a while. Can you please let us know as soon as they find out anything?”

      “Fear not, Aeon. I shall stay here tonight instead of at my palace, and I shall inform you of any status reports on her condition as soon as I hear of them. I promise you that she shall be safe in our hands.”

      “Thank you once again, Your Highness.”

      On the way to the guest room, I took out my yo-yo and stared at the ghostly-blue face on it. The face of a perpetually scowling Japanese man in his late thirties.

      “What happened? I saw it…Shuten-dōji, he…he destroyed the umbrella and—”

      “Beats me,” Dead Ted replied. “While the umbrella was burnin’ up, I just kept thinkin’ of how badly I wanted out, and soon enough, I’d ended up inside your cheap plastic toy of all things.”

      “So, maybe,” Susie said, “maybe you can do what ghosts do in movies and TV and stuff where you send your spirit out and possess other objects.”

      “You may be right, Lord Susanō. I never realized I was capable of doing that.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Haven’t you been dead for almost 20 years? Why didn’t you ever try gettin’ out of the umbrella during all that time?”

      If he had arms, he would’ve shrugged. “Guess I just never thought of it.”

      “Ugh,” I groaned. “I’m surrounded by morons.”

      “Hey, you’re one to talk, kid. Your little yo-yo stunt back there was one of the dumbest, clumsiest things I’ve ever seen.”

      “Gimme a break,” I snapped. “I’m barely awake and about to collapse. Just went off pure instinct.”

      “And I just went off ‘pure instinct’ when my umbrella body was destroyed, too.”

      “Okay. I’m just…I’m glad you’re ali—well, not exactly alive, but still kickin’ and hangin’ around in this world, Dead Ted. It wasn’t the same without you here, annoying me.”

      “Ha!” he scoffed. “I suppose if I’m not allowed to get into heaven or hell yet, I’ll be stuck with you a while longer.” He paused for a moment. “Kid, will you still help me—”

      “Of course. We’ll find them. I promise.”

      “Thanks,” he whispered.

      We came to the guest room in the east wing. It was pretty basic, with wooden flooring and futons. Flames crackled in a brick fireplace on the far right wall. Susie shifted into his comb form and I stuck it in my hair. The sliding door wall opened up to an outdoor hot spring. I unwrapped Ace’s cloth I’d tied around my hand. The bleeding had stopped, thankfully.

      I stripped down, bathed in a cold spring, then soaked myself in the hot water. I gazed out into the scenery filled with towers, windmills, and cedar trees. I tried not to think about the Beast or the horrific images of what I’d seen in the demon lord’s castle. So much blood and death and suffering.

      My chest itched. I peered down and gasped. The torn skin from my collarbone down to my abdomen contained bizarre symbols and shapes. I traced a finger along them, feeling the bumps and ridges of the symbols against my scarred flesh.

      What the hell? What was going on? It could have been just a coincidence, but the symbols looked like actual letters from some ancient script. Did it have some connection to the magic I’d used with Terri? I’d been unconscious at the time, so I still had no idea what actually happened then. Another mystery to solve for another time, I guess. I had bigger concerns at the moment.

      After bathing, I washed my dirty clothes in the cold water and left them out, then changed into a pair of dry, clean clothing: a hoodie and denim shorts with black leggings.

      I was almost too tired to fall asleep. Eventually, I passed out in the futon and entered a cold, dark sleep. I tossed and turned throughout the night as the memories of the slaughtered kids tormented me.

      Glowing green light filtered through the darkness in my eyelids. It was the same sensation as when someone walks into the room and turns on the lights when you’re trying to sleep. I blinked, adjusting to the sudden brightness and rubbing the lingering grains of the sandman’s dust from my eyes. My half-conscious mind made me roll over from sleeping on the right side of my body to the left.

      It’s a good thing, too, or else the sword’s solid steel would’ve skewered me like a fish out of water. The blade punctured the futon’s blankets, creating a hole in the fabric where my stomach would have been. The sound of the sword penetrating the tatami floor snapped me right out of my hazy, half-asleep stupor.

      There, leering down at me were the crazed, murderous, amber eyes of the Tengu king.
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      Sōjōbō pulled his blade from the floor and steadied it firmly in front of him. The light from my Magatama jewel illuminated his hulking, sinister frame. When we’d walked together, he seemed like a short, stubby man, but now, he towered over me, a titan with an ant at his feet. Sōjōbō raised the blade over his head, ready to cleave me in two.

      “Wait!” I cried, throwing a hand out in the hopes of stopping him. “The hell’s goin’ on? What’re you doing?”

      “How dare you bring that monster here!”

      “What monster?” Under the covers, I felt my way around for my backpack and grabbed it with my free hand. “What do you mean?”

      “The girl,” he replied through gritted teeth, barely suppressing his anger. “What is she? Where did you find her? What do you know about her? Tell me. Now.”

      “You mean Claire? I already told you everything I know. Woah!”

      A rush of wind and my futon was sliced in half. Had I been just a fraction of a second later in pushing myself away, that would’ve been me instead.

      “Do not lie to me, child. Why does she have her face and body? Answer me!”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, frantically shuffling across the floor. “Whose face and body? I thought you guys were gonna help her?”

      “Help her?” He crept closer, threatening me with his weapon. Veins throbbed in his bony forehead. “Why would I help her? That girl’s very existence is an affront to the natural order. She is a thing that should not be.”

      “Why are you saying such cruel things about her? What’d she do to you?”

      Tears flowed down his cheeks. “That girl…she has wounded me, further deepening the scars that have not and will not ever heal.”

      “Okay, so you two have some kinda history together that I don’t know about. So what? What have you done with her? Where is she?”

      “Right now, my men are taking her corpse to the cliffs for our rather…lesser-evolved brethren to feast upon. It is similar to what you humans refer to as a ‘sky burial.’”

      “They’re what?”

      “It is actually more than that abomination deserves.”

      “You bastard!” I looped the yo-yo string around my finger, ready to strike. “You promised me she’d be—”

      He pressed the edge of the blade against my neck. “Foolish, ignorant child. I care not if you are this era’s Aeon or a friend of Lord Susanō’s. You cannot be forgiven for these insults.”

      “Would you stop being so friggin’ cryptic and just tell me what I supposedly did to you? Or why you hate her so much? Y’know what? Forget it. Here’s an insult for you: up yours, bird brain!”

      “Die!”

      “Susie!” I screamed, eyes closed and shielding my face. “Susie, please!”

      Before the lord of the Tengu’s blade impaled me, another sword clashed with it, stopping it mid-swing: the Kusanagi, one of the three treasures of the Japanese royal family. A gust of wind rushed through the room as the god of storms materialized between Sōjōbō and me.

      “The dashing hero of the story has arrived just in the nick of time!” Susie said, half grinning and half gritting his teeth as he pressed the Kusanagi against his opponent’s weapon.

      “What took you so long?”

      “What can I say? I’m a heavy sleeper. Your screams woke me up, and not a minute too soon, it looks like.”

      “Lord Susanō,” Sōjōbō bellowed, staring him down. “Stand aside.”

      “No, buddy, you stand aside.” Susie gave him a kick to the chest that sent him stumbling backwards, then turned his head and shot me a quick glance. “Alice, hurry up and make like a banana and split! I’ll hold him off!”

      “Susie, are you sure?” I asked, scrambling back on my feet. “I can’t just leave you here and—”

      “Did you forget who you’re talkin’ to? I’m the coolest, toughest, and handsomest of all the gods of this great country. I’m gonna make up for the fact that I couldn’t do anything to help you when we faced the Oni king. You’re about to find out just how awesome I really am. Now go!”

      I nodded, tossed my bag over my shoulder, and made a break for the door. Sōjōbō lunged at me, but Susie cut him off. The iridescent light from my necklace and the sparks of clashing swords penetrated the night air. The two men grunted and roared at one another. Wind howled and ruffled my hair as Susie unleashed another burst of his magic. I struggled to maintain my balance while I rushed out the door and down the halls.

      “Seize her!” Sōjōbō’s booming voice echoed through the building.

      Feathers rustled and wings flapped behind me, and without looking back, I knew that a flock of soldiers was hot on my (fox) tail. I panted, jaw rattling and chest heaving as I made my way outside. Windmills turned lazily in the distance and stars twinkled in the clear sky, diamonds shining in a sea of blackness. If I wasn’t running for my life and trying to find the Tengu that took Claire, I’d almost think the village was a cozy and peaceful place.

      The soldiers screeched and squawked as they gained on me. I spun on my heel and turned left, heading due north via Polaris. My instincts told me to head that way since the opposite direction would have taken me back to the entrance of the village and the forest labyrinth that Susie and I’d already traversed. I kept running until my lungs were ready to burst, coughing into my hand while I pressed on. My magatama acted like a flashlight, providing a path for me to follow.

      Sure enough, after a solid minute of sprinting, the scenery before me shifted from the sleepy village huts to a barren slab of land. I could make out a half dozen silhouettes shuffling around silently. When I caught up to them, my necklace’s light revealed their beaked faces and taloned claws that carried something. Someone.

      Claire.

      She’d been changed into a tattered yukata1 and was stretched out horizontally in their clutches. They’d hoisted her above their heads, marching her closer to the drop-off less than three feet in front of them.

      “Hey!” I yelled into the night sky. “Put her down! Now!”

      “All right,” the one closest to me said, staring at me through empty eyes. “We’ll put her down…here!”

      The group let out a “sei, no!” 2 and tossed Claire over the edge.

      “No!”

      “Should have chosen your words more carefully, little girl.” They guffawed amongst themselves with glee.

      “Bastards!” I sprinted toward them, readied my yo-yo, and whirled it around, clocking a few of them in the head. Dead Ted’s screams rang from the toy weapon. Before I could make another move, a sudden gust of wind blasted me in the gut and sent me whirling away. They’d brandished their leaf-shaped fans, enchanted objects with the power to create powerful gales in an instant. I sprang to my feet, but another blast—this time from behind—knocked me flat-out on my stomach. The squad that’d been pursuing me had caught up. Sharp, jagged stones dug into my flesh, sending a stinging pain through my nervous system. When I got up again, I darted my eyes around, realizing that the two groups of Tengu had circled me.

      “Don’t worry,” another one chirped, “you’ll join her very soon.”

      I broke out in a cold sweat as they inched closer. They readied their shimmering swords, spears, and magical fans.

      “Aw, crap,” Dead Ted said from between my fingers. “How come every time I wake up, we’re about to die?”

      “Sorry,” I replied, taking short, choppy breaths. “Even if we die here…let’s go out fighting, okay?”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way, kid.”

      “Too bad you…don’t have a real body right now…or else we could’ve done that…cool thing they do in action movies…where they stand back-to-back.”

      “Is this really the time to make a joke like that? You’re way too calm about this.”

      “I’m actually scared out of my mind,” I said, fighting back tears. “I don’t wanna die. Again.”

      “Kid…”

      I braced myself as the avian soldiers lunged at me from all sides, ready for the blood and pain that would come when their weapons pierced me.

      But the blood and pain never came. Something brushed past me, followed by the sound of a blade tearing through flesh. The circle of Tengu gave out an ear-piercing cry before falling on their faces. They let out one last, desperate gasp of air before dissolving into a familiar shade of amethyst sludge. My eyes lit up when I recognized the figure who now stood in front of me.

      There, wielding his massive scythe in one hand with frayed cloak blowing in the wind, was the vampire-reaper boy.
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      “Ace!” I called to him as my heart raced.

      “Hey there,” he beamed. “Told you it wouldn’t take long.”

      “Your timing is really something else.”

      “Tell me about it. I got a delivery for ya.” He opened his cloak, revealing his other arm. I couldn’t believe what it carried.

      “Claire! Oh, my god…how did…how did you—”

      “Later!” he barked, setting her down on the ground. “We’ve got company!”

      Sure enough, a new invasion of Tengu had arrived from above. They descended upon us, sending cyclones our way by flapping their fans. I planted my feet and tried to resist the gusts, but they were too strong and swept me off balance. The wind sent Ace flying and he landed on top of me. We gazed into each other’s eyes for a moment. His mismatched eyes really were incredibly pretty. My cheeks warmed, flushed, and his pale skin blushed as well. My already rapid heartbeat threatened to punch its way out of my chest like an angry fist.

      “Uh, er, hey again,” he stammered.

      “You idiot!” I snapped, shoving him off. “I’ll bet you did that on purpose!”

      “Did not! I was just—”

      “If you hadn’t already noticed, ” Dead Ted interrupted, “we’re about to get skewered to death by several dozen very pissed-off bird Yōkai. But by all means, love-birds, carry on with your mushy ‘Twilight’ stuff. I can’t get enough of it.”

      “Don’t you worry your wrinkled little head, ghost guy—I’m diggin’ your new ‘look’ by the way—I’ve got an idea. Watch this.”

      In a flash, Ace pounced upon one of the soldiers, bared his fangs, and sank them into its neck. The sight was both awe-inspiring and horrifying since I realized I’d never actually seen him feed on anyone before.

      It unnerved me. My memory of our time in the castle courtyard came rushing back. The same ravenous eyes as then, only this time, it wasn’t my blood he was after.

      His crazed eyes flashed a golden hue. They seemed to smile back at me while he drank the bird creature’s black blood with an animalistic thirst. It was a frightening reminder that, as sweet and gentle as he was most of the time, Ace was still a monster. Then again, with the Kitsune blood that flowed in my veins, so was I.

      Ace ducked and dodged the other Tengu who attacked him, all while his fangs maintained an iron grip on his victim’s neck. He finished chugging the bird’s blood, snatched the leaf fan from its talons, and tossed it aside.

      “Here we go,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of a free hand. “Cowabunga, dudes!”

      He gripped the fan with both hands and waved it back and forth. To my surprise, the same forceful gales that had battered us were now flowing out of Ace’s fan and blowing the crowd away. The remaining Tengu—twice as enraged—leaped at him all at once. He noticed them in time and whirled around, catching them in miniature tornadoes emanating from the fan. They spun in circles, carried away by the winds, and when the gusts dissipated, the crow-ish creatures found themselves plummeting into the abyss.

      “Yahoo!” He continued his joyous, exuberant dance-like moves, sending more and more Tengu spiraling out of control and off the same cliff they’d tried throwing Claire over. The Tengu screeched and chirped, frantic and trying to fight back, but Ace overpowered them. In seconds, he’d blasted them all overboard, clearing the area. The wind died down and I brushed aside hair that’d gotten in my eyes.

      “How was that?” Ace grinned, turning to me and casually holding both the fan and scythe behind his head. “Totally radical, huh?”

      “I’ll say,” I said, stunned. “You were really—wait, Ace! Behind you!” A straggling Tengu—the one he’d fed on—had shot up, taken a fallen comrade’s spear in his hand, and was about to impale Ace from behind. As fast as the vampire-reaper boy was, there’s no way he could react in time. I drew my arm back and launched the yo-yo, tossing it as hard as I could at the enemy. It struck the Yōkai in the chest and he let out one final, shrill scream before his body stiffened and collapsed. It turned into the usual goo and slithered between the cracks, turning into Aether and returning to the natural flow of magical energy that resonated between worlds.

      “Whew, thanks, Alice. That was a close one.”

      “I should be thanking you. What was all that? How did you find us? How’d you save Claire? And what was that…thing you did just now?”

      “Long story short, I’d just finished speaking with Lady Ma’at after dropping off all those souls. She gave me the down-low on your situation and I got here as fast as I could. When I arrived, I saw those feather-faces about to perform a sky burial on Claire. Oh, and this…” He held out the fan. “These things are unique enchanted weapons wielded by the Tengu, but the wind will only come out if you’re of Tengu blood.”

      “Wait, then how did…you’re not…”

      “Ah, about that…y’see, I’m a descendant of the Hasmodai vampire bloodline. We’re technically what you could call ‘living vampires’ with heartbeats and all that, but the main trait we possess is the ability to temporarily ‘borrow’ the magical powers of Aelithian creatures we feed on. In other words, when I drink blood from an Aelithian being, I can use their magic for a few hours, provided I’ve got enough Aether myself to use them.”

      “Fascinating,” Dead Ted muttered, lost in thought. “So you’re basically tellin’ me you’re like a vampiric version of Kirby?”

      I giggled. “Yeah, he kind of is. Just as cute, but nowhere near as fluffy or pink.”

      “What’re you talkin’ about?” Ace wondered. “What’s a ‘Kirby?’”

      “Oh, right, I forgot. You’re still stuck in the 80s. When you finally catch up to the 90s, you’ll find out.”

      Dead Ted and I laughed amongst ourselves while Ace blinked, clearly puzzled by our in-joke.

      My attention shifted to the body lying across from me. This was no time for laughing and joking around. I picked up my yo-yo and hurried over by Claire’s side. I pressed my fingers to her neck. Still no pulse.

      “Ace, is she…is she really—”

      His expression changed, now grave and serious. “Yes. I’m sorry, Alice. She’s gone.”

      “What do you mean? No, it can’t be! No!”

      “I’m sorry, Alice. I didn’t want to have to tell you this, but…her soul has been reaped.”

      “Did you—”

      “No, it wasn’t me. Some other reaper. But her soul is part of the record now. I checked in my Book of Souls.”

      I nearly choked on my heart just trying to get the words out.

      “Claire’s truly…dead? For real?”

      “I’m really sorry, Alice. I keep havin’ to bring you bad news all the time, it looks like.”

      I fell to my knees. I tried to push it out of my mind, but it all came rushing back: the Beast’s bizarre, alien roar, the burning pain when it sliced my chest open, the sensation of strangling the very life out of my best friend and my step-mother as they struggled to their last breaths, watching helplessly as Daji burned Misa-chan’s father alive and snapped the priest’s neck, the sea of the blood of the captured students…then a new memory flashed through the synapses firing off in my brain. I was bright and shining, and felt so powerful. I held the Kusanagi blade firm in my hands. Claire came at me and I sliced her chest with one clean strike.

      Burying my face into my hands, I howled and wailed. “It’s all my fault! I…I killed her! I killed another friend!”

      “Woah, woah,” Ace said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Slow down. What do you mean?”

      “I can’t believe I killed again,” I muttered, staring at my hands. “I’m no different from her.”

      “Why do you keep saying you killed her?” he asked.

      I stared up at him. “Miss Ma’at’s guess was right. I’m the Aeon.”

      His eyes and mouth opened wide in shock. “What? But what about the tests?”

      “I’m not sure. All I know is I did some weird magic thing with Terri—er, Amaterasu. She called it a ‘Covenant.’ Claire was possessed by a real powerful demon, and then I remember holding a sword…and then I—”

      “It all makes sense now. I was there. I saw you two merge together and you attacked Shuten-dōji, Daji, and Claire, who seemed to have a Remnant inside of her at the time.”

      I blinked and sniffled. “A ‘Remnant?’ What’s that mean?”

      “Lingering souls that have lost their individuality and humanity over time. The one thing that remains is their force of will that drives them, transforming them into personifications of unresolved emotions. In Japanese, the angry ones are called Onryō, powerful vengeful spirits. Whatever you wanna call ‘em, they’re what I’d call ‘spiritual parasites’ that remain in this world by feeding off of their host’s soul.”

      “So that ‘Sutoku” guy…he’s a Remnant?”

      “I can’t confirm that until we track him down, but he looked and seemed to function exactly like the Remnant I’ve dealt with in the past.” I simply nodded and he continued. “So hey, you’re really an Aeon after all. Don’t know whether I should be relieved or depressed.”

      I fell over, crawled on my hands, and pulled on the tail of his cloak. “Forget that stuff for now. Please, Ace, I’m begging you. She can’t be dead. We’ve come too far to quit now. Can’t you do something?”

      He sighed. “I’m sorry, Alice. I’m basically a glorified delivery boy for the gods. They’re the ones who call the shots on life and death.”

      “Then talk to them!” I pleaded. “There’s gotta be something we can do. A deal. A trade. Something!”

      A muffled voice called out to me from inside my backpack. The feather-phone!

      “My child,” Ma’at’s deep, calming voice spoke. “Can you hear us?”

      “Ms. Ma’at! What is it?”

      “We overheard your conversation and we have an update on the present situation.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We know where Claire’s soul has been taken. She is in the hands of Fuchi Kamuy, the supreme deity of the Ainu people and the goddess of fire, the hearth, wisdom, life, and death.”

      “Ainu? You mean as in the native people of Hokkaido?”

      “The very same.”

      “Why does this Ainu goddess lady have Claire?”

      “We do not know. However, much to our good fortune, Fuchi Kamuy has requested an audience with the Aeon personally.”

      “Me? Okay, I’m down. Just as long as I can get her to bring Claire back. How do I meet her?”

      “Fuchi Kamuy has activated the Ley-Gates connected to her domain. Find a fireplace nearby and enter it.”

      “Are you sure?” I said, raising my eyebrows. “That sounds like something right outta ‘Harry Potter.’”

      “Yes, we are certain. Simply activate the gate and your body will pass through the flames unharmed. May fortune smile upon you, my child.”

      I stored the feather in the bag and stared at Ace. “I know where her soul’s being kept. Will you come with me?”

      He nodded. “You bet.”

      “Thank you. All right, guys, we just need to find a fireplace and jump into it.”

      If Dead Ted had been drinking, he would have spurted it all out. “Whaaaaaat? Kid, I think you’ve been takin’ way too many shots to the head.”

      “Oh, shush, you,” I said, shaking him in my hand. “With all the stuff we’ve been through already, does it really sound all that crazy?”

      “I suppose not. But can you go first without me, y’know, just in case?”

      “Now that you’ve said that, I’ll make sure to toss you in first.”

      “Hmph. Suit yourself.”

      “Ace, can you take care of Claire?”

      “Already on it.” He fluttered over and gently lifted her body into his arms. “By the way, I never got the chance to ask: who exactly is Claire and why are you doing all this for her?”

      “Funny as it sounds, I just met her and don’t know much about her, really. I just can’t lose anyone else. Not after…not after her…and Mother, too…”

      He nodded. “All right, then! On to a fireplace!”

      “Well, before that, we need to wait up for Susie…um, Susanō.”

      “Lord Susanō’s here?” Ace blurted.

      “Yeah. After you guys left, he stayed with me. I only got this far ‘cause of him. He fought off the Tengu king so I could come here and rescue Claire. I won’t leave him behind.”

      “Awww,” a familiar voice cooed. “Such sweet words. Tell me more about how awesome I am.”

      The wind rustled through my hair and clothes as a cyclone appeared. It dispersed, revealing my smirking, white-robed friend.

      “Susie! You’re okay!”

      “Of course I’m okay,” he said, puffing his chest out. “Sōjōbō’s a tough customer, for sure, but he’s nowhere near my level. Knocked him out cold, so right now, he’s gotta be dreamin’ of pluckin’ worms from the ground or whatever.”

      “Nice to see you again so soon, Lord Susanō,” Ace said with a gracious bow. “I haven’t forgotten about our little ‘contest.’ I’m still keeping score. Your sister might have ‘won,’ but I’ve still got 56 to your 55. In fact, if we count all those Tengu I just beat, I’ve got way more than that.”

      “Ha! You’re on! Let’s keep it goin’. I’m not gonna lose to you!” Susie turned to me. “So, what’s the plan?”

      I filled him in on the details.

      “Let’s head back to the village,” he suggested. “I’ll give you guys a boost.”

      He chanted an incantation, the same one he’d uttered when we were in Yomi. My limbs felt lighter, and my legs carried me faster than ever. We made our way back to the village, with the familiar huts and windmills in full view. I noticed thick smoke billowing from a chimney in the distance and made a break for it. Along the way, the teardrop jewel on my necklace lit up. Uh-oh.

      “Alice!” Dead Ted piped up again. “On your right!”

      I ducked before a sword swing nearly sliced my head clean off. The blade had shaved off a cluster of my hair, and the strands blew away in the chilly evening breeze.

      “You won’t get away!” Sōjōbō’s voice thundered.

      “Geez, you’re up already?” Susie said, unsheathing his weapon. “Round two, buddy! Let’s do this!”

      “C’mon, let’s keep going!” Ace barked.

      Susie entered a ballet of flurrying blades with the Tengu king. Sparks flew from the clashing blades as I dashed into the building with the fireplace. The flames danced, alive and brilliant. My brain kept screaming, “What the hell’re you doin’? That’s fire over there! Real fire! You’re gonna die!”

      I ignored its warnings and reached for the flames with my fingers extended. Thankfully, instead of getting a third-degree burn, the space around the fireplace shimmered with a familiar purple hue. Heimdall spoke to me and allowed me inside.

      “This is insane!” Dead Ted cried, wincing with closed eyes.

      My body phased through the flames without my skin melting, and soon enough, the area in the back of the fireplace shifted into the usual yellow-brick road. Dead Ted screamed in a high pitch all the way through.

      “Dead Ted? Dead Ted! Hey, Dead Ted! We made it.”

      He slowly opened his eyes and peered around. “You’re right. We’re back on the highway. Then again, I knew we’d be fine all along.”

      I shot him a skeptical look. “Is that why you screamed the whole time? I swear, your voice was even higher than mine.”

      “Oh, shut it, kid. The great Tesuya Morinaga does not fear death. Hell, I’m already dead.”

      “Uh-huh. Suuuuure.”

      “Follow me, guys,” Ace said, rushing ahead. “I know which roads to take.”

      Too stressed out from all the chases, and with adrenaline pumping like crazy in my veins, I didn’t even bother swimming. I simply sprinted down the Aelithian Highway, following Ace’s lead. The dimensions around the road roared with rainbow-colored flames. At the end, I arrived at another Ley-Gate, passed through the checkpoint, and came out on the other side after Ace.

      We’d come to the inside of what seemed to be a small thatched-roof hut supported by log beams. The floor was covered corner-to-corner in tatami mats, but most of the mats were hidden by a series of gorgeous, colorful, intricately-woven diamond-patterned carpets and rugs. The same kinds of carpets hung on the walls all around. We’d popped out of a simple square fire kindling in the middle of the room. In the far corner sat a wooden rocking chair with an elderly woman sewing on it. She wore brightly colored robes in shades of red, white, and blue with winding rectangular patterns on them that I didn’t recognize. A small black cat with golden eyes lay curled up on her lap…and a snake hung around her shoulders.

      “Excuse me,” I said, inching toward the old lady. “I’m here to see Fuchi Kamuy. Is she around?”

      She ignored me, lost in deep focus as she kept sewing.

      I tried again. “Hello? Can you hear me? I was told Fuchi Kamuy was expecting me, and wanted to speak with me. Hello?”

      The cat turned its head to the old woman…and spoke. “Hey! That girl’s here! Snap out of it!”

      The woman shot up out of her chair all of a sudden, causing the cat to freak out and the snake to drop and slither along the floor.

      “Oh, my dear goodness me!” the lady cried. “Nusakoro, Kinashut, I’m sorry! You know how I get when I start sewing. Completely lost track of the time.”

      “It’sssssss okay,” the snake spoke. “Did the sssssssssewing ssssssssshow you anything?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing beyond what we already know. I’ll try again later.”

      “Ummmm,” I muttered. “Excuse me, but I—”

      “Oh!” she said, turning to me. “The Aeon. It’s so nice to see you again, dearie. And you, too, reaper.”

      “Again?”

      “Oh, yes. I was present at the Council meeting you attended. It was a lot to take in, I’m sure, so you probably didn’t notice me.”

      “Can you tell me where I can find Fuchi Kamuy? It’s urgent.”

      “She’s right there,” Ace said, pointing to her bulbous nose. “That’s Fuchi Kamuy.”

      “Oh.” I stared at her for a moment, dumbstruck, then grabbed her by her beautiful traditional robes and shook her. “Where’s Claire? Can I see her?”

      Fuchi Kamuy waved a hand by the fire. It roared to life, and the flames formed a circle in the air. The space in the middle of the circle turned transparent, displaying moving images like a TV screen. I gasped when I peered through it. Claire’s spirit was there, her face mostly covered by specks of snow. Her skin had turned a bluish color, and her bandages were covered in layers of snow and ice.

      She was shivering and trudging through heaps of snow, trapped in a massive, raging blizzard of mixed freezing rain, sleet, and snow. Goosebumps formed on my skin and I shivered from just watching her.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Where is she?”

      Fuchi Kamuy stared at the floor and sighed. “For her crimes, she has been condemned to suffer for an eternity in Teine Pokna Moshiri, the Ainu Netherworld.”
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      “What?” I blurted, turning to the goddess. “Why?”

      “Theft, assault, blasphemy, sexual deviancy, hubris and disrespect in the face of the gods, and murder of countless innocent people, including children. Each of those sins is serious enough on its own, but combined, their weight is far too much for any soul to expect a pleasant afterlife devoid of punishment and retribution.”

      “But that wasn’t Claire that did all that. It was that Sutoku guy. He was possessing her and making her do all that stuff. It’s all his fault, not hers. Punish him!”

      “Sorry, girlie,” the cat said, rubbing against my leg, “but rules are rules. Whether she had control of it or not, it was still her soul and her body that did those crimes.”

      “Nusakoro is correct,” Fuchi Kamuy said, peering at me over tiny spectacles. “While he was in her body, their souls were inextricably tied together. In order to reward one, we must reward the other, and in order to punish one, we must punish the other.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” I yelled. “He did all the bad stuff and she has to take the fall for it? How’s that fair?”

      “Yeah!” Ace said, backing me up. “Why is Claire being punished for her actions while a Remnant was controlling her? That’s absurd!”

      “Alice?” Claire called through the howling winds, looking right at me. “A-Alice, is th-that y-y-you?”

      I turned to the portal in the fire. “Claire! Claire, are you okay?”

      “J-just f-f-forget about me!” she cried, her teeth clearly chattering even though I couldn’t see them. “I d-d-d-deserve it. I’m used to b-b-being…alone.”

      “Hang in there! I’ll get you out, I promise!”

      She took a few more heavy, labored steps in the snow, then collapsed. She lay in an ocean of white, the arctic winds whipping through her raven-colored hair. Her body didn’t—or couldn’t move, and she was helpless, a black dot standing out in the merciless landscape. It was like watching an ant try to trek up Mt. Everest.

      “Poor girl,” Dead Ted mumbled. “That’s horrible.”

      “Wait for me, Claire! I’ll save you!”

      “All right,” Fuchi Kamuy said, waving a hand. “You’ve seen enough, I’m sure.”

      Just as sudden as it’d flared up, the ring of fire collapsed and smoldered like any normal campfire. The portal and Claire were gone.

      Ace turned to the old goddess and stared her down. “What is the meaning of this? Souls are supposed to be taken to the afterlife realm that best reflects what that person believed in. Why do you have her?”

      “One moment, reaper.” She moaned, rubbing her lower back with a wrinkled hand. “Agh, I shouldn’t have moved out of the chair so fast.”

      “See?” the cat said, waving its tail back and forth. “What am I always tellin’ ya? You gotta watch yourself. Probably pulled a muscle. You’re no spring chicken anymore.”

      She nodded, shuffling back over to the chair and sinking into it with a pained groan. The chair creaked as it swung to and fro. The cat and serpent returned to their places on her lap and shoulders.

      “C’mon!” I demanded. “Tell me what’s going on!”

      “Settle down, dearie,” she said. “Here, have a seat.”

      Another wave of the hand, and two rocking chairs identical to hers appeared about a foot away across from her. I nodded and plopped into it while Ace sat in the one next to mine.

      She snapped a finger and bowls of savory soup appeared. “Would you like some ohaw1?”

      “I’ve never had it before,” I said, taking a steaming bowl into my hands. “Looks good. I was starving, anyway.”

      “Now,” she continued as Ace and I drank, “I understand that this girl is important to you. The timing is quite convenient for us as well as there are some tasks that require our attention but I’ve gotten far too old and tired to deal with these matters myself. And seeing as you’re an Aeon, you’re the extension of the Council and must serve the will of the gods. However, I am far more forgiving than most gods. Thus, I am proposing a deal with you.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Now, normally, this kind of deal wouldn’t be possible. There are rules that must be kept about this sort of thing. The natural cycle of life and death, you know. However, I am aware of the rather…unusual circumstances under which the girl perished, and despite what you may think, I do feel for her plight. If you agree to fulfill the assignments you’re given by the deadline and in a satisfactory manner, I’ll get the Council to look the other way and restore your friend’s soul to her body. But only this once, and only her.”

      “Of course!” I exclaimed, rocking back and forth. “I’ll do anything you want!”

      She held up three bony fingers with cherry-red nail polish on them. “I would like you to look into—and solve—three cases. Here, look at these.”

      She handed me three sets of quilts. I set the ohaw aside and examined the patterns on them. The first one seemed to show some kind of body of water, like a lake or ocean, with fish swimming around in it. To my surprise, the patterns on the quilt came alive and moved on their own. The fish faded away one by one. The scene changed to a large fireplace with lots of people around it. Like the fish, the people began to vanish just as soon as they’d appeared.

      “Woah!” Ace yelled, excited like a little boy. “This is totally awesome!”

      “What am I lookin’ at?” I asked. “What’s this mean?”

      “You sssssssee,” the snake answered, “her magic sssssssewing ssssssshows her visionssssssss containing sssssssssecret knowledge.”

      “Like a fortune-teller kinda thing?”

      “Somewhat like that,” the cat said, “but far more accurate. In fact, there was this one time when Wakka-Ush Kamuy seduced and stole Fuchi Kamuy’s husband and her sewing showed her exactly where they were—”

      “That’s quite enough, Nusakoro,” the goddess said with a stern face. “We don’t have time to reminisce. That pattern represents your first case. You see, for reasons we don’t know, all the fish around Hokkaido have mysteriously vanished. If they aren’t returned soon, then the livelihoods of the people of Hokkaido will be severely impacted, as I’m sure you can imagine. And if that wasn’t enough, several of the Ainu gods who rule over that territory have disappeared as well. Find the missing aquatic life and the missing gods and goddesses.”

      I nodded slowly. “Okay, I guess. I think I get it. And that’s only one case, right? What are the other two?”

      She pointed at the second quilt in my hands. I checked the patterns and images on it as they danced around. It showed a snow mountain…then a building…and people were…skiing? A ski resort. The little figures of people moved around on skis and snowboards, smiling and having fun. Then, all of a sudden, a black silhouette attacked each one, and they all fell over. Their eyes changed to cartoony Xs, indicating they’d died, and square patches of red blood spilled out from them. The mysterious figure went around to each dead skier and snowboarder’s body, and the blood vanished from the quilt.

      “Great,” I said. “More blood and death. Just what I needed.”

      “There’s been a recent string of messy, brutal murders at popular ski resorts in the Niseko area. Niseko is very popular, and draws human visitors from all over the world. Now, it’s late April, and much of the snow has melted, but there’s still enough left to bring in a respectable number of visitors. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how this would impact the economy of Hokkaido, especially concerning next winter’s outlook.”

      “Isn’t this something the police should handle?”

      “These aren’t your average serial murders. The strange thing about these incidents is that when each body was discovered, it’d been drained of all its blood.”

      I shuddered. “Lovely. All right, so I’ll have to head over to the skiing places and take out the monster or demon or whatever’s responsible. And the last case is…”

      The final quilt represented what I guessed were villages. I could make out brick and wooden houses with smoke billowing from their chimneys. Little smiling figures of people waddled about the towns. Then, like with the first quilt, they started fading one by one until all the villages were empty.

      “Let me guess: entire villages out in the countryside have been pullin’ a Houdini?”

      “Indeed. In addition, they left the lights on in their houses and stores, and even their vehicles still have their engines running. It’s as if they were all kidnapped at once, or just up and left the towns with no warning. The situation is identical across the entire island.”

      “Wow,” I said with a heavy sigh. “This is quite a tall order. But I promised Claire I’d save her. I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ll find out what’s going on with the fish, the other gods, the ski resort murders, and the missing villagers. Leave it to me.”

      “You’d better hurry. You don’t have long.”

      “How come?”

      “If you take too many days to honor your half of the bargain, the internal organs in your friend’s body will begin to decompose. Thus, even if you bring her soul back, her body won’t be able to sustain her, and she’ll die again. Even worse, if she’s too far gone in the decaying process, then what you bring back won’t even be her anymore…you’ll be skirting along the lines of necromancy, and that is something you don’t want to toy with.”

      “I’ve dealt with a few zombies before. Not fun. I’ll make sure I take care of everything before that happens.”

      “Very well. I will open a pathway that will take you to the Oshima Peninsula, the site of the first case. And one last thing…Nusakoro, fetch me my blade.”

      “Comin’ right up.” Her feline companion scurried across the room, and came to a tiny wooden chest. It pulled on the handle with its teeth, snatched a long object in its mouth, and returned to her. The object turned out to be some sort of weapon inserted into a sheath.

      “This is for you,” she said, handing it to me. I gingerly pulled it out of the scabbard. The weapon was unlike anything I’ve ever seen before, a katana-like sword with a gentle curve and letters in some unknown language etched into it. The wooden hilt was decorated with a multitude of engravings depicting various predatory animals, particularly wolves, bears, tigers, sharks, and hawks. It was beautiful, and I could feel the heavy weight of its age in my hands.

      “What an incredible, beautiful blade,” Dead Ted marveled. “The guys and I would have literally killed someone to get something of this quality and craftsmanship back in the day.”

      “This is the Kutune Shirka,” Fuchi Kamuy explained, “a fabled blade wielded by the Poiyaumbe, the warriors of our Ainu legends. I suspect that these cases will be incredibly dangerous, so I hope that the blade will be of use to you when the time comes.”

      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to have this?” I wondered aloud, still admiring it. “I don’t even know how to use a sword, let alone something this old and valuable.”

      “Oh, ho, ho, do not misunderstand me, dearie. I am not giving it to you. I am only lending it to you. Please return it intact when you’re done.”

      “Understood,” I said, sheathing the Kutune Shirka and trapping it between the zippers of my bag for easy retrieval. I stuffed a complaining Dead Ted back into bag as well. “Can you look after Claire—well, her body, anyway—while we’re gone?”

      She nodded. “She’ll be safe here. Best of luck to you, Aeon. Ma’at told me that you report directly to her, so please keep her abreast of your progress and she will notify me in turn.” She waved a hand and a flickering portal appeared in the fire that we had come out of. I glanced back at Claire’s bandaged, lifeless body one more time. It was strange to think that while she seemed to sleep in this cozy house peacefully, her soul was trapped and in pain in the Ainu underworld.

      “Hang in there,” I whispered. “I’ll be right back.”
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      The portal spat us out onto the Aelithian Highway, which dead-ended at a path with a sign that read, “Mori-machi, Oshima Peninsula, Hokkaido, Japan, Earth.” We entered the Ley-Gate, emerged through a bright-red torii, and arrived in the middle of a small countryside town. Time had passed while we were in Aelithia, so now the light of the mid-day sun poked out from between sheets of clouds. The quality of the air had changed drastically compared to Kyoto’s: chilly, frigid, and with a tinge of sea-salt from the coast nearby. Something about the atmosphere here felt…off. Too quiet and still.

      I surveyed our new surroundings. Aside from the ominous, snow-capped Mt. Komagatake looming in the distance, Mori-machi seemed like a typical rural Japanese town, complete with slush-covered train tracks, colorful vending machines, and the usual orange-striped post office. The oily smell of freshly-cooked ramen wafted from the vents of old wooden noodle shops by the road. Compact, box-shaped cars lined up at a traffic light.

      They weren’t moving. When we came closer, I realized that there were no drivers inside them. In spite of that, their engines were still running.

      “It’s just as she said,” I pointed out. “What happened here?”

      Ace examined the vehicles. “There’s no sign of violent struggle or anything like that. And I don’t sense the scent of death here. Whatever went down here, the townspeople weren’t killed…well, not here, at least.”

      “Wait up!” a voice called from behind us, startling me. We turned to find Susie running towards us, panting. “I made it!”

      “Look who finally caught up,” I said with a smirk. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I managed to beat him back and slip through the Ley-Gate before it closed. The dude’s sword skills are ridiculous. Anyway, I came to Fuchi Kamuy’s place and she just told me to follow you guys here. What’s goin’ on?”

      “We made a deal with her to solve three cases affecting Hokkaido, and if we solve them, she’ll bring Claire back.”

      “Really?” His eyes sparkled. “That’s great! So, what do we need to do first?”

      I waved an outstretched hand at the sights around us. “Well, for starters, we need to figure out what happened to the people who used to live here.”

      Susie narrowed his eyes, stuck his tongue out, and analyzed the area, taking care to stoop down and check the sidewalks. “Hmmm…hmmm…I see…”

      “Did you find something?” I asked, hopeful.

      He waved his index finger. “I have come to the conclusion that all of the citizens of this town have vanished at once.”

      Ace and Dead Ted let out a groan, and I smacked Susie on the head. “You dummy! We already knew that! We’re trying to figure out why they all disappeared all of a sudden.”

      “Ow!” he rubbed the back of his head. “Okay, okay, my bad. Just tryin’ to help.”

      “Look,” Ace pointed ahead of us. Clothing lay scattered across the road: suit jackets, ties, puffy winter coats, sweaters, and dress shoes. “What do you guys make of this?”

      “Huh?” I furrowed my brow. “Why did they leave their clothes behind?”

      “You think they’re runnin’ around naked somewhere?” Susie suggested with a sheepish smile. “That oughta be quite a sight.”

      “I don’t think so,” Dead Ted interjected. “They’re only outer layers of clothing. No undergarments. That’s even more curious, I’d say.”

      “Weird…”

      We continued our search through Mori-machi, approaching the downtown area. All the lights were on in retail stores, restaurants, and residential neighborhoods. As we passed by, dogs of various breeds—mostly poodles and shiba-inus—barked at us from behind the windows of their owners’ homes. We checked every building and establishment we could, but not a soul in sight.

      “Wait,” Susie said, holding a hand up. “You hear that?”

      “Hear what?” I asked.

      “Some kind of beat. Music, I think. It’s coming from down there. This way.”

      As we walked—heading in the direction of the train station—Ma’at called me on the feather once more.

      “Hey, Ms. Ma’at. What’s up?”

      “How are you faring, my child? Fuchi Kamuy just contacted us and informed us of your agreement.”

      “I’m all right, thanks. We’re already in Hokkaido now. Any news on the Death Stones or Daji?”

      “Nothing yet, unfortunately. Daji’s activities have been quiet. Amaterasu is currently tracking down a stone in Kyushu.”

      “I see.” Hearing my now ex-friend’s name made things awkward and created a pause between us. The strange thumping music grew louder as we neared the station. The building itself stood out amongst the landscape with its neon-yellow roof, analog clock (currently 12:03 PM), a billboard that displayed a map of the streets surrounding the station, and numerous colorful banners—advertisements for shops and restaurants—flapping in the wind. “Oh, by the way, Ms. Ma’at,” I continued, breaking the silence, “I was curious about something…my scar’s changed. I mean, it’s still there, but now these bizarre symbols have appeared inside it. Do you know what they mean or why I have them on me now?”

      “Based on our experiences with past Aeon incarnations, that is most likely your true Aeon name.”

      “True Aeon name?” I repeated.

      “Yes. The name of the Aeon soul that dwells within you. The letters spelling it out tend to appear on an Aeon’s body after they have awakened their Aeon nature and powers for the first time.”

      “Why? What does all of that mean? Actually, forget that…Ms. Ma’at, what are the Aeons?”

      She heaved a heavy sigh. “We do not know. In fact, we know very little about them, even after all this time. They are a mysterious existence. The gods did not create them, and as such, we are oblivious as to how, when, and why they appear. What we do  know, however, is that each Aeon possesses unique and powerful gifts, and that the Aeons themselves are agents of justice and balance whom the Council have depended on and allied with for generations.”

      “I wonder if the Aeons are—hey, what’re you guys doing?”

      Ace and Susie had broken away from me and had begun heading in the opposite direction. They strutted, swung their arms around, and swayed their hips. They skipped, spun, and shimmied. Their bodies twisted and turned in frantic, frenzied, gyrating motions.

      “Guys!”

      They ignored me, continuing their convulsions.

      “My child, what is the matter?” Ma’at voice spoke into my ear. “What is going on?”

      “They’re…they’re…dancing.”

      “They’re what?”

      I hurried over to the two, placed my hands and them, and spun them around. “Hey, quit messin’ around!”

      They ignored me—or didn’t even seem to hear me—and kept on dancing with bursts of passion and excitement. Ace nearly tripped over himself, clumsy and blundering. He reminded me of Claire. Susie was really getting down. His body moved in a fluid, continuous, coordinated way, putting on some serious moves that would put my own dancing to shame. He started break-dancing, whirling his legs around in smooth circles that resembled a raging tornado.

      “C’mon, we don’t have time to be…” My voice trailed off and I forgot what I was about to say to them. My legs started twitching and tapping on their own. “This music…is it…dubstep?” The funky beat and wub-wub sounds overpowered my senses, making my limbs convulse. I joined in on the party with my two friends and started shaking my hips. Dopamine surged into my brain. I felt so good and light and carefree.

      A voice kept calling me somewhere off in the distance, somewhere underneath the music and passion and tapping of feet.

      “My child, do you read me? My child? Alice!”

      My ear picked up what she said, but my mind and body ignored her. I wanted to dance so badly, to bust a move and keep on going all day and all night long. No worries, no fights, no people dying…only dancing. Everything around me began to blur into a swirling haze of colors and sounds with no distinguishing features. My consciousness was fading…

      …Until a searing, burning pain shot through my ear.

      “Ay caray!” I cried in Spanish, snapping awake. “The hell was that?”

      “That was us, my child. You seemed to have lost control of yourself, so we cast a spell into the feather to include a slight shock of pain into you to help you reach your senses.”

      “Well, you should have warned me before you did something like that.”

      “We did.”

      “Oh.”

      “What is going on over there? What were you doing?”

      “We’ll get to that later. I have an idea about what’s causing this. Ms. Ma’at, whatever you do, please just keep talking to me and don’t stop.”

      Ma’at kept rambling on as I rushed past my dancing friends. Susie was now moon-walking. I headed for the station’s automatic doors and they slid open, revealing a simple ticket gate and snowy, slushy tracks. The dubstep music played even louder through the speakers here. Just as I thought.

      “It’s coming from somewhere in here. Ms. Ma’at, speak louder and keep going.”

      She obliged, lecturing me about something related to the Council, the Aelithian realms, and the balance of the worlds. I tried to focus on her words and her calm, maternal voice instead of letting the music get to me. The door to the conductor’s office was unlocked. I barged in to discover a mysterious figure sitting in a swivel-chair at the sound booth.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “What’re you doing there?”

      Before I could get a proper look at them, they ejected something from the CD tray, leaped through the window—shattering the glass—and bolted. I thought about chasing after them, but they’d already vanished. Besides, checking on Ace and Susie came first.

      Thankfully, the music had finally stopped.

      “Ms. Ma’at, it’s all right now,” I told her. “You don’t have to keep talking.”

      “Are you all right, my child?”

      “Shhh. Quiet for a sec.” My body wasn’t moving on its own and I no longer had any strong urges to dance so hard my legs would break. “Yeah, I’m good. Lemme go see how the others’re doing.”

      When I came through the sliding doors, I was greeted by the sight of my two friends sitting down and groaning.

      “Ungh, my legs are so sore,” Ace complained.

      “Yeah, no kiddin’,” Susie agreed, stretching himself out. When he noticed me, he stared at me with a blank, puzzled expression. “Hey! What happened? I don’t remember a thing. I just kinda blacked out when we got close to the station.”

      I grinned. “Let’s just say that some weird music played and it infected you with the dancing bug. If I’d have left you two alone, you probably would have danced until you died.”

      Susie seemed unfazed by the news, and returned my grin with a big-toothed smile of his own. “Well, did I at least cut some serious rugs?”

      “Yeah, you did. I was actually really impressed by your moves.”

      “What can I say,” he said, sticking a thumb to the chest, “I was probably the second-best dancer in all of Takamagahara next to Ame-no-Uzume.”

      “What about in Yomi?”

      “There’s no dancing in Yomi,” he said, deadpan. “No fun, no joy, no festivities allowed. It kinda comes with the whole ‘gloomy underworld’ territory.”

      “So it’s basically ‘Footloose’ without the rules being broken?”

      “Yo!” Ace said, eyes lit up, “I love that movie! I know exactly what you mean.”

      Ace and I laughed while Susie continued to look lost and confused. I explained the details of what had gone down, including the shadowy figure at the station, and I got Susie caught up on the details of the three cases. They dusted themselves off and finished stretching, and we resumed our investigation.

      “So,” Ace pondered as we walked, “it sounds like whoever’s behind this enchanted the music with the power to make people lose their minds and dance non-stop. That might explain why the citizens of this town suddenly stopped their usual daily activities and get out of their cars and houses and such, but…where did they go?”

      I shrugged. “Beats me. Let’s just keep looking and see what we can find.”

      Streams trickled into silent rivers alongside us. The water sparkled and glittered in the sunlight, but under the surface, it seemed dark, gloomy, and lifeless.

      “It’s just like you were tellin’ me,” Susie said. “Nothin’ in the water, either. That’s…fishy.”

      Ace and I turned our heads, groaned, and glared at Susie. He beamed, always proud of his puns. His smile faded and he held a finger to his lips.

      “Shhh…you guys hear that?”

      “Hear what?” I asked.

      “I don’t hear anything, either,” Ace agreed. “Must be nice to be a storm deity who can pick up sounds from the winds.”

      “There!” Susie said, pointing down at a wooden pier. “There’s someone there.”

      Sure enough, as we came closer, the shape of a tall woman came into view. As we approached her from behind, I made note of her robes—the same pattern and style as Fuchi Kamuy’s—and her long, flowing, aquamarine hair. She had her arms out, making a T-shape with her body, and projected her voice out onto the river. She was singing a song in a language I didn’t recognize. It sounded otherworldly, haunting, and dolorous, like a celestial ballad.

      “Hey, that’s the Ainu language,” Susie noticed.

      “Really?” Ace blurted, blinking. “You think she might be one of the missing deities?”

      “Let’s find out,” I said. I took a step toward her. “Um, excuse me, miss?”

      She turned to face me, with tears leaking from her teal-colored eyes. Underneath her robes, her skin shimmered like moving water. The shimmering water pulsed and danced with life, even as she stood there, an entire ocean swirling inside of her. She was Fuchi Kamuy’s opposite in every way: youthful, full-figured, and terrifyingly beautiful.

      “Yes?” she responded in a voice that sounded like running water. “What can I do for you?”

      I figured I’d get right to the point. “Obviously, you’re not human. Are you one of the Ainu gods?”

      “That I am,” she said with sniffle. “I am Wakka-Ush Kamuy, goddess of the rivers, streams, and oceans of this great land. And you are…?”

      “You can call me Alice. I’ve been sent to find you. Well, not you specifically, but I heard there were some Ainu deities unaccounted for lately.”

      Liquid sloshed around inside her as she tilted her head. “You’re a mortal? How can you see and hear me? I haven’t chosen to reveal myself to mortals at the moment.”

      I tried to shake the image of Daji out of my head. “It’s a long story but let’s just say I have Yōkai blood in me. I’m on a mission and could use your help. Fuchi Kamuy sent me.”

      Her gentle, pained face twisted into a scowl. “Fuchi Kamuy! She’s got quite the nerve!” The river behind her bubbled with rage, and waves crashed into the pier, rocking it underneath us. The spray dampened my clothes, making them stick to my skin and chill my nerves.

      “Woah!” Ace cried, jumping back with his cape fluttering. “Chill out, lady!”

      “First she steals my man—the one who belonged to me and loved me—and now she sends some little girl to bother me? How insolent!”

      “Hey, hey, hey,” I pleaded, waving my hands. “What is up with people flyin’ off the handle and not listening to me lately?”

      “I’ll kill you! I’ll drown you in the depths of my despair and send your corpses to her as an example!”

      Walls of water erupted from the river, gigantic hammers ready to crush us at any moment.
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      “That’s enough, Wakka-Ush!” Susie roared, fingering the hilt of his sword. Gusts whirled around him. “In the name of the royal family, I order you to stop this nonsense at once!” For a moment, he ceased to be the goofy, fun-loving teenager that I knew him as, and I remembered at that moment that he was a millennia-old deity—ancient, experienced, powerful.

      In an instant, the walls of water and crashing waves faded and subsided. “Lord Susanō? Is that you?”

      He nodded and released his grip on his weapon. “In the flesh. Or in the Aether, I should say.”

      “My deepest apologies. I didn’t recognize you in that current form.” Her aquatic cheeks reddened. “It’s a very…suitable form for you.”

      “Thanks,” Susie said, returning to his normal cheerful demeanor. “I’m flattered. Seriously, though, Alice is under my protection. You hurt her, you answer to me. Got that?”

      Wakka-Ush wasn’t the only one blushing. My heart beat a little faster. Who knew that Susie could act and talk like such a badass?

      The goddess peered down at me. “Once more, I must apologize. When I hear her name, it…it simply angers me.”

      “What did Fuchi Kamuy do to you?” I asked.

      “I hate her,” Wakka-Ush said through gritted teeth. “She stole away the man I loved, and now I’m—”

      “To be fair,” Susie interrupted, “he was her husband. Big Sis told me all about it. Sounds to me like you were the one doin’ the stealin’.”

      “I did not! My dearest, he…he only loved me. Only me!”

      “Then why did he go back to her? Hmmm? Sounds to me like he made his choice.”

      Literal rivers of tears erupted from her eyes. “Waaaaah! I’m just so alone!”

      “Aw, man,” Ace said, carrying his scythe behind his head, “Lord Susanō, look what you’ve done now. You’re so insensitive to the ladies.”

      “Hey now, buddy, I’ll have you know that I was quite the Casanova back in my heyday.”

      “A reaper?” She leaned in and examined Ace. “I haven’t seen your face around here before. You’re cute. Delicious, even.”

      My heart skipped a beat and anger heated my blood, but I didn’t know why. “A-ny-way,” I said, annoyed, “People around Hokkaido have disappeared, and so has all the marine life. You’re a water goddess, right? You know what’s caused it?”

      Wakka-Ush’s eyes turned from admiring Ace to glaring at me. “Sorry, but I have no intention of helping Fuchi Kamuy’s pet. I will never forgive her. Please, just leave me to suffer by myself.”

      “I’m not her pet,” I snapped. “We simply worked out a trade so I can save my friend.” I paused and thought for a moment. “Hey, I’ve got an idea…why don’t we make some kind of deal, too? You scratch my back, I scratch yours. That kind of thing.”

      “What could you possibly have to offer that would interest me, mortal?”

      She was right. What could I give a boy-crazy, love-sick goddess? Unless…

      “How about this,” I said, dragging Susie over by the arm. “If you help us, then you can go out on a date with him.”

      Susie’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “W-w-w-what? You outta your mind?”

      “Just shut up and play along,” I whispered, jabbing him with an elbow.

      “Absolutely not!” he protested. “There’s no way!”

      “Interesting, mortal,” Wakka-Ush said with a smirk. “I suppose I could use a rebound to mend my broken heart. And I must admit that I have admired Lord Susanō for quite some time.”

      “See?” I said. “She’s up for it. C’mon, Susie, just take one for the team. It’s no big deal.”

      “Yes, it is!” he shouted. “I’m a married man!”

      “Wh-wh-what?” I stammered, stunned by the news. “Really?”

      “Yeah! Kushinada would friggin’ grind my ass into a fine miso paste if I ever cheated on her! My daughter Suserihime wouldn’t forgive me, either!”

      “Huh. I never knew.” I guess I got so used to seeing Susie as somebody my age that I’d forgotten he’d led multiple lifetimes of lives. It made sense that he’d gotten married and had kids in that time.

      “Come now, Lord Susanō,” Wakka-Ush cooed. “I could love you with far more passion and devotion than Lady Kushinada ever could.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “Nah, I’m good. Y’see, there are only three women in all the worlds who scare me: Mom, Big Sis, and my wife. I’ve already pissed off the first two far too many times to count, and I’d rather not get on the third’s bad side. My player days are over. So sorry, no dice.”

      Wakka-Ush sighed. “That is unfortunate, Lord Susanō. I would have loved to have played with you.” Her liquid gaze shifted to Ace. “How about him?”

      “Me?” Ace said, pointing to himself.

      “Yes. I’ve never been with a reaper before, especially one as handsome as yourself.”

      “Hold up!” I yelled. “I didn’t say anything about Ace.”

      “What is the problem? He’s not married as well, is he?”

      “N-no,” I said, flustered and hanging my head.

      “Then I fail to understand what the problem is here.”

      “You just…you just can’t, okay?”

      She let out a gargled laugh. “I see what’s happening here now. How amusing. Allow me to say this: I know who is responsible for the missing marine life, and I can lead you right to her. However, my price is one date with the cute reaper boy. No date, no deal. And I sincerely doubt you will locate them without my help.”

      “Hey, uh,” Ace muttered, his eyes darting back and forth between us as we argued. “Isn’t anybody gonna ask me what I think?”

      “You’re not gonna change your mind, I’m guessing?” I asked her. “I mean, I have this pretty sweet yo-yo that contains the spirit of an ex-yakuza guy. Wait, he’s married, too. Damn it.”

      “My offer is final, mortal. You should be grateful I’m granting you even that much. If it weren’t for Lord Susanō, I would have killed you where you stand for speaking the name of my sworn enemy.”

      I bit my lip. Ace had been my savior, my white knight, time and time again. I realized I’d developed feelings for him. Every bit of me resisted and hated this “trade,” but what choice did I have? Claire’s soul was at stake. If I didn’t hurry, I’d lose her forever. And more people would die if I didn’t hurry up and finish my quest in Hokkaido and get back to finding the stones before Daji did.

      “Fine. But just one date, okay?”

      “Alice!” Ace pleaded. “What’re you doing? First, you beg me to stay, and now you’re tellin’ me to leave?”

      “Please,” I said, gazing at him through moist eyes. “Just do it. For me.”

      “Splendid,” Wakka-Ush said. The triumph in her voice annoyed me. “Now I shall honor my part of the bargain.”

      She started singing again—this time a tune that sounded upbeat and cheerful. The river rippled and grew more turbulent. A lone, gigantic, shimmering bubble formed and floated from the surface. She raised her voice, and the bubble gently drifted over to us and remained suspended overhead. The goddess held a long, operatic note, causing the bubble to descend upon us. Instead of popping when it touched me, it phased right through me and formed a shield around us.

      I poked the wall of the bubble with a finger. Ripples reverberated out from where I placed my finger. It reminded me of a Ley-Gate.

      “Remain in there,” the goddess instructed, “and it will take you downstream and into the bay. From there, you will submerge beneath the surface and to the dwelling place of Moshir Huchi. I control the surface waters, but she is the mistress of the deep.”

      “Another goddess?” I said. “What do we need to see her for?”

      “In the past, whenever the aquatic life of Hokkaido has gone missing, it has almost always been by her hand. She holds the fish hostage to punish the wickedness of the humans who violated her taboos. She’s rather…infamous for her violent temper.”

      “Oh, just perfect. Another angry deity to deal with.”

      “Be sure to stay inside the bubble. It will provide you oxygen and protect you from the pressure of the ocean floor.”

      “Got it.” I glanced at my two friends. “You guys ready for this?”

      “I was born ready,” Susie said with a thumbs-up.

      “I’m always down for a good fight,” Ace said. “In fact, when I’m not working, I—woah!”

      Wakka-Ush grabbed him by the cloak and pulled him out of the bubble. “Oh, no, you’re not going anywhere, my dear. We had a deal.”

      Ace’s mouth hung open in shock, showing his fangs. “What? Right now? C’mon, lady, I wanna go with them! Can’t we just do this date thing later?”

      “You’re a reaper and a vampire? Wow. I’ve never seen someone like you before. We’re going to have so much fun, you and I.”

      “Alice? A little help here?”

      “Look,” I sighed, “I don’t like this any more than you do. But go on, just humor her for now. Take her shopping or something. Or whatever a water goddess finds fun.”

      Ace skulked, holding his scythe against his chest and looking like a little boy while Wakka-Ush dragged him along the ground by his cloak.

      “Hey!” I called to him. “Come find us when you can, okay?”

      He nodded, not saying a word as the love-struck goddess carried him away. She resumed singing her mysterious melody, and the bubble began floating towards the river. We drifted apart until Ace and Wakka-Ush became two moving dots off in the distance.

      “Thank you, Ace,” I whispered to myself. “You’re too nice and too good for me.”

      “It’ll be all right,” Susie said, patting me on the back. “Your buddy seems pretty tough. I doubt she’ll try anything too weird.”

      “Yeah.”

      The bubble landed in the river, bouncing and bobbing with the current. The calm trickle of the streams contrasted with my pounding heart and anxious nerves. Worries over Claire and these cases, my inevitable confrontation with Daji and finding the Death Stones before she does, my fractured friendship with Terri, jealousy towards Wakka-Ush, traumatic memories of the Beast and the murdered students at the castle, the weight of my role as an Aeon…

      I clenched my fists. C’mon, Alice. You can think about that other stuff later. Let’s focus on the task in front of us for now.

      I turned to Susie, who was practicing his sword techniques with quick flicks of the wrist. “Woah, easy there, samurai! You’re gonna pop the bubble!”

      “A master swordsman,” he said, swinging the Kusanagi around, “is in full control of his weapon since it’s an extension of his being. It’s like an extra limb for me, and using it’s as natural to me as breathing.”

      “If you say so.” I paused for a moment. “Do you miss your wife and kid? I’m guessing you don’t get to see them often since you’re cooped up in that gloomy netherworld all the time.”

      He kept facing forward, performing kendō-style exercises where he stepped forward and backward and made linear vertical strikes. “Yeah. Kushinada got tired on living on Earth, so she’s been in Takamagahara for a while. Suseri’s married to Ōkuninushi so I hardly ever see her anymore, either.”

      “Ōkuninushi? I’ve met the guy. Only briefly, though.”

      “He has his moments. He’s calmed down a lot after the war back in the day.”

      “War? What war?”

      “Between the Amatsukami—the gods of heaven and the Kunitsukami—the gods of Earth. Big Sis wanted to establish her authority in this country, but Ōkuninushi and the other Kunitsukami didn’t care for that idea too much and rebelled. In response, Big Sis sent down Take-Mikazuchi, the thunder deity, to earth on this pretty sweet-lookin’ magical ship and he set them straight. When the dust settled, Big Sis and Ōkuninushi came to an agreement where she would rule Takamagahara and the visible land of Japan while he would be in charge of the invisible Aelithian realms tied to it.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “Tell me about it. You’ve learned what took me the hard way to find out—when Big Sis wants something, or thinks she’s right—she’s stubborn to the very end and quite scary.”

      I looked away, admiring the blue vastness of the ocean as we approached it. Dozens of tiny derelict fishboats swayed with the waves. The fresh, invigorating scent of sea-salt overpowered me. “Susie, thank you.”

      “Huh?” He stopped practicing. “For what?”

      “For siding with me against her. I know that must’ve been hard for you.”

      “Psssh, nah,” he said, nonchalant. “Big Sis and I fight all the time. I’m used to it.”

      “Still, I’m really grateful. I just hope I haven’t screwed everything up and doomed all of us.”

      He came over and stared into my eyes with his own emerald pair. Wind danced around inside his wild irises. “You’re doin’ the right thing, Alice. Like you told her, if we can’t save the people right in front of us, then what good are we? I respect you for that.”

      I blushed. “Th-thanks. I mean, I just tend to go with what my gut tells me, for better or worse.”

      “That’s the best way to do things. Honestly, Big Sis has her head up in the clouds, both literally and figuratively.”

      “How do you think she’s doing? You think she found the Death Stone down there?”

      “Oh, she’ll find it. I have no doubt in my mind.”

      “I said such horrible things to her, Susie. I’m so sorry.”

      “Eh, it’s all good. She had it comin’, anyway. She can be a real bi—”

      He was interrupted by the submerging of the bubble beneath the surface. I couldn’t believe my eyes (the bubble acted like scuba goggles, giving us a clear view). Long, green, waving strands of seaweed swayed back and forth. Clusters of coral and beaches of sand seemed to stretch on forever. Plastic bags and bottles lay scattered about. It reminded me of the splendor of Ryūgūjō, but hollow and empty. No schools of fish, no sharks, no sea lions…no sign of life anywhere.

      “Wow,” I muttered. “Even without the fish, it’s still so beautiful down here. Aside from the trash, at least.”

      I didn’t have much time to admire the scenery. The teal light from the jewel on my necklace erupted, illuminating the dark depths.

      “Uh-oh! We’ve got trouble! But where?”

      “Alice!” Susie screamed. “Look out!”

      It was too late. Something wrapped around my ankles and snatched me out of the bubble, right into the treacherous waters.
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      The freezing, frigid water sent chills all over me, like being yanked into a gigantic ice bath. It plugged my ears, drowning out any other sound. I had no goggles of my own, so my vision was filled with a blurry, chaotic mess of aquamarine colors. The worst part: the pressure and lack of oxygen. My lungs contracted, triggering the mammalian diving response in my body. My limbs constricted, and blood hurried to my heart and brain. Blood vessels swelled in my chest, trying to balance the pressure in my body against the pressure outside it.

      I gasped for air, but all that did was draw in a mouthful of seawater. The tingly, salty flavor shot through my mouth. I struggled and thrashed about, but in vain. My arms and legs weren’t working. My chest burned with the most intense pain I’d ever felt. This was it. Any second now, my lungs would implode, killing me instantly.

      What a way to go out. So painful, so dark, and so lonely.

      No. I had to live. Claire, Susie, Dead Ted, Terri, Ms. Ma’at, Ace…they were counting on me.

      “C’mon, Alice!” my dying brain screamed. “You have to live! You have to!”

      Yes! I can’t give up now. No matter how much it hurts, no matter how difficult it is. I choose life!

      A blinding white light flooded my field of vision. Something—or someone—grabbed me by the torso and yanked me in the opposite direction. When I opened my eyes, and after they adjusted, I found myself back inside the bubble with Susie standing over me.

      “Alice!” he cried, shaking me. “Alice, answer me!”

      My chest heaved and I coughed a violent fit. I took a deep, labored breath, inhaling the oxygen magically generated by the bubble’s interior. Conscious thought returned to my brain.

      “What…what happened?”

      “I’m not sure. I saw some weird tendril-like things grab you and pull you out, and then there was this bright light, and—this is the craziest part—I saw a huge shark! It bit off the stuff binding you and then I went out and brought you back here.”

      “A shark?”

      “Yeah. Look! Over there!” He pointed behind me. I turned, and sure enough, a massive great white shark swam in circles around us. It was unlike any creature I’d ever seen: its body was translucent and glowed as brightly as the light from my necklace, but in a pure white. It stared at me with glassy eyes and bared rows of enormous dagger teeth. I should have been freaked out by it, but instead, I felt warmth emanating from it. The shark seemed strangely familiar somehow.

      “Wielder of the blade,” a masculine voice echoed into my head, “Your will has summoned me.”

      “Huh?” I said, swiveling my head around. “Who’s there? Who said that?”

      “It is I,” the voice said, right at the exact moment when the shark looped back in front of me.

      “Uh, Susie…I think the shark is talkin’ to me.”

      Susie arched an eyebrow. “Suuuuuure…okay, then. They do say that oxygen deprivation in humans can cause hallucinations.”

      “I’m serious,” I insisted. I turned my attention back to the animal. “What are you?”

      “Check to your right.”

      I did as he suggested and gasped. The Kutune Shirka lay on the bubble floor next to me, out of its sheath. I gripped the hilt and examined it. The engravings of all the animals on it were present. All but one: the shark’s. In its place was simply an outline where the engraving should have been.

      “What does this mean?” I wondered aloud. “Did you actually come out of the—”

      “No time for that!” the ghostly predator bellowed. “She’s making another move!”

      A cluster of dark, mossy-green tendrils assaulted us once more, advancing on us at a rapid speed. My spirit animal—or whatever it was—managed to bite a few of them in half, but the rest penetrated our bubble. Susie performed a series of swift strikes, cleaving the tendrils. They dispersed into strands of what seemed to be hair.

      “Alice!” he cried. “There’s another one! On the left!”

      I faced the bizarre tentacle as it came after me and held the sword tight in my hands. I had no idea how to use one of these things. And the yo-yo/Dead Ted was stashed away in my bag, so there was no way I could get to it in time. All or nothing, I guess.

      I took a deep breath, swung the blade in a horizontal direction…and missed completely. It felt so awkward and clumsy and unwieldy in my grip.

      “Mierda!” I cursed. The tendril wrapped around my neck and began pulling me to the edge of the bubble. Before it could drag me outside, Susie leaped and came down upon it, cutting it like it was only a thin piece of string.

      “Whew,” he said. “That was a close one. Man, your sword skills are terrible.”

      “Gimme a break. I’ve barely held one before. It’s not like I’ve had centuries of experience like you.”

      “Hold on.” He spread his legs apart and braced himself. “I’m gonna steer the bubble so we’ll get a good look at what’s been attackin’ us.”

      He recited a Japanese incantation, and the currents behind us pushed the bubble forward. The spirit sword shark followed closely behind. We came to a clearing, followed by an ominous-looking ravine below. The gaping maw was surrounded by clumps of jagged spires.

      “There!”

      Another weaving, tangled, sinewy cluster of tendrils emerged from the trench and homed in on us. I brandished my blade and swung it around haphazardly, nearly tripping over myself. Susie slashed the tentacles that I’d missed.

      “Do not concern yourself with swordsmanship right now!” the shark’s voice ordered. “Just command me with your will and I shall do as you wish.”

      “What do you mean? I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “Calm down. Focus. Imagine what you wish for me to do. All of my actions thus far have been a result of your willpower. Do it once more.”

      “So, you’re saying it’s like using the Force?”

      No answer. All right, let’s try this. I closed my eyes and pictured my new transparent shark buddy in my mind. Try going after the one closest to us, I thought. We’ll see how that goes.

      I opened my eyes and watched the creature. It wound back and forth, swimming like a real shark. It opened its mouth of razor-edged teeth and tried to destroy the tendrils headed my way, but failed. The threads waved away from it and kept going for me.

      “Not good! Not good!”

      “Your willpower wasn’t strong enough!” the voice yelled. “Do not waver in your convictions!”

      “Okay, okay, fine.” I imagined him again, but this time more vividly. I pictured him biting and chewing up all the attacking tendrils, saving us. I focused on picturing it so clearly that it felt like it was really happening.

      When I opened my eyes again, it really was happening. One by one, the sword’s spirit tore apart the strange objects, stopping them just before they touched me. They dispersed into locks of hair, floating away in the water.

      “Yes! I did it! Susie, I made the shark do all that!”

      “Nice!” he said, grinning. “Now let’s get to the bottom of this. Literally.”

      We sank to the bottom of the ravine, entering a cramped tunnel. At the end of the tunnel, we came into a spacious undersea cave. It would have been pitch-black if it hadn’t been for the greenish light from my necklace and the shimmering frame of the shark spirit. The cave was packed wall-to-wall with hundreds, or even thousands, of wickerwork fish traps. Each basket was packed to the brim with different kinds of marine life: schools of fish, dolphins, sharks, sea stars, sea lions, orcas, crabs, turtles…everything you could think of. There were even gargantuan baskets stuffed with whales. They struggled and thrashed about, trying to escape their imprisonment.

      “Well,” I said, scanning them, “looks like we found the missing animals.”

      “So,” a threatening feminine voice hissed from deeper into the cave, “you’re the ones interfering with my punishment.”

      “Lemme guess…you’re Moshir Huchi?”

      “Why have you come to my lair?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I said as our bubble proceeded through the cave and closer to the voice. “We’re here to rescue the fish. Fuchi Kamuy sent me. From what I gather, she’s the head honcho around here, isn’t she? You really wanna upset her?”

      “I care not what Fuchi Kamuy thinks. I am the mistress of this realm.”

      “What’s your deal, anyway? These poor creatures did nothing to you.”

      “Insolent fool! Do not speak of what you do not understand. This is the proper judgment that I have passed against the land-dwellers.”

      “Judgment?” Susie repeated. “What judgment? What’d they do?”

      Moshir Huchi scoffed. “What haven’t they done? Every day, piles of disgusting trash and sludge are poured into my waters. If that weren’t enough, they come in swarms and snatch up my subjects, consuming them by the millions. My home is not a dumping ground, nor are my subjects an endless, glorified buffet line for them to gut and gorge themselves on as they please!”

      I stroked my chin. “Hmmm…you’ve got a point there. We are reckless and irresponsible. But by doing this, aren’t you impacting the livelihoods of the native people who’ve lived here and depended on the sea for centuries? If they all die out, then there’s no one left to remember you and honor you, right?”

      “Silence! You humans have largely stopped performing the sacred rites. Not only that, but you take everything for granted, especially the seas! All life contains ramat1, and is precious, but you humans have forgotten that. My judgment is final!”

      We arrived at what appeared to be a throne room. A scaly, Medusa-esque woman sat in the groove of a giant stone. Her pupils were enraged, narrow slits. She sneered at us with a wide, stretched mouth full of pointed, triangular teeth. Her body was covered from head to toe with the tendril-like objects that had attacked us earlier: her hair. Her tangled, matted hair spiraled out of control, like vines crawling along the walls of the cave.

      “You’re Moshir Huchi, huh?” Susie remarked. “Not much of a looker, are ya?”

      “How dare you!” she shrieked. Her hair wriggled and writhed about, alive. “Leave my home! Now!”

      “Sorry, Rapunzel,” I said as I readied my sword. “Let the fish go or we’re gonna make you!”

      Massive strands of hair danced around, ready to entangle us. It shot forward in spikes with a shocking speed. Susie brandished his blade and sliced the tendrils around him in lightning-quick flurries. I tried to keep my composure and sent my shark friend after the strands near me. It chomped and chewed through the hair, doing its best to keep them off of me. Clusters of hair leaped off the walls, homing missiles threatening to stab or strangle us.

      “Protect the bubble!” Susie ordered. “If too many of those things puncture it, we’re screwed!”

      Frantic, we fended off the tendrils of her hair as best as we could. But it wasn’t enough. A few of the strands evaded our attacks and grabbed Susie, binding his arms and legs. He struggled, but couldn’t move far enough to cut anything with the Kusanagi. He released a burst of wind to knock them away, but still more came and pinned him down. I watched helplessly as the sword’s shark spirit got caught by the tail by a runaway tendril and slammed against the wall. Still more hair intruded and ensnared the creature, tying it to the side of the wall.

      “What do I do?” I panicked, flourishing the blade but to no avail. The tendrils crept along the floor and soon, they’d grab me and we’d all be captured.

      “Hey!” a young man’s voiced called out. “The scalp! Go for the scalp!”

      “Huh?” I stared across the room at my enemy. Her hair stood up on end, looking like a menacing troll doll. All of it was occupied with coming after us, so she had none to defend herself with. I peered at my weapon. Could I do it? Reckless, clumsy, lanky Alice who’s hardly touched a sword in her life? I’d only get one shot at this, and if I messed it up, we were done for. Well, here goes nothing.

      I roared, letting out the loudest Viking battle-cry I could muster, and lunged out of the bubble. The salty sea-water invaded my throat once more, and my chest seared with pain from the pressure. Forget the hair and sea goddess’ wrath; if I failed, I’d probably die instantly, anyway. My vision blurred, but I concentrated on the mossy color of the hair on her scalp.

      I held the Kutune Shirka horizontally to the right, and started the momentum of my swing from there. I followed through, feeling the metal connect with something solid. Moshir Huchi’s hair. I pushed harder, using the momentum to my advantage. Sure enough, the hair gave way, and I completed the strike, cleaving the hair from her scalp like I’d just cut down a weed at its roots with a machete.

      The pressure overwhelmed me, and I blacked out.

      When I came to, I was back in the bubble. I coughed and sat up. My ears popped and normal sound returned to me.

      “You reckless idiot!” Susie said, hugging me too tight. “You did it! You really did it! Check her out!”

      “My hair!” Moshir Huchi shrieked, clawing her now-bald scalp. “My gorgeous, lovely locks!” Her loosened, cut hair drifted about in the cave. She held a hand over one eye and shot me a death-glare with the other. “You! How dare you! When I get a hold of you, I’ll tear you apart slowly, limb from limb!”

      “Don’t worry,” the boyish voice from earlier chimed in. “She’s all bark and no bite now. Her power’s tied to her hair. She can’t harm you no more.”

      “Thank you,” I said, “but where are you? And who are you?”

      “Follow the orca.”

      Right as he spoke, a giant killer whale with scars on its body swam next to me. Susie performed another spell to get the bubble moving, and we followed the orca as it led us out. Moshir Huchi’s sobs, wails, and threats against my life resounded throughout the cave. When we reached the entrance, I noticed that the wickerwork traps had all been opened. Multitudes of aquatic creatures poured out, enjoying their newfound freedom. The sea felt alive and complete again, bustling with activity. We exited out to the ocean floor and the bubble slowly drifted upward, with the orca just ahead of us.

      “Wait, Susie,” I said. “What happened to the ghost shark? Is it okay?”

      He shrugged. “Beats me. All I saw was the orca nudging you back into the bubble. The glowing shark guy vanished.”

      I checked the blade. The shark engraving had returned to normal, intricate and detailed.

      “Huh,” I muttered. “I think maybe it was a spirit that came out of the sword and now it went back into it. I’m not really sure how this works, but it saved my life, so I’m grateful.”

      We broke the surface of the ocean and bobbed about before returning to the shoreline. The orca hovered in the water nearby. Susie and I gingerly stepped out of the bubble, and just as we got out, it disappeared with a deafening “pop!”

      My chest caved and I fell to my knees and doubled over. I felt dizzy and light-headed. I hacked and coughed until black blood spurted out onto the sandy shore.

      “Woah, woah, woah!” Susie said, kneeling next to me. “You okay?”

      “I…think…so,” I said between coughs.

      “All right, just take it easy. You’ve just been through a lot. Let’s take a break and hang out here for a bit.”

      “She came hella close to the diving limit,” that same young voice explained. “Yadada?”

      I turned my head. The orca was nowhere to be found. In its place stood a young guy with scarred, chiseled abs, a square jawline, and lengthy, wavy black hair. He only wore a pair of Hawaiian-patterned swimming trunks. He carried a harpoon in his muscular arms.

      “Pleased t’meetcha. Name’s Repun Kamuy, real talk.”
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      “Repun Kamuy?” Susie said. “So you’re another one of the Ainu gods?”

      “Yee,” the surfer dude said. “God of the ocean and partner of Wakka-Ush. I’d been caught and stuck in that dusty bitch’s cages. Thanks to you guys, though, I could make it out. Good look!”

      “Is Alice gonna be all right?” Susie asked, pointing at me.

      Repun Kamuy nodded. “Fasho. It’s all good. She just needs to rest.”

      “Man,” I said, coughing up another mouthful of blood out of my lungs. “How many…Ainu gods of the sea…are there?”

      He chuckled. “Each of us has got different domains. Wakka-Ush is top dog, but mostly hangs out around rivers. I’m in charge of the ocean’s surface, and Moshir Huchi runs the depths.”

      “How’d you know her weakness was cutting off the hair from her scalp?” Susie wondered.

      “The great Ainu hero, Aeoina, used to go down there and deal with Moshir Huchi whenever she got outta pocket and took all the fish. He’d shear her head and things would be chill until it grew back.”

      I stretched out on my back and stared up at the surfer god. The afternoon sun seemed like it formed a halo around him. His eyes glittered like the sunlight on the waves. I panted, trying to control my breathing as we talked.

      “So, who are ya and what are you tryna do?” he asked.

      “You may not recognize me,” Susie said, swelling with pride, “but I’m Susanō and she’s Alice…the new Aeon.”

      Repun Kamuy’s jaw dropped. “Lord Susanō! I didn’t recognize ya. And an Aeon? Quit purpin’!”

      “I swear on Mom’s decayin’ corpse.”

      “Woah,” he exclaimed as he stuck his harpoon in the sand and sat next to me. He smelled like protein shakes and seaweed. “Not one, but two celebrities at once? I’m hella juiced! What are you doin’ up here?”

      “We’re trying to solve some cases as a favor for Fuchi Kamuy so we can save Alice’s friend. One of them involved the missing fish.”

      “Ah, for real? That’s what’s up.”

      “Hey,” I spoke up, “would you happen to know anything about some grisly murders at Niseko? Or weird music that forces you to dance uncontrollably? Or the sudden disappearances of entire towns on the island?”

      He shook his head of shaggy hair. Droplets of water trickled down his bronze skin. “Nah, bro. I’ve been stuck in that cage so I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout that stuff. But I know somebody who would.”

      “Really?” I sat up and faced him, trying not to stare at his bare chest (his abs were gorgeous). “Tell me.”

      “You mentioned somethin’ goin’ down at Niseko, right? The forests around there are Hash-Inau-Uk Kamuy’s territory. She’s the Ainu hunter goddess, and I bet she could help you out in trackin’ somethin’ down, real talk.”

      “All right, then. After I rest up, I’ll figure out a way to get to Niseko and meet this hunter goddess.”

      “Hey, I’m finna head up the coast, anyway, so I can drop ya off near there if ya want.”

      “Would you do that for us? I really appreciate it.”

      He smiled with a mouthful of orca-like pointed teeth. “I got you. It’s the least I could do since ya freed me from those stuffy cages. Just gimme a sec and we’ll dip.”

      Repun Kamuy rose to his feet, leaning on his harpoon as a prop. He shot a glance at Susie. “Carry her and follow me.”

      “Already on it,” Susie said. A breeze brushed past me, and I felt his hands underneath my torso. I wrapped my arms around his neck for support. I coughed up another mouthful onto the shirt of his kimono, forming an inky black blotch on it.

      “My bad, Susie,” I uttered, weak and worn out. “That one caught me by surprise. I should’ve turned my head.”

      “No worries,” he said with a reassuring smile. “I mean, hey, now I look just like the Japanese flag.”

      “Yeah, if the flag had a black circle instead of a red one, and a top-knot and huge teeth.”

      We laughed together as he carried me back to the shore. Repun Kamuy stood with his bare back facing us. The waves drew in and out, lapping at his ankles. He tossed aside the harpoon and pumped his fists in the air. “Ah! It’s so good to be free! I love the ocean so much!”

      His care-free attitude, exuberance, and surfer lingo reminded me so much of Ace. I tried not to think about what he and Wakka-Ush might be doing right now. Instead, I focused on the image of Claire suffering alone, buffeted by blizzards and barrages of ice. Just hang in there a little longer, Claire. We’ll get you out.

      A white-hot, blazing light filled my field of vision, and in place of the handsome shirtless surfer boy drifted the giant killer whale from earlier.

      “C’mon!” he cried. “Hop on!”

      “You want us to ride you?” Susie said in a skeptical tone.

      “Yee.”

      “First time for everything, I guess.”

      Susie lowered me on top of Repun Kamuy’s shiny, smooth skin. I held onto the side of the dorsal fin while Susie sat in front of me, closer to the creature’s head. We set off, and the orca paddled with its round flippers, skimming the surface of the waves.

      “This is awesome!” I cried. “Alice used ‘Surf!’”

      “What does that mean?” Susie wondered.

      “Never mind.”

      As we bobbed along, the icy ocean spray would occasionally blast me, freezing my clothes and bones even more than they’d already been during our undersea adventure. I shivered with chattering teeth.

      “Here,” Susie said, stripping off the outer layer of his robes and draping them over my shoulders. “Hopefully this’ll help a bit.”

      “Th-th-thank you,” I stuttered while I tried to warm myself up by rubbing my arms.

      “Brrrrrrrrrr!” a muffled, coarse, bass voice said. My eyes widened as I peered at my bag. Dead Ted! I’d forgotten all about him in the midst of all the chaos. I opened the backpack, shook the water out of it, and stared at the glowering, ghostly-blue face inside my yo-yo.

      “Please tell me we’re not about to die again, kid.”

      “No, we’re safe…for now.”

      “What happened? Where are we?”

      “We’re riding on an orca who’s actually a god of the sea.”

      He raised his bushy, overly large eyebrows. “What?”

      “Turns out the missing fish and sea gods were being held prisoner by an evil sea witch with bad hair and an even worse attitude. Nearly bit it twice when we fought her. Only managed to beat her thanks to him, and thanks to a very lucky strike with that magic sword.”

      “Oh, so basically another Tuesday for us, then.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I would have loved to have seen the Kutune Shirka in motion,” he sighed. “But noooo. Somebody insists on keepin’ me cramped up in this smelly schoolbag.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re getting jealous of me using another weapon, are you?”

      “Of course not,” he scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself, kid.”

      “I think I liked you better as an umbrella.”

      “Aw, shaddup.” He snapped. “Seriously, kid, keep me out more often, will ya? I’d like to be useful for somethin’, y’know? ’Specially after what happened back there…in the castle.”

      “Dead Ted…thanks for sticking with me.”

      He harrumphed—clearly flustered. “Well, it’s not like I had a choice, anyway.”

      We proceeded due north, traveling a clockwise direction along the coastline. The evening sun descended below the horizon and bathed the sky and sea in shades of amber. After reporting to Ma’at on the success of my first mission, I passed out, sleeping to the sounds of the waves and seagull’s cries.
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      Something shook me awake. The morning rays of the dawn filtered into my eyes as I slowly opened them. The smell of sea-salt had faded, replaced by chilly mountain air. As I swiveled my head around, I took in my new surroundings: a highway road, blanketed wintry landscapes, sugar-coated coniferous trees, and blocky clusters of buildings that hugged the side of a massive mountain in the distance. Frigid wind howled and cut right through me. My head leaned against a solid wall.

      A solid wall that turned out to be Susie’s chest.

      “Top o’ the mornin’ to ya, Alice! We made it!”

      “Hmmm?” I muttered, rubbing my eyes. “Where are we?”

      “At the Route 5 highway junction that goes into the main Niseko resorts.”

      “What? Already? How?”

      “That surfer dude-bro dropped us off at the coastline. He said it usually takes about two hours or so by car, and I suppose we could have hitchhiked but the Great Susanō has his own ways of getting around.”

      “You mean your magical wind speed-boosting thing?”

      He put on a proud smile. “That’s right. Metallica rides the lightning, Big Sis rides the light, I ride the wind.”

      “Does that mean,” I said with a yawn, “that you carried me all the way here on your own?” I noticed that I still wore the outer layer to his kimono. “Aren’t you cold?”

      “Ah, this is nothin’ compared to when I fought Orochi.”

      “Orochi?”

      “The eight-headed serpent and one of the Primordials, some of the oldest known living creatures among all the Aelithian worlds. One tough customer. The stuff of nightmares. Thankfully, he loved his booze, so I managed to distract him long enough to slice off a few heads and help seal him away. Believe it not, my battle with him’s how I met my wife.”

      “Sounds like quite a story. I’d love to hear all the details sometime. Sometime when we’re not busy fighting for our lives.”

      “You got it,” he nodded. “Let’s do that in the summertime around a campfire roastin’ marshmallows. I love toasted marshmallows.”

      I chuckled. “You’re such a kid, Susie.”

      “Well, hey, you know what they say: you’re only as old as you feel. And I feel about 18 or so, give or take a few thousand years.”

      We came to the edge of the town. Susie set me on my feet and I walked by his side.

      “So,” I said, “what’s the plan for finding Hash-Inau-Uk Kamuy and tracking down the killer?”

      “Surfer guy told me that Niseko’s got four main lodges in the area: Niseko Annupuri, Niseko Village, Niseko Grand Hirafu, and Niseko Hanazono Resort. From the direction we’re comin’ from, Annupuri and Village are the closest.”

      “Let’s see,” I said with a finger on my chin. “All right, then, let’s split up. We’ll cover more ground in a shorter amount of time that way. You take Annupuri and I’ll head for Village. If you don’t find anything there, then go on to Grand Hirafu and I’ll continue on to Hanazono.”

      “Okay…how do you suggest we go about doin’ the searchin’?”

      “Fuchi Kamuy said the suspect went after the actual customers. Skiers and snowboarders. Why don’t we play the part and bring it to us?”

      “Are you seriously suggestin’ that I, the god of storms, dress up in that chunky, clunky gear and shred the slopes?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. Like you said, there’s a first time for everything, right?”

      He heaved an exasperated sigh. “What have I gotten myself roped into this time?”

      “Aw, c’mon, it’ll be fun.” I pointed. “See that 7-11 over there? I’ll stop by and take out a bit of cash for you. Hopefully the cops haven’t frozen my step-mom’s account yet. Let’s meet back up there around sundown and share info. Six-ish?”

      We came to the visitor’s center, a cozy log cabin with a fireplace and windows that showcased the rolling hills. I kept Susie’s robes wrapped around me in such a way that it covered the hilt of the Kutune Shirka on my back. In spite of the murders and disappearances, the place was jam-packed with cheerful, chatty customers. It surprised me that the place was still running. Then again, business is business, and even during horrific disasters, people still want to forget and have fun.

      I bought day tickets for the two of us before we went our separate ways on different shuttle buses. I hopped on the shuttle bus bound for Niseko Village.

      When I checked out the available rental options, I decided to go with a bright-pink snowboard (it reminded me of the “old” Dead Ted) and the appropriate gear. I made sure to pick out a jacket that was slightly too big for me. I carried everything down the hall to the ladies’ locker room, inserted coins into the slot, opened the locker door, and stuffed my bag inside. Dead Ted lay snug in the zipped-up pocket of my snowboarding jacket that lay on the bench. When the other girls left the room, I looked over my shoulder to make sure no one else was coming, then pulled the sword out of the bag. Using the edge of the blade as a saw, I cut off a piece of bootlace and tied the sword (in its sheath, of course!) to my back. In a hurried blur, I tossed on the jacket, zipped it up, jumped into the pants, and tightened up my boots.

      The whipping wintry wind blasted me in the face when the doors opened. Freezing! Even though it was late April, the mountain remained covered in enormous sheets of fine powdered snow. I slipped a helmet and goggles over my head and released my rear foot from the board bindings. I skated over to the chairlift line, slid down the slope, and waited for the chair to approach from behind. I forgot to bend my knees enough so the chairlift nearly knocked me over. I quickly sank into the seat and dangled my feet, taking care to lift the nose of the board high enough so it wouldn’t catch the snow. When I reached the top, I planted my rear foot on the stomp pad and got off, but I turned too sharply and ended up falling flat on my face. The snow tasted like shaved ice with no flavor added.

      I pushed myself up, spat out the snow, and finished binding my other foot to the board. When I straightened out my posture and my board, gravity took care of the rest.

      “Woah!” I cried as I picked up speed, gliding down the hill. “I’m not used to this!”

      I couldn’t quite wrap my head around how turning worked. Add to that my usual awkward lankiness and you’ve got a recipe for constant falling. It’s a good thing I wore a helmet because at one point, I sped up too fast, lost control, flipped, and landed right on my head. Ow. A warm, itchy sensation followed. I hoped I wasn’t bleeding. From then on, I kept repeating a pattern of sliding down, building up speed, and forcing myself to land on my butt whenever it felt like I was losing control. I felt like a total idiot falling on my ass while the other boarders and skiers around me flew down the trail with an effortless grace.

      Slowly but surely, however, I started getting the hang of how to stay balanced and how to turn and wind around the trail corners. The frequency of my falls lessened, and my technique began to mirror that of the other visitors. A smile formed on my lips. I was having fun! Actual fun!

      I spent about three hours at Niseko Village and boarded down as many trails and paths as I could find, but didn’t spot anything suspicious. I returned to the lodge, climbed aboard a shuttle bus bound for Hanazono, and resumed my search there. I grew more confident in my technique, and even started performing tricks whenever I gained enough air off a slope, grabbing my board and screaming “woohoo!” I got a little overzealous and pushed myself too hard and fast, resulting in a handful of painful wipeouts. Still, whenever they happened, I simply brushed the snow off of me and kept going. Toward the end of the trail, I lost control, splintered off the path, and almost crashed right into a tree. When I pushed myself up, I noticed a silhouette moving in the forest beyond.

      “Hello?” I called. “Who goes there?”

      No response. I unfastened the bindings and placed the board aside, then headed deeper into the woods. The snow glistened and sparkled like gemstones on the branches. I took off the helmet and goggles so I could get a better look as I stomped around.

      “You seem different from the others,” a middle-aged woman’s monotone voice spoke. “Who are you?”

      I flipped around and gazed at her. Her body was thick and stocky, dressed in long, navy blue robes with beautiful swirling white pattern lines on them. A headband with the same colors and patterns adorned her head, and from below it cascaded a waterfall of hair, covering her face. Hooped metal earrings pierced her ears. Over the robes lay a fur pelt tied at the neck, and her feet were covered in fuzzy boots caked with mud and snow. Her long-nailed fingers fondled a necklace of beads that hung over her chest.

      “Hash-Inau-Uk Kamuy?” I asked.

      She simply nodded, then repeated her question. “Who are you?”

      “Fuchi Kamuy sent me. She told me to find you. There’s been a string of murders here around the resorts, and she said you’d know how to find who or what’s behind them.”

      “I know the creature you speak of. This way. Come.”

      She beckoned for me to follow her, and I obliged. We trudged through the snow, silent save for the howling wind and the jingling of her beads. The resort trail and skiers and boarders were long behind us now.

      “This creature,” I spoke up, struggling to keep up with her, “what is it?”

      “Hush!” she hissed. “No questions. Just follow. You shall see it.”

      We came to a denser, darker portion of the forest, with tightly-packed trees and shrubs. The sunlight struggled to break through the foliage here. The huntress stopped, lifted her nose, and sniffed, presumably picking up the scent of the creature we were tailing.

      “In there,” she said, pointing a bony finger to a patch of bushes.

      I unzipped my pouch and readied the yo-yo in my hand as I approached the bushes with caution and anxiety in equal measure. I stuck my free hand into the bushes and pried them open, shaking loose clumps of snow. When I peered inside, I found…

      …Nothing but blackness. Huh?

      Before I could figure out this puzzle, a sudden, sharp, severe pain shot into my neck. When I glanced down to see where it was coming from, my eyes widened in horror. A set of fangs had punctured my flesh. And those fangs belonged to the huntress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I cried out as the pain intensified. The creature sank its fangs in deeper, quaffing my blood in greedy gulps.

      “The hell?” I yelled, wincing. “Get off me!”

      I snapped the yo-yo in an arc and swung it right onto her head. The strike struck her with a loud “smack” and sent her reeling.

      “Kid!” Dead Ted shouted. “You okay?”

      I rubbed the side of my neck. Two bumpy grooves had formed where she’d bitten. “Yeah, I think so.”

      I turned and faced my assailant. The pale green light from my magatama activated, giving me a better look at her. The huntress’ hair had parted, revealing her face: a pale, hideous hag with stretched lips that reminded me of the Kuchisake-Onna I’d fought at the school. Black blood—my blood—dripped from her yellow fangs and dotted the snow below.

      “What’s goin’ on?” I wondered aloud.  “Aren’t you supposed to be one of the good guys?”

      “Your blood,” she said, licking her lips. “Delicious. Tastes better than the humans’.”

      As she crept towards me, I retreated. “Wait a minute…Fuchi Kamuy mentioned that the victims had been completely drained of their blood. That was you!”

      “You talk too much!” She pounced, nails out like claws. I launched my yo-yo, aiming for her chest. I overshot it and missed. In return, I took a swipe across the abdomen, which tore my jacket and broke my skin. More blood oozed out from the gash.

      “She’s fast!” Dead Ted said.

      “Yeah, no kidding,” I replied. “I’m not used to all this heavy gear and moving around in the snow. It’s slowing me down too much. I don’t have time to get the sword out, either.”

      “Then I say we run like hell!”

      I listened to his advice and pivoted, making a break for the left. The monster’s heavy breathing grew louder as she gained on me. When I glanced over my shoulder, I now found her sprinting after me on all fours. Her tongue flailed about, eager to guzzle the rest of my blood.

      “What do we do?” I screamed. “There’s no way I can outrun her!”

      “Just keep goin’! We’ll think of something!”

      “Like what?”

      “Uh…er…well…wait, that’s it! Just drop me! I’ll distract her and buy you time to escape!”

      “What? How?”

      “I’ll worry about that, and you worry about escapin’, kid! Drop me! Now!”

      I let go of the yo-yo and continued my frantic dash.

      “Yo, ugly bitch!” Dead Ted bellowed from somewhere between the monster and me. “You shall not touch a hair on that girl’s head!”

      The monster’s footsteps ceased. When I turned my head again, I couldn’t believe what I saw: the monster had stopped in her tracks, and she was gawking with her head tilted. There, hovering in a ghostly profile over the yo-yo, was Dead Ted. I could only see the back of him, but I could make out that he was shirtless and had his arms crossed, looking like a genie who’d just been summoned from a lamp. In this case, the yo-yo would be the lamp. His menacing, electric-blue form towered over the monster.

      “I am Tetsuya Morinaga, the baddest of badasses who has ever lived! If you do not desist in this futile chase, you shall incur my wrath, vile creature!”

      “An…an Onryō?” she wondered. Their voices grew fainter as I created more space apart from them.

      “That’s right. Emperors and samurai of old trembled in their boots when they gazed upon my terrible visage! Fear me, foul demon, and obey!”

      I glanced back again as the monster sniffed around the yo-yo buried in the snow.

      “What’re you doing?” Dead Ted barked. “Stop that this instant! No!”

      The huntress snatched the yo-yo in her claws and casually tossed it away. Dead Ted’s spirit remained tethered to the yo-yo like a magnet and followed it as it soared over the trees.

      “Kiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiid!”

      “Dead Ted!” I shrieked. I wasn’t going to leave any more friends behind. Veering to the right, I tried to maintain my distance from the monster as it resumed its hunt. Twigs crunched underneath my boots as I hurried across the snow. I spotted a round, cherry-red object that lay on the ground far away. The yo-yo. Just a little farther!

      It was no use. I’d lost valuable time when I turned around, which allowed the huntress to make a diagonal bee-line right for me. She pushed her feet off the ground and made a giant leap with her fangs bared, ready to tear open my jugular. Before she could reach me, the soil beneath me started to give way and my boots sank deeper into it.

      “What the—?”

      In a split second, the entire ground around me caved in, taking me with it. Helpless and unable to latch on to anything solid, I plummeted into the abyss.
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      Icy drops of water dripped onto my forehead. They were so cold that they burned as they trickled down my skin. I slowly regained consciousness, adjusting to the dim light. Was I still alive somehow? My eyes darted around, taking in what appeared to be the walls of a cave. Enormous stalactites jutted out from the ceiling and stretched on for so long that I could practically reach out and touch them.  A pungent stench wafted through the place, with a slight hint of grilled meat.

      “Ungh,” I moaned. I ached all over. My back was certainly bruised from bumping against my sword sheath. I hope I hadn’t broken any bones during the drop. “Where am I now?”

      When I tried to move, my arms and legs met heavy resistance, and I realized I’d been tied to the cave floor with dozens of ropes.

      “Hey, what gives?” I flexed my arms and tried to sit up, but no luck. My mind flooded with thoughts of worst-case scenarios and I broke out in a cold sweat. What if the huntress had bound me while I was out and was coming back to feed on me? Or what if a new, unseen monster had captured me and would soon devour me to the bone?

      While I struggled against the ropes, a number of hushed, panicked voices spoke.

      “She’s awake! The human is awake!”

      “Ready your arms! She could be dangerous!”

      “Who’s there?” I called. My question echoed through the tunnel.

      “Scatter!” Footsteps and shuffling followed.

      “Hello?”

      No answer. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a tiny creature peeking out from behind the wall of the cave mouth.

      “It’s okay,” I cooed. “I’m not gonna hurt ya, little guy. Come on out.”

      The creature hesitated, then emerged from the wall…aiming a miniature bow in my direction with an arrow cocked and ready. He stood roughly six inches tall, and his head was about twice the size of the rest of his body. His clothing resembled the traditional robes and headbands worn by the Ainu gods and goddesses I’d met so far, but obviously on a much smaller scale. The creature’s angry, frightened snarl clashed with the innocent look of his enormous puppy-dog eyes.

      “No false moves, human!” he ordered in a high-pitched, squeaky voice. “Or I’ll plant an arrow in your eye!”

      Instead of quivering, I burst out laughing. “You’re so cute! You sound just like the Chipmunks! Which one are you, I wonder: Alvin, Simon, or Theodore? You seem like the serious one, so you’re probably a Simon.”

      “Silence! We’ve got you surrounded!”

      Sure enough, right as he said that, hundreds of tiny men and women came into view, all with the same general height and appearance as him. They were armed with tiny bows and sewing needles.

      “Woah, woah,” I said with a nervous laugh. “Easy there. I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

      “Why have you intruded upon our sacred land, human?” demanded a wrinkly, bearded one dressed in multiple layers of robes. “Here to steal more from us?”

      “Steal? No, I running for my life from a monster that was trying to kill me and I ended up falling down here. It was an accident, I swear.”

      “A likely story,” he scoffed. “You humans cannot be trusted. I sentence you to death by a million punctures!”

      The Lilliputian army poised, ready to poke me to death. I was a Gulliver to them, and they scaled me fast. One of them jumped on my nose and got so close that I went cross-eyed trying to look at him.

      “Wait!” I pleaded. “I’m telling the truth. I’ve come to Hokkaido on a mission on behalf of Fuchi Kamuy. I’ve already met Wakka-Ush Kamuy, Repun Kamuy, and Moshir Huchi. The Japanese god Susanō is a friend of mine, too, and we’re working together to help Fuchi Kamuy. It’s all true, I promise!”

      The bearded one held a hand, motioning for the soldiers to stop. “Her Highness Fuchi Kamuy, you say? Interesting. Do you have any proof of your claims?”

      I nodded and almost threw off the creature on my nose by accident. “You guys know about the Kutune Shirka, right? She gave it to me. It’s strapped to my back, inside the jacket. If you free me, I can show you.”

      He barked orders in an alien language and the soldiers scurried around and loosened the ropes. I sat up and unzipped my coat, then untied the bootlaces I’d used for the blade. The Lilliputian creatures watched me with cautious eyes.

      “See?” I said, holding out the sheathed sword. “This is it. Woodcut animal pictures and all.”

      He eyed my weapon and let out a gasp. “These inscriptions! Indeed, this is the genuine article. At ease!”

      The soldiers lowered their weapons, slid off of me, and began murmuring amongst themselves.

      The old man bowed. “My humblest of apologies, human. You see, we Koropokkuru take our privacy and security very seriously.” He hobbled ahead then waved at me. “Over here.”

      I slowly rose and took steps in a gingerly fashion, taking care not to step on any of the poor guys. They formed orderly lines and marched on like lemmings. I proceeded through the mouth of the cave, which opened up to a clearing overlooking a village. The cooked meat smell had come from here, rising out of the windows of miniature restaurants. Thousands of Koropokkuru were bustling about shaping clay on pottery wheels, striking anvils with hammers, chatting, holding hands, shopping in stores, baking little loaves of bread, and making deliveries. Their homes consisted of makeshift mud squares adorned with butterbur leaf roofs. As my gargantuan boots approached the entrance, the citizens stopped in their tracks and stared.

      “This is our honored guest,” the bearded man declared to the crowd. “Please allow her to pass.”

      “I feel like I’m in an episode of the Smurfs,” I muttered.

      I followed him down the slope, tip-toeing around the buildings and trying not to crush anyone or anything. I felt like Godzilla would if he’d tried not to destroy Tokyo or step on cars. Unfortunately for the Koropokkuru, I was about as graceful in avoiding causing any damage as I’d been when I first snowboarded earlier. I felt something crumble under my boot. When I lifted my foot, I realized I’d wrecked an entire house. The Koropokkuru family that lived there had evacuated, and now stood there, watching their ruined home with saddened eyes. Their children wailed.

      “Oh, uh, sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”

      After finally clearing the minefield—and breaking about five more buildings in the process—I reached a larger (by their standards) palace structure and what seemed to be a shrine next to it. I sat cross-legged in the plaza in front of the palace steps. The old man hobbled up the steps, then turned to face me.

      “Now then, I officially welcome you to Issun-mura, home of the Koropokkuru people. Once more, I offer my deepest apologies for our rudeness.”

      “No worries,” I said with a shrug. “Besides, I should apologize for causing extensive property damage.”

      “Oh, that? We can rebuild, so do not concern yourself with that.”

      “Why did you bring me all the way over here? More importantly, can you show me the way out? I need to get back to the surface as soon as possible. I left a friend of mine behind. Worse than that, more people could be killed.”

      “I must admit…while initially it seemed that you might have come here to steal from us, the timing of your arrival is quite fortuitous. Do you see the shrine across from the plaza?”

      I nodded and gave the shrine a second glance. It was a simple structure made of sticks and splinters with a small bronze slab in the center. A round groove had been pressed into the slab, probably designed to hold something in place.

      “Yeah? What about it?”

      “Normally, the shrine houses the Uchide-no-Kozuchi, the legendary treasure of our people. It is a magical hammer that can change the size of anything it strikes. It was first discovered and wielded by Issun-Bōshi, the progenitor of our race and my direct ancestor.”

      “All right. What’s that got to do with me?”

      He furrowed the brow on his diminutive face. “The other day, the hammer was stolen by a heinous thief: a beautiful, fox-tailed woman. We only treated you harshly and suspected you at first because you and the thief resemble one another. In fact, now that I’ve gotten a better look at your face, you’re nearly identical to her.”

      I gasped. There’s only one woman he could be talking about.
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      “Daji,” I growled, gritting my teeth and clenching my fists. “Damn her.”

      The miniature man shot me an inquisitive look. “You…you know the perpetrator?”

      “She and I have some history, yeah.”

      “Then can you tell me as to why she would steal the treasure of our people?”

      “I’m not sure. Did she say anything?”

      “Hmmm,” the elder thought as he stroked his beard. “She did mention she wanted something called a ‘Death Stone.’ I know not what that is, but she seemed to be desperate to claim it.”

      Fire raged in my blood at the mention of the stones. “There are nine of them, one for each of her tails. If she finds and shatters them all, she’ll regain her full magical power and we’ll be screwed. Did she say anything else? Like where she was headed?”

      He shook his oversized head. “Unfortunately, the fox-tailed woman did not mention any destination. Her golden eyes were wild, murderous, even. I feared that she would slaughter us all. Luckily for us, she seemed to be in a hurry to obtain this ‘Death Stone.’ The last thing she said to me before she disappeared with the mallet was, ‘If my daughter Alice comes here, treat her well.’”

      I turned away, ashamed that I shared the same blood as her—that psychotic killer. I thought of Misa-chan and her family, and Mother. She’d butchered them all, and even worse: she’d done it using my body and my hands.

      “Your face,” the elder said, examining me. “The resemblance…do not tell me that you are—”

      “Yeah. Don’t worry, though, I’m on your side. I’ve actually been going around the country trying to find those stones before she does. I’m going to stop her no matter what it takes.”

      His face sagged with sadness. “Children forced to fight their parents…what has this world come to? Well, at any rate, will you retrieve our precious hammer?”

      “I will,” I said, pushing myself onto my feet, “but helping my friends who’re still out there comes first. Can you show me the way out?”

      “Indeed, I shall. Right this way.” He hopped down the stairs and walked around the perimeter of the palace. I felt all eyes on me as I followed him. Given that I was pretty much a giant to them, they must have heard every word of our conversation. Guess I couldn’t blame them for being suspicious of the daughter of the one who barged in, threatened them, and stole their most valuable antique.

      The elder led me through another cave mouth that spilled into a narrow tunnel. I had to hunch over to fit under the ceiling. He took me down path after path, winding in different directions. It felt like it stretched on forever. Hundreds of spotted toadstools sprouted from the floor and walls. I took huge strides and made sure not to step on him and to give him enough time to scuttle on ahead of me. Whenever I came to those long spires that hung from the ceiling, I weaved my way around them.

      After making my way through the labyrinth of mud, stones, spires and ‘shrooms, the cave opened up to one last clearing. Amber light filtered through the small hole ahead.

      “This is the exit,” the elder Koropokkuru explained. “When you return with the Uchide-no-Kozuchi, simply follow the routes that contain toadstools. They will guide you back to us.”

      “Got it. Thanks.”

      “Please do be careful out there.”

      The hole was too narrow to walk through, so I got down on my stomach and began crawling through. A real tight squeeze. This was obviously not designed for Gulliver types like me. It didn’t help that I was wearing heavy snowboarding gear and had a sword strapped to me. I grunted and groaned my way through, getting stuck several times and having to shake and shimmy to give myself enough slack to proceed.

      “Hnnnnnnnnnnnghhhhh!”

      With one final push, I popped out onto the snow. Whew. I rose and surveyed my new surroundings. I found myself in another coniferous forest, but the trees were spaced out more evenly here. Flakes of snow danced gently as they descended. The sunset bathed the forest and snowy hills in a brilliant orange-pink hue. Wait…sunset? Geez, just how much time had passed while I’d been unconscious in the cave?

      Frigid wind ripped through me as I trudged my way forward. Without warning, the gusts grew more intense, transforming into a howling tempest. The light flurries shifted into heavy snowfall, transforming my field of vision into a sea of white.

      “Aw, crap!” I screamed into the squall. “Of all the times a blizzard could show up, it had to be now!”

      Flakes latched onto my hair like dandruff. My nose started running, so I kept sniffing and wiping it with the back of my gloved hand. The temperature had dropped to the point where snowflakes froze (and burned like hell) on my forehead upon contact. The piles of snow had grown taller and deeper, coming up to my knees. I traipsed onward, lifting my legs higher. I stumbled and fell over, face-planting right into the snow and ice. So. Friggin’. Cold.

      Panic settled in. I had no idea where I was or where I was going. Hypothermia’d become a real concern. Would I freeze to death out there? Would I simply become an Alicicle, some chilled corpse with my eyes rolled into my head like Jack at the end of ‘The Shining?’ No. There had to be someone or someplace around here. Couldn’t have gotten that far out from the ski lodge, could I?

      “Please,” I prayed silently. “If there’s anybody…any gods out there that can hear this, please don’t let me die now. I gotta save Claire first.”

      Off in the distance, I detected the faint outline of what appeared to be a cabin. Yes! Thank you, whoever that was! Excited, and keen on maintaining proper circulation, I stomped through the snow as fast as my numbed legs could carry me. The building came into full view: a simple log cabin with smoke billowing from a chimney. Even better. Someone had to be there.

      I rushed up to the door and pounded on it. “Excuse me? Hello? Anyone there?”

      The door opened just a crack. Standing in the gap was a middle-aged Japanese man with a bushy mustache, a long nose, and wavy, unkempt hair. There were specks of white in his hair and ‘stache, but I couldn’t tell if that was from age or the snow. He was broad-shouldered and wore a big, puffy skiing coat similar to what I had on.

      “What do you want?” he barked, his voice full of apprehension. “Did she send you?”

      “Huh? What do you mean? Who?”

      He poked his head out and his almond eyes darted around as if he was watching for something, or someone. “Never mind that. You shouldn’t be here. Go away.”

      “Look,” I said, losing my temper, “I’ve just been through hell and back. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a friggin’ blizzard brewing right now. I’m tired, I’m hungry, I can’t feel my face or my legs, and I’m probably gonna die if I don’t get some warmth to stave off this hypothermia. Let me in!”

      “Fine. Hurry up and get inside.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. I brushed past him into the cabin, and immediately, a blast of warmth bathed me. Heavenly. The cabin seemed to be fairly new, with a polished wooden floor and a sturdy brick fireplace. Thick, green curtains were shut, covering the windows. I hustled over to the crackling fire and held my hands out. Ahhh…it was like swimming in a river of chocolate. I sneezed and sniffled, enjoying my newfound heat and comfort.

      The man handed me a baby-blue towel. “You’ll catch a cold. Here.”

      I nodded and held it in my hands. He glanced down at the scratch on my coat and stared at it, wide-eyed. “What happened there?”

      “Oh, this? I, uh…I got into a fight with an animal. A bear. Yeah, a bear.”

      “A bear?” he repeated, skeptical. “You’re lucky to be alive, then.”

      “Don’t I know it. Hey, is there another room I can change in?”

      “Oh, sure…it’s, uh, down the hall and to your right.”

      “Thank you.”

      I closed the door behind me. I tried to lock it, but the lock seemed to be busted. I stood by a simple wooden-framed bed. I peeled off the ski lodge gear, and changed out of my regular clothes, replacing them with a spare pair I’d carried in my bag. I made sure to dress in layers, with multiple shirts and a sweater, stockings and jeans, and three pairs of socks. While I was changing, I could have sworn I heard the door latch open, but when I glanced at it, the door was closed all the way. Odd.

      The smell of nabe1 crept through the door. Perfect. I hadn’t eaten since we had that soup at Fuchi Kamuy’s place. I hid the Kutune Shirka under the bed, carried the snowboarding gear down the hall, and left it in front of the fire to dry. The man had fired up the pot, cooking a delicious-smelling blend of boiled eggs, daikon radishes, cabbage, konjac, tofu, and sliced pork.

      He scooped a portion of it into an earthenware bowl. “Would you like some?”

      “Yes, please. I’m starving.” I grabbed the bowl and a pair of chopsticks and absolutely demolished the bowl within seconds. “I’ll take another helping if you don’t mind.”

      “Wow!” he exclaimed, slurping his own bowl. “You’ve got quite the appetite. Sure, go ahead.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I gobbled up another bowlful of nabe, then gazed at the man. “Thanks again. I really appreciate it. I honestly thought I was gonna die out there.”

      “What were you doing?” he asked between gulps. “How’d you end up out here?”

      “I, er, I…I was snowboarding with a friend and we got separated. While looking for him, I got really, really lost. And then that blizzard swept in. Hey, you mind if I have another?”

      “Boarding, huh? And oh yeah, sure, go on.” He watched me wolf down another bowl. “I’ve never seen a girl eat so much so fast. How old are you?”

      “16.”

      “16? And you’re out here by yourself? Where are your parents?”

      “Oh, I’m sure my mom’s around here somewhere.”

      “Well, you seem like a nice girl. Forgive me for my rudeness earlier. You can stay here as long as you like.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I set down an empty bowl, “but after I get warmed up, I gotta head back out as soon as possible. I’m actually kind of in a hurry.”

      “You should stay longer. It’s very dangerous out there, especially if you’re by yourself.”

      I stood. “No, really, it’s okay. Once my stuff’s dried, I’m gonna be on my way.”

      “No,” he insisted, placing a hand on my shoulder and forcing me back into my seat. “I’m telling you it’s too dangerous. Just stay here. I can help you find your friend tomorrow, all right?”

      “What’s your problem? First, you wouldn’t even let me in, and now you don’t want me to go? Speaking of which, who were you talking about earlier? Who’d you think sent me?”

      He cast a sideways glance at the window, then back to me. “Never mind that.” He ran a hand through my hair. “You know, you’re a very pretty girl. Just hang out here with me for a little while.”

      Stupid, Alice! Stupid, stupid, stupid! In my eagerness to find some warmth and shelter and food, I’d ignored all the warning signs: the broken lock, his over-the-top friendliness, asking my age, and now this. All neon-lit signs pointing to “certified creep.”

      “Take your hands off me before I break them,” I snapped. I talked tough, but deep own, I realized I was in a pretty bad situation. With my weight and muscle mass, there’s way I could take him on directly. I didn’t have Dead Ted on me, so I couldn’t just smack him in the face with the yo-yo, either. The cogs and gears in my head turned, all leading to the same answer: the sword. I’d make a break for it down the hall and snatch the sword and threaten him with it, and hopefully that’d be enough.

      “Oh?” he said with a smirk. “You’re gonna be a fun one. I can already tell. I like the ones that have a bit of fight in ‘em.”

      “What a coincidence,” a new voice—a sweet-sounding female one—said. “So do I.”

      The man’s confident smirk melted into a quivering lip. “No! It can’t be!”

      A strange, hazy white mist filled the room. As it filtered inside, the temperature plummeted. When I exhaled, I could see my breath in cloudy puffs. The flames in the fireplace flickered and died out. Frost appeared on the windows from the inside. Uh-oh. A weird mist and a voice. There could only be one person that belonged to. I clenched a fist, ready to face her.

      The mist swirled around, chilling the room further, then accumulated in one spot in front of the door. As the mist gathered, it released specks of diamond dust and crystals that hovered in the air. Seconds later, the mist took on a humanoid form.

      But it wasn’t Daji.

      Instead, standing there with an ice-cold stoic expression on her face, was a teen girl roughly my age. She seemed to be of Japanese descent, with a beautiful face, tanned skin, and soft features. Her hair had been bleached blond and reached down past her shoulders. Evenly cut bangs hung just above her pencil-thin eyebrows. A tight, snow-white leather bodysuit hugged her curves. She peered at the man with charcoal-black eyes.

      “Oh, yes. I finally found you, you cowardly bastard. Time to die.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, looking at the creep. “Who is she?”

      “She’s a monster!” he cried. “A Yuki-Onna!”
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      “A Yuki-Onna?” I repeated. “Like the one in the ‘Kwaidan1?’”

      His jaw remained dropped to the floor as he stumbled away from her. “Please, just leave me alone!”

      “You thought you could hide from me,” the girl said softly, taking light steps toward him. Patches of ice formed wherever she trod. “But justice will be served, one way or another.”

      The man tripped over a chair, rolled over, and grabbed my leg. “Please! I’m sorry! Just don’t let her kill me!”

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured him, “dealing with monsters has become a specialty of mine.”

      “There’s only one monster here,” the girl hissed, venom dripping from her voice. “Men like you are nothing but scum that must be cleansed from the Earth.”

      “Hey now,” I said, standing between them, “he may be a little slimy, but he didn’t actually do anything. Yet. Let’s not be too hasty here.”

      She shot me an icy glare. “Do you have any idea what he’s done? What he’s capable of? Death is too good for him.”

      “All right, then let’s hand him over to the police and they’ll deal with him. Isn’t that the right way to do things?”

      “No,” she said, getting right in my face. The look in her black eyes sent chills down my spine. Or maybe it was the chilly frost emanating from her body. “My contractor wants him dead and that is that.”

      “Contractor? Wait a minute…you’re an assassin?”

      “I have no need to explain myself to you. Get out of my way. My business is only with him.”

      Come to think of it, she reminded me of a certain someone…

      “Say,” I said, “would you happen to know a girl named Claire?”

      Her eyes flashed at the mention of that name. “Claire is a fairly common name. Which one do you mean?”

      “Short hair, dresses in all black, loves motorbikes? A half-Tengu assassin who works for some sort of secret spy network?”

      “How do you know Claire Wilder?”

      “She’s my friend. How do you know her?”

      “That’s classified.”

      I laughed. “You don’t have to tell me. It’s obvious. You’re part of that same network, aren’t you? Well, I’ve got some news for you: Claire’s dead.”

      “What?” She snatched me by the sweater collar. “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story, but I’ll tell you this: the reason I came all the way up here to Hokkaido’s because I made a deal with a goddess to bring Claire’s soul back if I do her a few favors. Why don’t you help me? We could save her together, you know?”

      “Feh,” she scoffed, returning to her usual cold expression. “Like I care what happens to a colleague. Members of the Society die in the line of duty all the time. It’s nothing out of the ordinary for us.”

      “The Society, huh? That ‘Goldilocks’ Kintoki guy said the same thing. What exactly is the Society, anyway?”

      “I’ve already told you too much and you’ve wasted far too much of my time. Out of the way!”

      She kicked me in the gut and sent me flying against the cabin wall. Ow, geez…as if my back weren’t already bruised enough. Thankfully, the “Spider-Sense” of my necklace came on, flooding the cabin with its brightness. The sudden flash of light blinded her, and she threw up her arms to shield her face. Using the opportunity, I threw myself at her and tackled her to the floor. She was surprisingly light, skinny, and fragile. Grabbing her waist felt like hugging a small glacier.

      The blubbering man had been shuffling his way toward the front door as we’d talked.

      “Hurry up and get the hell outta here!” I yelled at him.

      He wasted no time in turning the knob and flinging the door open, inviting the blustering gusts inside, and then hurling himself into the blizzard.

      “You idiot!” the assassin shrieked as she knocked me off. “He won’t get away!”

      She followed him out into the storm. I dashed across the cabin, quickly tossing the snowboarding gear (which hadn’t dried yet) and snatching up the blade. I rushed outside and scanned the area for the two, using my jewel as a flashlight. I found them just up ahead in a clearing in the forest.

      As I approached them, I noticed that the assassin’s appearance had changed. Her bleached blond hair now glowed a pale blue, as did her lips. Her skin sparkled and dazzled in the light, transparent and blending in with the snowy hills around us. She seemed like she was actually made out of ice now. She gripped a sharpened icicle in her raised hand, ready to swing it down and pierce the man’s neck.

      There’s no way I’d reach her in time. I remembered what the shark spirit had said when we’d fought Moshir Huchi in her undersea lair and closed my eyes. I imagined the engravings on the sword coming to life and going after the assassin with as much vivid detail as I could. Sure enough, when I opened my eyes, the iridescent, shining spirits of a pack of wolves were rushing at the girl. They leaped upon her as a group, knocking her away from her target and snapping at her with deadly fangs.

      “What the—?” she exclaimed as she struggled against them.

      “Yeah!” I celebrated with a fist pump. “I’m getting the hang of this!”

      However, before the ghost wolves could do any real damage, the girl sprung to her feet. She flicked her wrists, gathering crystals into her palms, and more icicle daggers appeared in her hands. In a smooth, seamless ballet of moves, she planted an icicle into every one of the spirits, causing them to disperse into harmless wisps that faded with the blowing wind.

      “Aw, crap. Maybe not.”

      She turned to me and glared. Her eyes had changed color from black to an icy blue. “You! What are you?”

      “That’s classified,” I replied, mocking her voice.

      The Yuki-Onna curled the fingers in both of her hands and a longer blade made of solid ice appeared in their grasp. She charged me with blinding speed and swung her icicle sword over her head, ready to cleave me in half. I fumbled around with the Kutune Shirka and barely blocked the blow in time. The metal from my weapon chipped into the ice of hers. She pressed the attack, forcing me to sink deeper into the snow. Behind her, the man had run off deeper into the forest.

      “Why are you protecting him?” she demanded. “His kind are better off dead.”

      “Maybe so.” I tightened my muscles and pushed back. “But isn’t that for the courts to decide?”

      “You said you deal with monsters. Where was their judge and jury when you killed them? See? You’re no different from me.”

      “Oh, spare me the morality lectures, Elsa. Shouldn’t you be singing about your feelings and building ice castles right about now?”

      She grinned. “I see right through you. You’re the type that masks their fear and incompetence behind jokes and cynicism. I can tell that you’re just an untrained civilian. Surely you’ve realized there’s a world of difference between us?”

      “Blah, blah, blah…first you say we’re the same, now you say we’re different.” I buckled under the weight of her blade as she pressed harder and came in closer. “Make…up…your…damn…mind…already!” I leaned back and thrust my head forward, smacking it right into hers. It felt like head-butting the inside of a freezer.

      She floundered backward. Her steps left no footprints in the snow. “Argh! How dare you!”

      “Eh, what can I say? Mother always told me I was rather hard-headed.”

      I made use of the distance I created between us and focused on sending another wave of spirit animals after her. This time, a flock of hawks materialized and swooped after her. She fanned her hands outward, creating a makeshift ice-block shield. The hawks frantically dive-bombed and pecked at her over and over, but the shield deflected them. In spite of their ghostly forms, the shield must have made contact with them since both creations were made of Aether. When they paused to make another attack, she formed a frosty bow and arrows and let the missiles fly, striking them all down.

      “Enough of this!” she yelled. “I won’t waste any more time on you!”

      The Yuki-Onna crossed her hands in front of her face and created throwing knives in the gaps between her fingers. Before I could take another breath, she let them fly—six in all. I brandished my sword and attempted to shield myself. It didn’t do me much good. I didn’t have the skill to deflect them like a ninja master. Instead, I panicked as they whistled toward me and jumped to the left. But I was too late: one pierced my right forearm and the other tore into my left thigh.

      I cried out in pain and fell to my knees. She let another volley loose. I dropped and rolled, but too slowly. One of them caught me under the left collarbone, and two more stuck me in the right torso. Chilling agony coursed through me, and blood spurted from the contact points.

      “Black blood, huh?” she said, strutting closer. “You’re a Chthonian like me, then. That explains why you were able to survive this long.”

      Shaking and spasming, I forced my body up. I fought against the pain and freezing cold—both around me and inside me. I took long, labored breaths and stumbled on my feet. I could barely stand, but I had to keep trying. When she came within range, I made one last desperate swing with my sword. A slow, clumsy, inelegant strike she could see coming a mile away. The Yuki-Onna clashed it against a new weapon she’d formed: a naginata pole-arm made of solid ice. She held her naginata with one hand and placed her other hand on the Kutune Shirka.

      “Wh-what’re you doing?” I wheezed, helpless. “Stop!”

      A sheet of ice formed along the metal edge of my blade, completely encasing it.

      “No!”

      She raised the same hand then brought it crashing down upon the sword. It shattered as easily as if it’d been made of glass, leaving only the wooden hilt behind. I stared at where the sword used to be, wide-eyed and stunned.

      “I’m so sorry I had to do this,” she said with a hint of sadness. “You might not believe me, but I actually do my job to protect young girls like you from scum who’d prey on them. If only you hadn’t gotten in my way…”

      The excruciating pain from the knives—still embedded in my body—overwhelmed me. I collapsed on my stomach in the layered snow. I lifted my head and watched as she turned, scattered her weapon into crystalline dust, and walked away. From behind, she really reminded me of the Yuki-Onna creatures in the old stories with her long hair blowing in the midst of the snowstorm.

      The last thing I heard her say before I passed out was, “When you see her in the afterlife, say ‘hi’ to Claire for me.”
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      Somewhere in the dark recesses of my subconscious, a woman sang a lullaby. The melody sounded familiar to me somehow, a long forgotten memory I’d shelved in the dusty, cob-webbed library of my dreams. The tune was meant to be upbeat and comforting, but the singer added a tinge of melancholy to it. I couldn’t make out the words, but somehow, through her expression of the song, I could tell that she’d lost someone profoundly precious to her and longed with all of her being that one day, they would return to her.

      When I came to, my vision had blurred. I blinked, and salty liquid trickled down my cheek. Had I been…crying? Why?

      More importantly, how was I still alive? Or perhaps I’d died and gone to one of the heavenly realms. Did I even deserve to go to heaven? With how much I’d screwed up and all the people I’d hurt—and killed, there’s no way I‘d earned a ticket to eternal paradise. Hell was much better suited for me.

      I sat up and swiveled my head around like a movie camera, taking in my new surroundings. I’d ended up in bed in a cabin—a different one. The curtainless window to my left showcased the pitch-black night sky. How much time had passed now? I was super-late for my rendezvous with Susie. Knowing him, he’d be surfing the winds and searching for me all over the island.

      I peered down and examined my body. I’d been stripped down to my long-sleeved undershirt and long underwear. To my surprise, all the blood and punctures from the Yuki-Onna’s weapons had disappeared. The gash that the huntress had given me was nowhere to be found as well. I lifted my shirt higher. The hideous scar still remained, taunting me. Those new mysterious symbols—my “true Aeon name” as Ma’at called them—lay within my disfigurement.

      When I checked my hands and bare feet, they’d returned to their normal color. They didn’t feel numb, either. It was warm, cozy, and comfortable in here, almost making me forget that I’d been at death’s door. No, I hadn’t just been at death’s door—I’d practically set one foot through the doorway already, whether it be by bleeding out or freezing.

      The crackling of firewood and the smell of freshly brewed green tea drifted lazily in the air. Someone was still here.

      I slowly rose from the bed, expecting intense pain. But none came. My back didn’t hurt anymore, either. I couldn’t believe my luck. However, this was no time to rest on my laurels. I needed to find that guy and save him from the Yuki-Onna, and I needed to find the hammer for the Koropokkuru people, and I needed to meet back up with Dead Ted and Susie and beat the crap out of that huntress monster before she fed on any more victims, and I needed to find the missing townspeople, and…

      I took a deep breath and exhaled. Okay, Alice. One thing at a time.

      In the opposite corner of the room, there was a simple fold-out chair. My clothes and boarding gear lay across it. To the right of the bed stood an end table with a picture frame resting on top of it. I picked up the frame and inspected the photo inside. The photo depicted a smiling, burly, big-nosed Latino man in a flannel shirt with the top buttons undone.

      “Papi,” I whispered.

      He had his arm around a gorgeous, full-figured woman in a wine-colored sundress and a wide-brimmed straw hat. With one hand, she brushed aside wisps of hair blowing in the wind. In the other hand, she held an infant who’d been dressed in a similar fashion. The two adults stood in the sand with sandaled feet. In the background behind them, I could make out choppy waves and swan boats. I recognized the location: Lake Inawashiro in Fukushima Prefecture, just a short drive from Aizawa. I also recognized the woman.

      Daji.

      She lacked her true vulpine features in this picture, but there was no mistaking it. I might have Papi’s nose, but the rest of my facial features—especially my cheekbones—were hers. The photo delighted and unnerved me at the same time. Just seeing Papi again, even in a picture, reassured me somehow. That he was still alive and out there.

      “I miss him, too,” a voice said behind me.

      Startled, I let out a scream and spun around. There she was, in the flesh, complete with her shining golden eyes, billowy kimono that showed off way too much thigh, fair skin, fox ears, and four bushy, wavy tails. With her one remaining hand, she carried a tray with two earthenware teacups on it.

      “You!” I roared. I balled a fist and charged at her. She released the tray and grabbed my wrist, halting my momentum. Instead of crashing to the floor, the tray remained hovering the air by some form of magic.

      “Now, now,” she said in a motherly tone. “Relax, my baby jewel. I’m not here to fight.”

      “Well, I sure as hell am!”

      In one fluid, continuous motion, she tripped me, caught me by the small of my back with her hand, and gently lowered me into the bed.

      “Shhhhhh…just calm down, my darling. I’m not going to hurt you. Please get some rest. You need it.”

      “And why should I listen to anything you have to say?”

      I sprang from the bed and threw out a kick aimed at her head. She caught my foot just as casually and easily as she would a drunken mosquito right out of the air.

      She stared at me with wild, commanding eyes. “Because I’m the one who saved your life, once again. Never mind the fact that I gave you life to begin with.”

      “My injuries,” I said, trying to push against her grip and plant my foot in her face. “All magically healed up. I shoulda known it was you.”

      Using some kind of Aikido technique, she tossed me back onto the bed. “Indeed. I found you, unconscious, bleeding, and freezing to death in the middle of the snow. I panicked, fearing the worst. Fortunately, I was able to bring you back here and heal you in time. It consumed a considerable amount of my magical reserves, but it was worth it. Anything for my baby girl.”

      “So, what now? Are you expecting a ‘thanks?’ That I owe you something?”

      “Oh, heavens, no,” she said, sitting by me and stroking my hair. “I only did it because I love you. What mother wouldn’t do whatever she could to save her child?”

      I jerked my head and smacked her hand away. “Don’t touch me. And if you’re gonna say that…what mother would take control of her child’s body without her consent? And force her to kill her step-mother and best friend? And torture and butcher people—children, even—in front of her very eyes? Huh?”

      She looked at the floor, wounded and pouting. I hated to admit it, but she really was the prettiest woman I’d ever seen. It was hard to believe that she was thousands of years old. Or a sadistic killer.

      “Oh, darling, I told you already…I’m only doing what I have to.  Honestly, I am so terribly, terribly sorry for everything that’s happened to you. I truly regret that things turned out this way. I really do.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure you do.”

      “But enough of that,” she said, facing me and staring into my eyes. “How are you feeling? Do you still hurt anywhere? What happened? Are you cold? Do you need any extra clothes or blankets?”

      “Like I’m gonna tell you,” I snapped. “And yeah, I’m fine. What I’d really like is to get as far away from as possible and find my friends.”

      She sighed. “Can you at least tell me why you’ve come all the way to Hokkaido? Are you looking for the Death Stone here?”

      My eyes widened. “What? There’s one in Hokkaido?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said with a cunning smile. “I haven’t been able to locate it yet, but I can sense it in my soul. It calls out to me, and I feel it with my every heartbeat.”

      “All the more reason I gotta hurry. I’ll find it before you do.”

      “Resuming our special family game, then? How delightful.”

      I stood, went over to the chair, and began piling my clothes on. I felt like I was forgetting something important.

      “Oh, right!” I said as the realization hit me. “I fell into a hole and met these tiny people. They said you stole a hammer from them.”

      “Do you mean…this?” From inside her sleeve, she produced a miniature mallet made of bronze. The cylindrical head was painted in a variety of eye-popping colors: emeralds, sapphires, rubies, lavenders, and golden yellows. The head contained illustrations depicting characters and stories, including the image of a young Koropokkuru boy—presumably Issun-bōshi—doing battle against a fearsome Oni. The handle that ran through the head was shaped like a fleur-de-lis, with three prongs at the top and bottom, and decorated with a rainbow of similar colors. A red string hung from a hole in the bottom of the handle and had been tied into loops.

      “That’s it!” I pointed. “Why’d you take it? Give it back!”

      She shrugged. The collar of her robes slid down, exposing a bare shoulder. It was pale and spotless without a wrinkle in sight. “Since those fools did not possess a Death Stone, I thought I would take something with me as a ‘souvenir’ for my troubles. They say that the Uchide-no-Kozuchi contains wondrous powers, that with a forceful strike, it can shrink or grow anything or anyone.”

      “Wow,” I said, scanning it. “That’s some ‘Ant-Man’ kinda stuff. Can it really do that?”

      “Why don’t you find out for yourself?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She floated out of bed and snatched a teacup from the floating tray. “Put your coat on, take your cup, and follow me.”

      “Like I told you already: why should I do anything you say?”

      “If you want the mallet, you will. Come.”

      What choice did I have? I’d lost my yo-yo (and Dead Ted with it), the Kutune Shirka was broken, and I couldn’t do any of that weird Aeon magic stuff with Terri. About the only ability I had left was my fox transformation, but that took immense concentration and Aether to pull off, and it wasn’t exactly practical form for fighting in.

      I finished getting dressed, grabbed the teacup, and headed outside. The chilly night breeze greeted me as soon as I’d opened the door. The blizzard had subsided. The cabin sat on top of a hill with a stiff drop. The hill overlooked a cluster of bustling city lights. The lights twinkled like candles in the blackness. I recognized the buildings and the shape of the mountain that loomed over them. We were looking at Niseko.

      I sighed, relieved. At least I hadn’t gone too far off on my own.

      “Look at them,” Daji said with a sneer. “Hurrying from one place to another, keeping themselves busy, trying to distract themselves as they shuffle ever closer to oblivion. They construct cities, build vehicles, author books, paint pictures, compose music…anything that they feel will give them meaning to their brief, pathetic existences. Or they resign themselves to self-destructive pleasures and hedonism, waiting for death to claim them. And it inevitably does. The reapers laugh in the faces of those who think they’ve made something ‘timeless,’ whose creations weather away as grains of sand lost in the tides of time.”

      She turned to me. “But not us. We are true timelessness. We are the ‘perfection’ that the artist strives for but can never achieve no matter how many years he studies and practices his craft. We do not grow old or frail, and unlike their misery-stricken sacks of flesh, our bodies do not break down or fall apart. We remain beautiful, unblemished, superior in every way. The only price we pay for our beauty and immortality is that, if we do come to love them, we must inevitably weep for them, but they can never weep for us. We experience their loss, but they never experience ours.”

      “You done monologuing?” I quipped, sipping my tea. Bitter, but I liked it bitter.

      “Oh, my dear, sweet Alice. I am simply expressing to you the difference—and the hierarchy—between humans and us, demonkind. Surely you cannot expect to ‘fit in’ with them anymore, can you? The black blood that flows in your veins—my blood—is proof of that.”

      “This crap again? You and your Oni king buddy tried this same spiel in the castle. Didn’t work then, not gonna work now.”

      “Why do you side with them? I have gazed into the depths of the mirror of your soul, Alice. I know your deepest secrets and all of your fears and insecurities and desires. Thanks to my human form, you have Japanese blood in you as well as Peruvian from your father’s side. A mixed-race mutt among the humans, and a hybrid among the non-human races as well. On top of that, look at you, you’re an Aeon! You belong everywhere and nowhere.”

      “So what? Misa-chan, Dead Ted, Terri, Susie, Claire, Ace, Ms. Ma’at…none of them care about that. They’re my friends—well, most of them, anyway—and they treat me as a person, as a human being.”

      “Is that really the case? Do they truly accept you? Or are you simply useful to them for the moment? Those conniving dogs that call themselves ‘the Council.’ I have seen their actions over the centuries. They do not actually care about the humans or us or any of the other races. The only thing that matters to them is whether we’re useful as their pawns or not.”

      “Terri, Ace, and Ms. Ma’at are tied to the Council, and they care. That’s good enough for me.”

      “And once you’ve outlived your usefulness to them, they will abandon you. Where will you go then? You don’t belong anywhere. Not with them, anyway. I can give you a home and the peace and respite that you so desperately desire deep down.”

      “Look, just tell me what you want and what you brought me out here for.”

      She waved a hand over the town. “Join my side and give up this pointless charade. I’ll give you the hammer, this town, any handsome boys you find in it…anything you could possibly want. They’re all yours. We’ll side with the Order of Chaos and overthrow those smug, pompous gods, and we’ll be free to rule over this world and its stupid apes. As mother and daughter, we’ll be beautiful and perfect and ageless, together forever.”

      “No thanks, Darth Vader. Sounds like hell on Earth to me. And hey, isn’t Papi one of those ‘stupid apes’ you look down on?”

      “Oh, yes. I haven’t forgotten. We can search for him together and when we find him, we can be a family again. What do you say?”

      “I say you can take your offer and shove it.”

      “Fine, then. Because I’m your mother and I love you, I’ll be patient with you. Let’s settle for the next-best thing: trade me your Death Stone for the mallet.”

      “What? No way! Collecting the Death Stones and stopping you’s been the entire point of our journey!”

      “What will you tell the Koropokkuru when you return to them empty-handed? Hmmm? I’m sure you promised them that you’d retrieve it. You’re just that kind of girl, aren’t you, my precious little jewel?”

      I said nothing, only glaring.

      “Besides, I could have taken the stone from you anytime while you were unconscious. But I chose not to. I want to play our little game fairly, and also, I respect your decisions and autonomy too much to resort to that.”

      “Since when have you done anything fairly? And I wouldn’t exactly call possessing my body against my will and forcing me to commit awful, awful crimes ‘respecting my decisions and autonomy.’”

      “That was then and this is now. I’m always trying to be a better mother for you. Now give me the stone and the hammer is yours.”

      “What happened to giving me the town, the cute boys, and the entire planet? You’re quite the haggler.”

      “Oh, no, that offer still stands, darling. Granting me the Death Stone will bring me one step closer to achieving my goals, anyway, so they’re as good as yours if you help me.”

      “Then that’s one more reason not to trade you the stone. I’m trying to stop you, not play right into your hands. The answer’s still a resounding ‘no.’”

      “So bull-headed and good at driving a hard bargain, just like your father. Very well, then, I’ll match your stubbornness: no stone, no hammer.”

      “Fine by me. I’m gonna go find my friends, beat you to the rest of the stones, track you down, kick your ass, and take back the hammer then.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      I turned to leave and took a couple steps in the snow when she stopped me, grabbing my hand.

      “Wait. I’ve changed my mind. I’ll give you the hammer.”

      “Huh? What about the stone?”

      “Forget the stone. I only want one thing from you right now.”

      “What?”

      She threw her arms out. “A hug.”
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      “You must be joking.”

      “As serious as I’ve ever been, Alice. I want to embrace my daughter, to hold her in my arms. I haven’t been able to do that since you were a baby. Not unless you count when I rescued you and carried you here, but I was far too panicked and stressed to savor the moment.”

      “You’ve lost your mind, even more than you already have. What makes you think I trust you for even a millisecond to let you touch me? How stupid do you think I am?”

      “Think about it, Alice. If I truly wanted to do something untoward, I would have done so by now, especially when you were asleep.”

      “How do I know you won’t try something now?”

      To my shock and disgust, she stuck her only hand down her throat, inducing her gag reflex. She choked and hacked like she was about to vomit.

      “The hell’re you…?”

      She cupped her hand over her mouth and spat something out. After wiping her lips with her sleeve, she held out her hand. In her palm she held a round object that resembled a pearl. I checked it against the pearl-like object that hung from my necklace. They were identical, with the exact same sparkling star patterns inside them.

      “This is a hoshi-no-tama, or ‘star ball.’ They are the source of a Kitsune witch’s magical powers. Her ‘totem,’ if you will. As long as I am not touching the star ball directly, I cannot use any of my magic.”

      “You mean this thing that I’ve been wearing on my neck is also a—”

      “Yes. That orb is your personal star ball. It is proof of your nature as a Kitsune. You’ve drawn from it without even realizing it yourself, such as when you shape-shifted into your fox form.”

      “So, it’s kind of like a battery for fox demons?”

      “Precisely. In your case, you’re slightly more fortunate since you also have your Aeon soul to draw your energy from, but in my case, I am powerless without mine.” She dropped the star ball and it landed into the snow with a plunking sound. “See? No tricks. I Promise.”

      I approached her with caution, watching for any sudden moves.

      “That’s it. A hug for the hammer. Surely that it is an extremely advantageous trade in your favor, is it not?”

      When I came within reach, she quickly moved her arm, wrapping it around my torso…

      …And pulled me into a tight, warm embrace.

      “Thank you, Alice,” she said, resting my head against her bosom. “You don’t know just how much this means to me.” Something wet dripped into my hair. Tears?

      “I can’t believe I’m letting you of all people touch me.”

      “It’s only natural, is it not?” she said between sniffles. “When you were but an infant, I used to hold you like this and nurse you. This feeling…it’s something you won’t fully understand or appreciate until you have children of your own.”

      I felt so secure in her arms, and all my cares seemed to melt away. Was it some kind of magic brainwashing me? No. It was simply the loving touch of the woman who gave birth to me. I didn’t know how it was possible, but I felt so comfortable and safe in the embrace of the person I hated more than anyone in the world.

      She began humming a simple tune. A lullaby.

      “Wait a minute…that song…that was…you?”

      “Oh, yes. I used to sing this for you every night when you were little.”

      The melody tapped into something primal, something buried within me. I experienced that sense of loss that the singer in my dream had felt. The loss of innocence, of time, of friends, of family. It tore a hole in my chest, like ripping a band-aid off of my heart. From that hole, profound sadness welled up and broke the dam of my tear-ducts. I exploded into the most intense sobbing and bawling I’d ever done in my life.

      “Why did it have to be like this?” I wailed. “Papi, Misa-chan and her family, Mother, those students, and Claire! And me! The Beast and the scar and all these monsters…I’ve been trying to act so tough and be so fearless, but I’m…I’m scared! I’m fighting for my life all the time and they never stop coming and it never ends! What if it never ends? And the black blood and being a Kitsune and an Aeon and all these responsibilities…I don’t know who or what I am anymore, or what I should do!”

      “My poor, sweet baby girl,” she cooed, hugging me tighter. “It’s been so terribly difficult for you. You’ve been trying so hard. No 16-year-old girl should have to endure what you’ve had to. And I’m so sorry for putting you through that. I regret it. I’m an evil woman—rotten to the core—and I’ve lived millennia committing nothing but evil acts, the most heinous atrocities. But the one good thing I’ve done in my life…is bringing you into this world. It was all worth it. I’d go through it all a million times over again if it meant I could still have you.”

      “Do you really mean that?”

      “Of course. There’s nothing in all the worlds and in all the lives I’ve lived that I’ve loved more than you. I love you so very, very much.”

      “I know you love me! And I want to love you! But I just can’t! Not after what you’ve done. I know, I know…that makes me a terrible daughter, doesn’t it? Tell me it does! Tell me you hate me!”

      “No, it doesn’t. No matter how much you despise me, lash out at me, attack me, or hate me, I will never stop loving you and you will never stop being my baby girl.”

      “That makes it hurt so much worse! Why do we have to keep fighting each other? Why?”

      “Because my heart is wicked and corrupt while yours is still pure and just. You’re doing what you know is right and I can never blame you for that. We each have our roles to play. The hero must rise to the challenge and defeat the villain, and the child must surpass the parent.”

      “Who cares about roles? Why can’t we just stay like this?”

      “Because you are an Aeon, an agent of righteousness, and I am a Class-A criminal who has been a terror to the worlds for thousands of years. Your job is to pursue me, to defeat me, to bring me to justice. To deliver me to the punishment I deserve. We are but puppets dancing on the strings of the fates.”

      “What if I don’t wanna do that anymore? What if I’m tired of fighting you?”

      “Then you will watch helplessly as I regain the entirety of my repertoire as a sorceress and obliterate Aizawa, kill your friends, and subjugate this world.”

      “No…I can’t let that happen. You know I can’t.”

      “And that is the burden that has been placed upon your shoulders as decreed by destiny when it chose you to be an Aeon of this era. It will be a difficult, seemingly unbearable burden, and you must suffer for it. I wish it were not so, but you must.”

      “Man, destiny sucks. I don’t want to be some kind of fancy ‘chosen one.’”

      “But know this, my jewel, the light of my life: I am so proud of you. As a parent, knowing that you’re an Aeon, and seeing how hard you’ve struggled and how much you’ve accomplished…it makes me so very proud. Never forget that. And never forget that there’s nothing you can do that will make me stop loving you.”

      I continued to howl and wail into the night sky and pounded on her chest. She held me patiently and lovingly, saying nothing, only humming her lullaby into the whistling wind and running her fingers through my air.

      After some time had passed—minutes, maybe hours—I finally broke away from her. At first, her hand clutched my clothes tight, but she eventually relented, though not until the last bit of my jacket fabric slipped from her fingers.

      I stared into her shining, watery eyes. “I can’t believe I’m saying this but…thank you. There’s no way I can forgive you for what you did, but I do owe you for saving me. And for…earlier.” I glanced away, my cheeks flushed. “For letting me unload everything on you.”

      She forced a smile onto her tear-stained face. “Anything for my baby girl.”

      “Next time we meet, I’m going to fight you. I’ll ‘play my role,’ as you put it, and stop you. I know you had a beef with the Kobayashis and the Tsuchimikado family—whoever they are—but the rest of Aizawa, and my friends…they don’t deserve to die.”

      “I know. Let’s play our little game until the very end, shall we?”

      I nodded. As I gazed down, I noticed that Daji’s star ball still lay buried in the snow between us. Now’s your chance! I told myself. You could take it and crush it and end all of this right here, right now! Do it! It’s right there!

      Before she could react, I dropped to my knees and scooped up the star ball. It felt hot, vibrant, alive. The source of all of her magic. In spite of the immense power it contained, it seemed so brittle and fragile, a glassy orb that would shatter on impact. One quick motion is all it would take, and it would all be over.

      I extended my arm and held the ball out to her with a grin. “Hey, I think you dropped something.”

      She took it from me and clasped it against her breast, staring at me with eyes and mouth wide open. “But…but why? Just now, you could have easily—”

      “You exposed your greatest weakness and vulnerability to me, and I did the same to you. The way I see it, right now, we’re just a mother and daughter chatting. If I tricked you and screwed you over right now, I’d be no better than you. I intend to find the rest of the stones and beat you fair and square.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Did you just call me your—”

      “Yes. There’s no point denying it and running away from it anymore no matter how much I don’t wanna accept it. You are my mother, or at least, I’ll admit you’re the woman who gave birth to me. But that doesn’t change the fact that my real mother will always be Miyuki Kobayashi. The woman you forced me to murder in cold blood.”

      “Oh, Alice…this is the happiest day I’ve had in 16 years!”

      “Don’t get used to it. The next time we meet, you’re gonna be my sworn enemy, and I won’t hold back.”

      “Nor do I expect or want you to, my darling.” She swallowed the star ball, then fished around in her sleeves. “Now then, I believe I owe you a magical hammer, don’t I?”

      “You’re still gonna give it to me?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Of course.” She presented the hammer and shoved it into my hands. “A promise is a promise. Besides, I never did get to give you a present for your birthday. Nearly all your birthdays, actually.”

      I admired the new weapon, running my fingers over its smooth surface. “You said it can grow and shrink stuff?”

      “Oh, yes. The effect varies depending on the direction of the swing. A horizontal swing will cause expansion, a vertical swing will cause shrinkage, and any other kind of motion—such as a diagonal swing—will return the object or person to their original size. Here, try it on my teacup. Try shrinking it.”

      She set the cup down in the snow. I gripped the handle with my right hand, lifted the hammer, and brought it down upon the cup in a continuous vertical motion. Logically, my brain expected to break the cup or at least chip it on impact. Instead, right as the head of the mallet made physical contact with the rim of the cup, a quick flash of white light pierced my eyes. When I rubbed them and adjusted my vision, sure enough, the cup had shrunken down to the size of a flea, getting buried under the snow.

      “Woah,” I uttered. “This thing’s pretty cool. I can see why the Koropokkuru wanted to protect it.”

      Daji bent over and retrieved the shrunken cup, holding it between her thumb and forefinger. “Now try tapping it in a horizontal motion.” Wisps of amethyst energy flowed from her fingertips, causing the teacup to remain suspended in the air. “Are you ready?”

      I performed a swing from right to left, striking the side of the cup. It emitted the same white flash. This time, the cup had grown giant-size, towering over us, the trees, and even the cabin. If you’d just come across it and had no idea what happened, you’d think it was some sort of strange new building designed by a famous architect.

      “Whew,” I whistled, gazing up at it. “That’s huuuuuge. Almost as big as Susie’s ego.”

      “Lastly, do a diagonal swing.”

      I did as instructed. One more flash, and the teacup had shifted back to its normal size.

      “It’s a shame I gotta go and give this back to the Koropokkuru. I’d love to play around with it a bit longer.”

      “I’m glad you like your ‘present,’ my dear. Seeing you happy is my greatest joy.”

      “A few last things before I head out,” I said, unzipping my bag and carefully lowering the hammer inside. “I never got to ask you about the Beast. Y’know, the thing that attacked me and gave me the scar? I’m sure you saw it in my memories and nightmares when you were living rent-free in my body. I mean, you’ve been around for a couple thousand years, right? Do you know what it is or where it comes from?”

      “Hmmm,” she pondered as she bit a nail. “Unfortunately, I do not know the Beast’s identity. However, what I can say is that it seems to be an incredibly ancient creature, far older than myself. It could very well be one of the Primordials.”

      “Primordials, huh? Susie mentioned that name when he talked about fighting this monster called Orochi. What are they?”

      “I am not entirely sure, but legends state that they’re among the oldest creatures of all the worlds, that they’re beings of pure chaos that were defeated and subjugated by the gods long ago.”

      “That explains why Susie talked about fighting one, then. All right, I’ll keep searching for clues about the Beast. What about the symbols that appeared inside my scar? Did you see them when you undressed me?”

      She nodded. “Indeed, I did. They spell out your true Aeon name, do they not?”

      “That’s what Ms. Ma’at said. Can you read them?”

      “Sadly, I cannot. I have the ability to translate thousands of languages, both human and Aelithian, but I’ve never seen a script like that before. It may be something unique to the Aeons themselves.”

      “Speaking of Aeons, have you met any of them before? Aside from me, I mean.”

      She gave me a coy, playful smirk. “Maybe I have, maybe I haven’t.” Geez. With that face and voice, I could see how she seduced entire kingdoms and brought them to their knees back in the day. Or how she won Papi over. “At any rate, while I would love it if you could stay and spend time with me and listen to all my stories of the past, don’t you have friends to save, a hammer to return, and a stone to find?”

      “Yeah, I’m leaving now,” I said, slinging my backpack over my shoulder.

      “Though parting from you brings me great sorrow, my little jewel, I am looking forward to finishing our family game. Once I find the rest of the stones and achieve my ambitions, we’ll have an eternity to spend together, anyway.”

      “Like hell you will!”

      “That’s my baby girl.”

      I felt her eyes on me the entire time I darted down the hill. I glanced over my shoulder one last time, but she was gone.
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      The snowbank dumped me back out onto the highway, Route 5, heading toward Niseko. First things first: I’d return to the meeting spot Susie and I agreed on, and from there, I’d take him to the forest and look for Dead Ted and the blood-sucking huntress. From there, I’d go back to the tunnel leading to the Koropokkuru village and give them the Uchide-no-Kozuchi.

      I walked along the side of the road, taking care not to slip on the slush or ice.

      Ice. Seeing it reminded me of the Yuki-Onna assassin and her target. She’d completely outclassed me in every way. If I encountered her now, would I be able to put a scratch on her? I had no real weapons to speak of, and no training, only relying on my instincts and what little experience I had since embarking on the quest for the Death Stones. I also wondered if the middle-aged pervert was all right.

      I got my answer when I came across his frozen corpse strewn across the street.
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      “No!”

      At first I didn’t want to believe it was him, but the face matched the guy I’d run into at the cabin. His expression remained forever suspended in a look of sheer terror: eyes aghast, mouth open, and arms out as if he shielded himself from what ultimately did him in. The smell of fresh blood reeked from his corpse.

      “Damn it!” I cursed through gritted teeth. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t make in time.”

      I examined his bloodied body from the head to the torso. And gasped.

      He’d been sliced clean in half. I hadn’t noticed at first due to the blackness of the night, but as I peered down the road, I spotted the bottom half of his corpse keeled over under the dim light of the street lamps.

      “Oh, my god…” I whispered, trying not to vomit at the horrific sight. “Did she do this?”

      Upon closer inspection, I didn’t find any punctures from the Yuki-Onna’s ice weapons in him. Nor did I see any ice crystals or melted puddles of water around either half of his body. No clumps of ice from her footprints, either. This murder didn’t seem like her style at all. And it couldn’t be the huntress since she sucked her victims dry.

      No, this was someone else—or something else—entirely.

      Without warning, the glowing green light from my magatama spilled out onto the highway. Oh, no. The culprit behind the man’s murder…they were still here. But where?

      I grabbed my necklace and shined the light in circles, searching for the killer. I exhaled in rapid spurts, with my breath visible in front of me. My chest felt heavier and my heartbeat grew more rapid. I flipped my bag to my chest and fumbled with the zipper. It took longer than I’d hoped because my hands were shaking too much.

      From somewhere behind me, a scratching sound echoed. A slow, lumbering scratching.

      “I-I-Is there somebody there?” I called out, swallowing the lump in my throat. With hammer in hand, I turned and crept toward where the sound was coming from. It seemed to be coming from somewhere beyond the guardrail. As I approached the rail, the scratching ceased.

      I aimed the necklace flashlight at the ground near the rail. Nothing. Just slush. What was it? Where was it?

      The cold temperature caused my nose to start running again. I wiped my nose, inhaled, and tried to calm my breathing. The mallet remained firm in my grasp. Once more, the scratching sounds resumed, but faster this time, and coming from the opposite guardrail on the other side of the road. I took gradual, cautious steps over in that direction while keeping the light shining on the area just in front of me. When I came closer to the rail, I checked the ground nearby. Nothing.

      Out of the corner of my eye, a shadowy figure flew by. The scratching intensified as it moved, coming from my right. I whipped around and shined the light on the pavement. Again, nothing. I knew I saw something, though. Where’d it go? I took a step forward and scanned the road heading toward Niseko. No scratching, no silhouette.

      I turned to the left, and to the left again, rotating 180 degrees. And screamed.

      The light from the gem revealed the pale, disfigured face of a young girl. Matted, bloodstained locks of black hair lay scattered over her like clumps of spoiled seaweed. She glared at me with milky, pupilless, possessed eyes and snarled at me with a mouthful of decaying teeth. Her school blouse, formerly white, was soaked with blood. She lay on her stomach in the street with her palms pressed into the pavement. Her rotting left hand wielded a bloody sickle. She had no lower body, just a bloody torso that still moved.

      “Do you need your legs?” she spoke in a throaty, chilling, Gollum-esque voice.

      “What?”

      With an ear-piercing shriek that drowned out my own, she leaped at me, brandishing her sharp weapon and threatening to dismember me. By pure instinct, I jumped back and she landed just shy of my foot. Sparks lit up the night sky when her sickle struck the concrete. I turned on my heel and sped off as fast as my legs could carry me. The monster gave chase, and the scratching noises picked up again at a frantic rhythm, combined with the sound of the metal from the scythe dragging along the road.

      After taking a few desperate strides, I checked behind me to get a glimpse of the monster. I screamed again. She was scuttling along on her hands at an alarming speed, looking like a deranged two-legged spider. The highway reverberated with the sounds of the footsteps of my boots, the scraping of her sickle, and the scratching from her torso.

      My mind raced, trying to come up with a course of action. When I glimpsed at the horrifying creature, she was gaining on me, and incredibly fast. There’s no way I could outrun her. I could try to hit her with the Uchide-no-Kozuchi, but not at the speed she was going. And if I missed…game over, man. Game over.

      I felt a “whoosh” of wind behind me and ducked. Her blade whistled as it soared just over my head. She landed on her hands a foot in front of me and blocked off my advance. Gusts rustled her tattered shirt, and she scurried closer on her yellow fingernails. Decomposing flesh hung in sacks under her menacing eyes.

      “Do you need your legs?” she repeated.

      “I’d like to keep my legs and my head, thank you very much.”

      She lunged and whirled her scythe. I readied the hammer and attempted to smack her with it, but she was too fast for me. Her blade deflected the hammer, and the force of the blow knocked it out of my grip. The magical mallet landed on the pavement and rolled away, out of my reach. Her strike had thrown me off balance. I stumbled, stomped backwards, and collapsed on my back.

      Ow. Daji had just healed me, and I had to go and get myself banged up again. I had a lot more to worry about right now than a bruised back, though.

      Her ghostly head hovered over me. The stench of her putrid, rotting flesh made me gag. Blood dripped onto my face from her tangled hair. She shook her sickle in her fist, ready to butcher me.

      “Do you need your legs?” she asked a third time. Why did she keep asking that? Was it some kind of riddle? Think, Alice, think!

      Then it came to me. An urban legend I used to hear about at school. They said that the monster called Teke Teke—identified as Reiko Kashima in some versions—was a young girl from Hokkaido who was killed in a train accident. Depending on the version of the tale you hear, it truly was a freak accident or she actually committed suicide by throwing herself on the tracks just as the train came. Either way, the force from the impact split her body in two. No one helped her, and she died a slow and painful death. She continues to haunt Japanese roads to this day—as I found out this very moment—and slaughters her victims either out of spite or in search for a new pair of legs.

      I remembered the riddle from the legend, and how you’re supposed to answer her questions. “I need them right now.”

      She tilted her headed, blinked, then retreated several steps like a ghostly, murderous crab. Then another question came. “Who told you my story?”

      Without hesitating, I replied, “Reiko Kashima.”

      The Teke Teke froze in her tracks and bowed. “Thank you. You may live.”

      “Glad to hear it. Now, will you promise me you’ll stop killing people?”

      “No,” she sneered. “I will never stop. Not until I find the right pair of legs.” Her eyes examined me and she brandished her sickle. “Now that I’ve had a closer look at your legs, they are very nice. You may have answered my riddle correctly, but your legs are far too beautiful to let go.”

      Before she could bring down her blade and hack off my legs, I tumbled over to the hammer, snatched it, scrambled to my feet, and brought the hammer down on her head. A blinding glimmer filled the air, and the next second, the Teke Teke stood on the road no taller than an ant. She screeched and took off, trying to escape. Thankfully, at this size, her amazing speed didn’t help her much.

      “If you like my legs so much,” I said, lifting my foot, “why don’t you try my boots on?”

      I squished the Teke Teke under my boot with a nice, satisfying “splat.” Purple liquid leaked from under my boot and seeped into the cracks in the concrete.

      “Whoops, wrong size. Too big for you, I guess.”

      I doubled over and panted, catching my breath from all the running I’d done. Out of an ocean of scary monsters, the Teke Teke’d been one of the scariest. I gazed at the hammer in my hands. It’s a really good thing was carrying it when she ambushed me. I shuddered at the thought of what would have happened to me if I didn’t have the hammer at the time. I’d have ended up like him.

      I paid my last respects to the murdered man. He might have been a creep among creeps, but he didn’t deserve this. There was nothing more I could do for him.

      Following Route 5, I continued along the highway and inched closer to Niseko. Rays from the sunrise peaked from beyond the mountain range. I noticed something unusual: my necklace hadn’t stopped shining. Huh. That’s odd. I definitely crushed the Teke Teke. She wasn’t coming back from that. I could switch the gemstone off—a feature that Terri had gone and added to it—but I felt like it was telling me something. Telling me that the danger hadn’t abated.

      “Aw, c’mon, can’t I ever catch a break? What is it now?”

      The rustling of trees resounded through the early morning air. Was it just the wind? Or was something moving through them? The rustling was followed by rapid footprints crunching in the snow. I held the necklace up and examined the snowy ground to the side of the highway.

      There, flecked with snow and her fangs sinking into the flesh of a new victim, loomed the huntress.
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      “Aw, crap!” I yelled. “You again?”

      The vampiric creature dropped the body—a young female skier’s—and stared at me, wild, possessed, and still thirsty. Fresh blood dripped from her lips and made blotches in the snow.

      “You!” she screeched. “No escape! Your blood, mine!” She lowered herself onto all fours and sprinted for me.

      Looks like round two with the huntress had begun. Things were different this time around, though.

      I wrapped the fingers of a hand around the mallet handle. “Time to try something crazy.”

      I held my other arm out and struck it with the hammer, making sure I swung it in a horizontal arc. A brief shimmer of light, and the world whirled around me. Everything seemed to speed farther and farther away, like someone with a camera had zoomed all the way out of the movie of my life. Within seconds, I towered over the highway, the hills, and the forest. The huntress who’d terrified me earlier was now no larger than an insect. With the way she ran, she resembled a tiny, flea-sized dog. I’d take care of her the same way I beat the Teke Teke.

      I stomped around the landscape, trying to crush the huntress. I kicked up piles of snow and caused trees to collapse as I pursued her. She weaved around the woods, doing her best to avoid my thunderous steps.

      “Who’s chasing who now, bitch?” my voice boomed.

      She made a circle and made a mad dash back to where we’d started. What was she trying to pull?

      And then it hit me: in all my excitement and confusion when I expanded to giant-sized Alice, I’d dropped the hammer. I spotted it, a tiny, colorful object resting in the snow, and reached out for it. Too late. She snatched it between her teeth, stood on two legs, and dropped the hammer into her hands. I tried to get out of the way, but my lumbering, gargantuan body was too slow.

      She smacked the toe of my boot with a vertical strike. Another flash. This time, the camera zoomed all the way in, making everything bigger. The hills, the trees, and the huntress towered over me. I could make out every piece of fuzz and dirt in her boots. Fallen branches and twigs on the ground looked like gigantic tree trunks to me.

      Thankfully, she’d shrunken me in a part of the forest where the snow wasn’t all that deep. I scurried with my tiny legs across the clearing and avoided the clumps and walls of snow. As she trampled after me, she shook loose piles of snow and they came tumbling down. To pint-sized me, this was like unleashing an avalanche. The snow thundered and roared as it descended. I darted down the clear path as fast as I could, just barely dodging it.

      Her colossal legs crashed through the forest, narrowly missing me with every step. One of the coniferous trees cracked and toppled over in front of me and blocked my path. I glanced behind me. Her giant hand tore through the forest, trying to scoop me up. I kept running toward the downed tree trunk. Thankfully, it had fallen at an angle and landed on another stump, creating enough space for me to squeeze through. Her fingers closed into a fist, barely missing me as I passed through the opening.

      I kept going, but I realized she’d outpace me any second now. There had to be something around here I could use. I quickly scanned my surroundings. Nope. Nothing but trees, snow, branches, and twigs. What could I do? The huntress took the hammer, Dead Ted was MIA, and the Yuki-Onna destroyed the Kutune Shirka.

      “Wielder of the blade,” a familiar voice echoed through my mind.

      “Talking sword-shark buddy!” I cried. “You’re okay! But how? I thought the sword had been broken?”

      “A sword is more than merely a piece of metal. It is an extension of the warrior’s soul. As long as you possess the sword of your soul, it cannot be broken.”

      “Sounds just like something Susie would say. Okay, c’mon out, guys! Let’s do this!”

      While running, I opened my bag and pulled out the hilt of the Kutune Shirka. I examined the animal inscriptions, closed my eyes for a brief moment, and imagined all of them flying around and swarming my enemy.

      I opened my eyes and glanced over my shoulder again. Sure enough, the animals spirits had emerged from the sword handle. This time, I’d unleashed the entire cadre of animals from the sword: wolves, bears, tigers, sharks, hawks, cats, and snakes. They dazzled and danced around with a pure brilliance, and swirled around the huntress. It was a beautiful display, a ghostly light-show. Relentless, they scratched, slashed, chomped, gnawed, and pecked the huntress, drawing blood.

      There was just one itty-bitty problem: my diminutive stature’d caused the spirit familiars to shrink as well. So, to the huntress, their attacks became nothing more than a bunch of annoying mosquito bites. She kicked and swatted them away, making them disperse and dissolve into fireflies.

      My animal buddies may not have been enough to defeat her, but they did accomplish one thing: they distracted her and bought me time to continue on ahead. I came to the outer edge of the forest and spotted a frozen pond in the distance. Perfect. That should do.

      Keep distracting her! I thought, sending my intentions into the sword. Don’t stop now!

      The huntress continued her pursuit while slapping and knocking the spirits out of the sky. More trees toppled and crashed as she came closer. The only spirits left—the hawks—pecked at her face and made her wince and growl. She wasn’t paying attention to where she was going, and kept taking huge, hulking steps. Her gigantic boot broke the surface of the pond’s ice and her leg sank into the water. The sudden change in elevation and the ice-cold water shocked her and sent her sprawling out of balance. The rest of her enormous body flopped into the pond, making huge, column-like waves.

      The best part? The dip in the water had surprised her so much that she’d dropped the hammer. It landed with a “thud” on the perimeter of the pond and returned to a tiny shape. I made a break for it, but given my size, it would take a while to reach it. The hammer came within reach and I almost touched it when a shadow came over me. The huntress’ hand.

      I couldn’t avoid it. Another second and I’d be smashed flat. I screamed and cried out to the sword spirits, but they didn’t respond. She’d swatted them all away. I braced myself, ready to be crushed, ready for the end.

      But it never came. Instead, a powerful zephyr swept through the land, followed by a slashing sound and an awful, pained shriek. When I looked up, the huntress’ head was gone. Cleaved clean off. The head landed in front of me, contorted into a perpetual snarl. The head and the rest of the body dissolved into the familiar purple goop and congealed in the water or soaked into the snow.

      A familiar white-robed samurai landed on his feet and flicked black, molasses-like blood off of the Kusanagi sword.

      “There you are!” Susie said, dwarfing me. “Been lookin’ everywhere for ya.” He leaned in closer and peered at me with his tongue out. I could see the hair in his nostrils. “What happened to you? You’re like a grain of rice.”

      “Long story.” I pointed at the hammer. “Could you fetch that for me?”

      He snorted, then burst out laughing. “Your voice! It’s so cute and squeaky now! I knew I thought it sounded weird when I picked it up on the winds…”

      “Yeah, yeah…just gimme that hammer.”

      He folded his arms across his chest and pretended to think. “Hmmm…I dunno, Alice. I kinda like you better this way. You could be part of my bug collection.”

      “You’ve got a bug collection?”

      “Yeah. Well, ghost bugs in Yomi, but that still counts, right? You’d fit right in.”

      “Ha-ha, very funny. Seriously, though, hurry it up. I’ve had a pretty intense day.”

      He picked up the hammer, teased me with it for a while, then returned it. I struck myself and grew back to my normal size.

      Susie watched the process, wide-eyed. “That’s…that’s so cool!” He wiggled his fingers. “Can I try it? Please? Pleeeeeease?”

      “No,” I said, keeping the hammer away from him. “I’ve gotta take it back to the Koropokkuru village.”

      “Wait…did you just say the Koropokkuru? That mean’s that there’s the Uchide-no-Kozuchi, right?”

      I nodded. “It is. How’d you know?”

      “After the gods humiliated me and kicked me outta Takamagahara, I traveled the land for centuries and got into all kinds of wacky adventures, like that whole fight with Orochi. Aw, man, the Koropokkuru and I go way back. Good times. There’s a bakery there that has the best French bread I’ve ever tasted. The portions leave a lot to be desired, though.”

      “I’ll have to try it when we have more time.”

      “Speaking of time,” he said, frowning, “where the hells have you been? I waited for you by the 7-11 for like three hours!”

      I got him up to speed on everything that had transpired since we’d split up at the resort, but I left out the part about Daji stealing the hammer and my meeting with her.

      “You ran into the blood-sucker twice? Man, talk about bad luck.”

      “Tell me about it. I’m a real monster magnet. Don’t know if it has anything to do with me being an Aeon or not, but they always seem to find me and come after me.” I paused for a moment and realized I forgot something. Or someone. “Hey, where’s Dead Ted? Did you find him?”

      Susie dug around inside his kimono and presented the yo-yo with a “tadaaaaaa!”

      “Dead Ted! You’re okay!”

      The hazy blue face tried to hide his embarrassment. “Heh. ‘Course I’m all right, kid. A true warrior never cracks and can endure anything.”

      “Oh, really?” Susie said with a mischievous smile. “Is that why I found you a blubberin’ mess and screamin’ ‘Kid? Where are you, kid? I’m so scared and alone! Somebody help meeeeeeeeee?’”

      “I…I didn’t say that. There’s no way I’d say somethin’ that weak and pathetic,” Dead Ted grumbled and mumbled.

      “In any case,” I said, holding the yo-yo and staring at him, “I’m just glad you guys are all right.”

      “Me, too,” Susie said. “I just happened to be flyin’ by when I heard him cryin’ and such. He was such a big baby and—wait, do you hear that?”

      “No. I’m not a god of the wind, remember? What is it?”

      “A voice. It’s coming from over there. I’ll take you.”

      He grabbed my hand, chanted an incantation, then a burst of wind blasted us off of the ground and sent us soaring through the sky. From our wind-boosted jump, we landed in front of a small opening on the side of the mountain. I fixed my hair (that had been messed up by the wind) and peered inside.

      In the crack lay a woman whose appearance resembled the huntress’. They could have been twins, same clothing and everything. Frayed ropes bound her arms and legs, and a cloth handkerchief gagged her mouth.

      “Watch out!” I shouted, readying the hammer. “Another monster? I’ll get her!”

      Susie put a hand out in front of me. “Woah, settle down there, cowgirl! Let’s see what she has to say first.”

      Susie sawed away at the ropes with his sword and freed the woman. She emerged from the opening and stood before us. One thing that separated her from her twin was her face, youthful and beautiful.

      “Thank you very much,” she said with a polite bow. “Who might you be?”

      “I’m Alice,” I explained, “a human with Yōkai blood. This face in the yo-yo is Dead Ted, and this goofball’s Susi—er, I mean, Susanō, lord of storms.”

      “Lord Susanō! It is a great honor to be graced by your presence.”

      “The pleasure’s all mine,” he said. “And you are…?”

      “I am Hash-Inau-Uk Kamuy, goddess of the hunt and forests.”

      I shook my head and blinked. “Wait…you’re Hash-Inau-Uk Kamuy? Then why did that blood-sucking monster say she was you? And why does she look exactly like you?”

      “That creature is the Kenash Unarabe, vampiress of the forest. I protect the animals and people who dwell here while she feeds on them with an unending hunger. I was investigating the disappearances and murders of the citizens in the vicinity when she ambushed and captured me. I do not know why, but the creature and I share similar visages and she must have taken advantage of that in order to lure her victims away, isolate them, and feed on them. Speaking of the Kenash Unarabe, where is she now?”

      “We took care of her. You won’t need to worry about her anymore.”

      “That is a relief. Thank you so much. What has brought you here?”

      “I’ve been sent by Fuchi Kamuy to solve three cases, one of which involved the Niseko murders. The only case we have left has to do with entire towns up people up and vanishing and some weird music. Would you happen to know anything about it?”

      Hash-Inau-Uk Kamuy stared at the floor, lost in thought. “Actually, yes. While I was tracking the creature, I noticed the most curious thing: large groups of Hokkaido’s citizens huddling together and…dancing like mad as they marched on.”

      My eyes lit up. “Really? Do you know where they were headed?”

      “They mostly spoke nonsensical, unintelligible words, but I could ascertain one in particular: Sapporo.”

      “Sapporo, eh?” Susie said. He slammed a fist into his palm. “That must be ‘ground zero’ of whatever’s behind all that boogyin’. Time to head for the big city!”

      “But what about the hammer?” I wondered aloud. “Shouldn’t I bring that back to the village?”

      “That can come later. Savin’ Claire’s soul comes first, right?”

      I nodded. “Definitely. Let’s head to Sapporo.”
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      Susie carried me in his arms and blasted off into the sky, making enormous leaps and cruising on the winds. I tried not to look down at Route 230 and the countryside below. The sun had risen, illuminating the cloudy skies.

      Along the way, I dialed Ma’at via the ostrich-feather-phone and reported in. This was it. Just one mission left to accomplish and I could get Claire back.

      I wondered how the others were doing.

      Did Terri manage to find the Death Stone down in Kyushu yet? Ma’at hadn’t heard from her in a while. I also pondered whether Terri still hated me or not. If I succeeded in bringing Claire back, that was one thing, but to Terri, I obstructed the larger quest involving the stones at best, or at worst, I jeopardized the entire thing. Sooner or later, I’d have to face her. Wasn’t looking forward to that at all.

      And what about Ace and his “date” with Wakka-Ush? They’d been gone for a long time. Worst-case scenarios flashed through my head, and I even imaged them kissing. My cheeks flushed with heat and I shook my head, trying to keep those thoughts out of it. Focus, Alice. Focus.

      Two hours later, the sprawling megalopolis came into view. Thousands of lights and tightly-packed clusters of skyscrapers dotted the landscape, hugging the Ishikari Bay to the north. To the south and southwest lay forested mountains like Mt. Moiwa, a popular sight-seeing spot that’s said to give you spectacular views of the skyline. Thankfully, I already had a great angle from flying through the sky with Susie. It was too bad that we hadn’t come at night since Sapporo’s said to have one of the best night skylines in all of Japan.

      I also heard that Mt. Moiwa has a place called the “love padlock,” where couples can write their names on a padlock and clasp it to a rail, and if they do that, it’s said that they will never break up. Maybe I’d try and take Ace there after all of this was over. Or maybe I was getting too far ahead of myself.

      Susie and I descended and landed right in the middle of the downtown area. The temperature seemed warmer here, balmy, even, and most of the snow had melted. Rows of trees ran through the middle, forming semi-circles around plazas and park squares. I could already detect the smell of crab ramen wafting from nearby noodle shops. Mmm. My mouth watered. I wanted to chow down on some of it so badly. But there was one slight problem…

      The city had erupted into chaos. Just like Mori-machi, all the people had abandoned their cars, businesses, and homes, engaged in frenzied dancing. They’d stripped down to their undershirts and underwear, which explained the scattered clothing, both here and in Mori-machi. Clumps of dancers had climbed on top of vehicles and busted some serious moves. Neglected dogs barked frantically from behind the windshields.

      Sapporo had become even more crowded than usual since entire townships had marched their way here. It was like watching one enormous, nightmarish, never-ending music video. Car engines and the stomping of dancing feet filled the air. If this continued, there’d be no one left to maintain the city’s functions and utilities: water treatment plants, electrical generators and power lines, sewage, gas pipes…everything.

      “Unbelievable,” Dead Ted muttered. “I’ve never seen anythin’ like this. Have they all lost their senses?”

      “Something like that,” I answered. I turned to Susie. “You hear anything from the wind? Any sign of that strange music?”

      Too late. Susie’d begun break-dancing, pulling off similar moves to what he’d done in Mori-machi.

      “Susie?”

      He couldn’t hear me. The downside to having super-sensitive hearing, I guess. I needed to save him somehow. An idea occurred to me. I sprinted down the streets and darted my eyes around until I found what I was looking for: a Best Denki store in a strip mall. I hurried through the automatic doors and down the aisles of the lifeless building until I came to boxed pairs of large, noise-cancelling headphones. Sure enough, that awful, familiar dubstep track was playing through the store’s loudspeakers.

      “Sorry,” I said aloud, apologizing to no one in particular, before ripping open the packaging of two headphones. “Oh, well. I’m already a wanted criminal, anyway, so what difference does it make?”

      My legs and arms started twitching, wanting to force me to dance in the worst way. I fought against my urges, finished opening the packaging, and stuck the headphones on. Ah. Silence. Much better. My limbs ceased twitching.

      When I peered at Dead Ted, his phantasmal head was bobbing to the beat of the music. Nothing I could do for him now. It’s not like I could stick a pair of headphones on a tiny toy yo-yo.

      I returned to Susie—who’d been wiggling his arms and shaking his hips—and shoved the other pair on his head. His convulsions stopped. He blinked and stared at me, looking like someone who’d just woken up from a daydream.

      “Are you all right?” I mouthed to him.

      He read my lips and replied, “Yeah. Thanks for that.”

      “Where’s it being broadcast from?”

      “From somewhere over here,” he said, pointing down an alley. “Let’s hurry.”

      We weaved in and out of the alleys and in and out of the crowds until we came to the Susukino District, a popular entertainment area in Sapporo and famous for its nightlife. Hundreds of neon-lit lights and LED screens advertising all kinds of karaoke chains, bars, and dance clubs nearly blinded me.

      “It’s close,” he mouthed to me.

      “Okay. Let’s trace it to the source, but try not to listen to it too carefully or it’ll possess you again.”

      Before we could enter any of the buildings, a sudden wave of dancers huddled around us. They reached out and grabbed at my headphones, trying to snatch them off. One of them—a guy with glasses—nearly succeeded. I shoved and pushed my way through while keeping one hand on the headphones. I watched, helpless, as they piled onto Susie like zombies. He could have used his blade and magic, but he probably didn’t want to hurt innocent bystanders. When the mob dispersed, they’d taken off his headphones and trampled them.

      “Susie!” I cried out, trying to get to him.

      Just like that, he returned to dancing with the zombie horde without a care in the world. The mob focused its attention on me once more, marching and dancing toward me with madness in their eyes.

      “No! Get off me!”

      I struggled as much as I could, but their sheer numbers overwhelmed me. Soon I would become one with the Borg, dancing myself to death.

      Right when they were about to tear off my headphones, thousands of tiny creatures climbed up their bodies and poked and prodded them, causing the dance-zombies stumble and back off.

      I recognized my saviors and smiled: the Koropokkuru.

      “Thanks, guys!” I yelled. “How did you get all the way out here?”

      I read the lips on one soldier’s tiny mouth after he climbed atop my shoulder. He was the same guy I’d first met out of the Koropokkuru. “We have an underground network that runs across the entire island, and it’s connected to the manholes in the city.”

      “Why did you help me? I didn’t even give you guys your treasure back.”

      “We may not like humans that much, but we cannot allow our home to fall apart. We are interconnected, the humans and us. If they fall, then our turn may not be too far off.”

      “By the way, I found the hammer. But we’ll get to that later. What are those?”

      I pointed at a convoy of jet-black vans that were parading around the district. My ears picked up the faint traces of the wub-wub of the music as it blared from loudspeakers attached to them. The vans circled in front of us, then separated and drove down separate roads. I realized that the loudest thumps were coming from a dance club down the road. The biggest crowds congregated around the entrance to it. There’s no way I could shove my past them. Not at this size, at least.

      “The music is what’s causing all this,” I informed the soldier. “Can you guys take care of those? I’m gonna look for the source.”

      “Will you give us the hammer? We cannot fend all of these people off at our current sizes.”

      “Yeah. Gimme a sec.”

      It was a risky move, but I had to try something. I produced the mallet and struck myself with a vertical blow, shrinking myself down to mini-Alice. The headphones, now gigantic compared to me, fell off and hit the pavement.

      “Here,” I said, handing the hammer over to the soldier who stood across from me. “You guys go Godzilla and wreck those vans. Just be sure not to step on people, okay?”

      He nodded, then proceeded to hit himself and the other Koropokkuru until Sapporo was filled with giant-sized gnome-ish warriors. They stomped their way after the vans, crushing buildings in their path. I hoped the debris hadn’t killed anyone.

      I proceeded down the street and watched out for the dancers’ thundering steps. Easier said than done. I came to the crowd that was huddled around the dance club’s doorway. I threw myself onto the legs of a salaryman in a fancy suit and tie and made my ascent until I reached his shoulders. The world spun around me in a blur as he kept dancing and waving his arms around. I held on for dear life, then let go, leaping from him to the bony shoulders of an elderly woman. Big mistake. She was dancing harder than any of the others and I almost fell to my death.

      I continued climbing and leaping from person to person until I made it to the doorway. The purple fluorescent tube lights flooded my field of vision. In the side wall, I spotted an air duct. There we go. I slid down a pant leg and polished dress shoe and scurried over to the vent. Fortunately for me, my pint-sized stature allowed me to fit through the gaps between the metal shutters.

      The dim, dusty tunnels of the air vent greeted me as I went inside. I coughed as the dust particles got into my lungs and nearly choked me to death. The metal footsteps from my miniature boots echoed through the vent as I followed it deeper into the building. The music had gotten deafening. I don’t know if it was due to my shrunken body or tiny brain (ha-ha), but the music didn’t affect me at this size. Perhaps my ears processed the frequency differently this way. Either way, I was grateful.

      The air duct emptied me out above a massive dance floor area. The dubstep thumped the loudest here. Pulsating lights flashed and dazzled around the room, bathing it in a flurry of rainbow colors. The room was packed from wall to wall with crazed, energetic dancers of all ages and builds. It reeked of smoke, sweat, and too much perfume. At the corner at the opposite end sat a counter with a DJ playing music from a laptop. That had to be the source.

      “Here goes nothing!” I yelled, psyching myself up for the gauntlet ahead.

      I stepped off and leaped through a vent and landed on a dancer’s shoulder. From there, much like I had before, I bounced from person to person, hanging on tight with each landing. I wouldn’t make the same mistake as Ant-Man and end up on the dance floor. That way lay certain death. I’d get plastered by the stomping of a hundred feet. Actually, odds were pretty high that I wouldn’t make the landing before that. It was quite a huge drop.

      I underwent the harrowing, dizzying trial. At one point, I misjudged the distance and plummeted. Before going “splat” on the tiled floor, I reached out and grasped the the belt loop of another businessman. Whew. That was too close. I scrambled up his body and continued onward. I reached the shoulders of the dancer closest to the DJ’s desk, held my breath, then made one final leap of faith.

      When I touched down, I landed on my feet, and a quick flare of pain shot through my ankles. Ow. I stood, gazed at the DJ, and gasped. It was him. The mysterious silhouette from Mori-machi. It turned out the reason I couldn’t identify him was because he was actually nothing more than a flickering, shadowy outline. Clearly something not human. The next thing I discovered shocked me even more: next to his laptop and sound mixers loomed a Death Stone. The magical energy inside it swirled with vibrance.

      The shimmering figure noticed me and towered over me, glaring with flaming eyes.

      “You!” his alien voice boomed louder than the music. “You’re the one who interfered with my fun at Mori-machi. How nice of you to join the main event.”

      “And I take it you’re the guy who’s been playing the sucky music, huh? I’ve never cared for dubstep. Turn it off. Now.”

      “What’s that?” he said, cupping his ear with a vibrating hand. “I can’t hear you, insect. Here, allow me to help.”

      He scooped me up and lifted me to his undefined face. Flames crackled in his throat like a furnace. “There. Is that better?”

      “Why are you doing this? Kill the crappy music. Now.”

      “Why, you ask? Because it’s fun, that’s why! And it’s in my nature. I love a good party.”

      “Who are you? What are you?”

      “Fuchi Kamuy put you up to this, didn’t she? That old hag’s always been such a spoil-sport. Well, if you must know, my name’s Pauchi Kamuy, god of madness, insanity, and dancing.”

      “You’re a god?” I blurted.

      “Indeed. Surfed my way here through the Rift and it’s been all fun and games ever since. I love it here. The party got even better once I learned how to link up my music and broadcast it throughout the island. Here, check this out.”

      He snapped a staticky finger. One of the dancers—a teen girl about my age—shuffled over to the stone.

      “Wait!” I called to them in vain. “Don’t!”

      She placed her fingers on the Death Stone. The magical energy inside the stone raged and whirled, and within seconds, the girl’s eyes rolled up into her head and she toppled to the floor. Dead on impact.

      “You bastard!” I roared. “I’m only gonna say this one more time: cut the music. And while you’re at it, hand over that stone.”

      “Ha,” he scoffed. “And what will you do about it, little bug? I could crush you in an instant. But that wouldn’t be very fun, now would it? As punishment for your interference earlier, I’d rather subject you to an eternity of madness.”

      “Wait, what’re you—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, he opened the gaping maw of his jaws and tossed me into the fiery black hole.
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      I hurled through immense, all-encompassing darkness for what felt like days. Without warning, the void flickered like a TV set and new images poured into my mind. First came the Beast with its ancient, imposing form. It roared that distinctive cry that sounded like the screams of all the world’s animals in unison. Its cries overpowered me. I covered my ears, but the roars didn’t stop. The Beast drew back a massive, taloned limb and slashed me across the chest. I felt the burning, searing pain just as vividly as the day it’d happened.

      After slashing me and tearing my chest open over and over, the Beast transformed into a group of people: the mayor of Aizawa, Misa-chan’s father and grandfather, my step-mother, and all the students who’d been kidnapped and butchered by Shuten-dōji. Their eyes, blank and humming with the low buzzing sound of fluorescent tubes, glared. They opened their mouths wider than humanly possible and screamed in unison. A high-pitched shriek that could shatter glass.

      “Stop it!” I wailed, shaking my head and plugging my ears. “Stop!”

      From their mouths, a ball of light emerged. It flashed and changed into Terri. She hung her head, shaming and judging me.

      Terri drew the Kusanagi sword from her side and sliced me with it, racking my body with a blazing agony. The strike sent me careening through space. I twirled and spun around, everything melding together into a featureless blur.

      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I know I’ve messed everything up, but I’ve tried the best I could!”

      The next figure that appeared before me was Daji. Nine fox tails sprouted from her back and sparkled with a golden hue. She clutched her chest and opened it like a door. Inside the door beat an enormous heart. With every thump, the heart shook me and called out to me. I felt the pervasive warmth of her love. It threatened to drown me. I flew through her heart and it burst. Daji screamed and fell over, then dissolved into the blackness.

      “I don’t want to kill you!” I cried. “We don’t have to do this!”

      I soared through void and picked up speed. After flying through it for another week or so, I came crashing down, slamming my head into an invisible floor. I rose and turned around. A long lined had formed. The line consisted of every single Yōkai I’ve ever fought and destroyed, starting with the Oni in the cave in Aizawa.

      “Wh-wh-what’s going on?” I stammered. “Why are all you guys here?”

      In an orderly fashion, they took turns marching forward and attacking me. They bit me, scratched me, mauled me, stabbed me, and dismembered me limb from limb. Every time they obliterated me, my body reformed, only to receive more punishment. I screamed at the top of my lungs as they tormented me, inflicting pain that drove me to the brink of insanity.

      As it went on, my screams turned to laughter. I giggled, then burst into a maniacal guffaw. It all became so funny to me. The pain and agony didn’t matter anymore. The blood, the cuts, the wounds…they became hilarious to me. My life had become a conga line of one tragedy after another. When I looked at all the tragedies together, they became a comedy in my mind. How funny that a 16-year-old girl should go through all this! Maybe I deserved it, but who cares? Look at them go.

      Now it was the Yuki-Onna assassin’s turn. I’ll bet she’ll freeze me and puncture me like a pin cushion with all her ice daggers. Yes, that’s exactly what she did! Too bad no one else was here to bet money on it with me. I could have been rich!

      The concrete logical barrier between my thoughts had been broken.

      Look now, here comes the TekeTeke and KenashUnarabe.

      I’llbettheTekeTeke’sgonnaslicemeinhalfyesshejustcutmybodyintwohowfunnymylegsaretwitching.

      Nowlookmybody’sbacktogetheragainsoIcansuffermorenowthehuntressissuckingallthebloodfrommyveins!

      HahahahahahahahahahalookatpoorlittleAliceinpainandscreaminghowpathetichowmuchlongerwillshekeephurtingmaybeforaneternity?

      “Risu-chan!” a voiced called to me through the darkness, through the madness, through the pain. “Hey, Risu-chan!”

      The Yōkai army faded and a new figure materialized in their place. A figure dressed in the Aizawa school uniform with bowl-cut hair and an impish smile. When my eyes came upon her, they welled up with tears.

      “Misa-chan!”

      She ran to me and embraced me, all while I laughed and cried and spouted gibberish.

      “Risu-chan!” she shouted, shaking me. “C’mon, Risu-chan! Snap out of it!”

      Her screams silenced the voices in my head and I came to my senses. “Misa-chan? Misa-chan, is that you?”

      She nodded. “Yessiree! Misa Kobayashi, at your service!” She did a cute little salute.

      “Oh, god! I’ve missed you so much! But how are you here? You…you…”

      “Died? Yeah, I know. Dying sucks. I’m okay now, but it really, really hurt!”

      “I’m so sorry!” I sobbed on her shoulder. “I did this to you! It’s all my fault!”

      She shook her Kappa-like head, then thumped me on the top of mine. “No, it’s not, you dummy! That evil fox lady made you do it.”

      “If only I’d known what was happening to me sooner, maybe I could’ve…I could’ve—”

      “No, Risu-chan,” she said with a heavy sigh. “You did everything you could. I don’t blame you at all.”

      “Thank you,” I said, sniffling. “I’ve been such an awful friend. That last day we talked. Everything I said. I didn’t mean it.”

      “It’s all right,” she said as she comforted me and squeezed me tighter. “You’re my best friend. Nothing will ever change that. I’ll pinky-swear it if you want.”

      “How am I even talking to you right now? Shouldn’t you be in some kind of afterlife realm? Some heaven out there somewhere?”

      “You silly squirrel. I’m a figment of your imagination. The other me is chillin’ in some sweet heavenly place with all the ice cream I could ever want. This me is you talkin’. I’m like your Jiminy Cricket.”

      “Oh. Does that mean you’re gonna start singing about wishing upon a star?”

      She gave me a sheepish smile. “Maybe. But now’s not the time for that. You have other friends you need to save. Like Claire.”

      I broke from her embrace. “But how? That evil DJ god swallowed me and I’m stuck here.”

      She tapped her temple. “Think, Risu-chan. Susie’s still nearby, right? And you’re a friggin’ Aeon, aren’t you? Why don’t you try callin’ out to him and workin’ some of that Aeon magic. Like what you did with Terri at the castle.”

      “You’re right! Thanks!” With all my heart, I called out to the storm god.

      The scenery around me mutated into the Aizawa school pool. Déjà vu struck me. Yes, I’d visited this place in my mind’s eye before. Misa-chan and I dipped our toes into the water and then sank into it and began a synchronized-swimming session. Just like the old days.

      “Hey, there, ladies,” a suave, masculine voice called from the other side. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Susie! Yeah, c’mon in! The water’s fine!”

      Still dressed in his white kimono, he got a running start and did a cannon-ball dive into the pool. The splash blasted us in our faces.

      “Hey, watch it!” I scolded. “And why’re you still dressed like that? Terri did the same thing. You’re gonna get soaked in all that.”

      “Like I care.” He swam over to us with a breast-stroke. “So, can you show me how this works?”

      “Of course. You don’t mind forming a Covenant with me?”

      “It’d be my pleasure,” he said with a toothy grin. “After all, we’re friends, aren’t we?”

      “Thank you, Susie. Let me guide you and show you how it’s done.”

      Misa-chan watched us with a sorrowful smile from the edge of the pool. “Go get ‘em, guys! You can do it!”

      “Misa-chan? Where’re you going?”

      She looked away, eyes downcast. “I’m sorry, Risu-chan. I have to go. I’d love to stay together longer, but we can’t. You have your place to go back to and so do I.”

      “I…I understand. Thank you for everything, Misa-chan. Are we still best beetle buddies?”

      She lifted her head and grinned. “Always.”
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      We burst from Pauchi Kamuy’s stomach dimension, returning to reality.

      “Gaaaaaaaah!” he groaned. “How did you…wait, who are you? What’s going on?”

      We gripped the hilt of the Kusanagi and stared him down. It felt so powerful in our fingers. We spoke in a commanding, authoritative voice that wasn’t quite mine and wasn’t quite Susie’s. “Judgment is upon you. Repent or be slain!”

      That was an awesome line, I must admit, Susie’s thoughts rippled through our combined mind.

      Not now! I told him. We need to focus and stay together with the little time we have!

      “Where did you come from?” he demanded, cowering. “What happened to the pipsqueak?”

      “We will be asking the questions here!” As our voice thundered, gusts of wind flew through the room, knocking the dancers over. “Will you cease your nonsense? Or shall we slay you in an instant?”

      “Slay me?” he said with a nervous laugh. “I am a god! What could you possibly do to me?”

      “This.”

      In the blink of an eye, we were upon him. We swung the Kusanagi in a clean, measured, precise strike, slicing him diagonally across the torso.

      Gallons of syrupy black blood gushed from the wound. The slash had also cleaved the desk in two, and the winds emitted from the attack carried the musical equipment and slammed them against the wall. The electronics sparked, then crumbled to the floor. The loud, pounding music stopped.

      “Ungh,” Pauchi Kamuy grunted, clutching his bleeding abdomen. Or what would count as his abdomen if he had a normal body.

      “Damn you,” he hissed. “Why’d you have to crash my party? I was having the time of my life.”

      We pointed the blade at his throat. “One last time: do you repent?”

      He opened his mouth wide, creating a gigantic, flaming vortex that threatened to engulf us. Before he swallowed us whole, we rotated rapidly, creating a cyclone that knocked him away. The force of the gale sent him sprawling through the wall, breaking it and several walls of the buildings next to the dance club. Without a moment’s hesitation, we glided through the air and pierced him in the forehead with the Kusanagi.

      As the god of madness dissolved, he laughed. “You’re tough, I’ll give you that. But just wait till the Order of Chaos makes its move. That’s when the real party’ll start!”

      He melted, his black blood changing color and consistency to an amethyst ooze that soon evaporated.
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      When I came to, Susie and I were lying on our stomachs in the middle of the road outside the dance club. I slowly pushed myself up and went over to him.

      “Looks like we did it, Alice!” he cheered, exchanging a fist-bump with me.

      “Yeah. My head’s killin’ me, though, and I’m kinda nauseous. Exhausted, too.”

      “So am I. Do you remember what happened?”

      “Sorta,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “We made a Covenant, right? And we fused together with my Aeon powers? And we destroyed that evil Ainu god. My exact memory of it’s kinda hazy, though.”

      “Sounds about right. But hey, we came, we saw, we kicked its ass!”

      “We sure did,” I said with a smile. “C’mon, let’s check on the rest of the city and the Koropokkuru.”

      We surveyed the area. The townspeople had all passed out, but were still alive and breathing. Judging from the wreckage of the vans, the Koropokkuru had succeeded in demolishing them all. Thankfully, it seemed like the vans were automated, or if they had drivers, the Koropokkuru had bailed them out first. It was strange that in the midst of this usually-bustling city, there was hardly a sound.

      I thanked the captain of the army and returned the Uchide-no-Kozuchi to him. He and the other Koropokkuru burrowed into the earth and vanished from sight.

      I paid the club another visit and retrieved the stone, carefully placing it in my bag next to the other one. I dialed Ma’at on the feather and told her about my success in completing all three missions. She put me through to Fuchi Kamuy.

      “That is wonderful news, dearie,” the grandmotherly voice spoke into my ear. “I shall honor my part of our deal, but it may take some time.”

      “Thank you. I do have some bad news, though. About that sword…”

      She listened carefully, then heaved a heavy sigh. “I see. I suppose it cannot be helped and I am glad that it assisted you with the cases. Bring it here immediately and I shall see to its repairs. Another portal will open to my realm, so head to the nearest fireplace.”

      “Understood.”

      I strolled through Sapporo with Susie in a half-awake daze, giddy that despite everything, I did it. Claire would come back and we could return to our mission to collect the stones and stop Daji. Even better: I’d found another stone here in Hokkaido, and before Daji did. I wasn’t so tired, I’d be skipping right now.

      I checked on Dead Ted. He’d recovered from his dancing mania and had returned to his usual grumpy self.

      “Looks like I missed out on all the best parts yet again. When are you gonna let me have another crack at the monsters, kid?”

      “Sorry. A lot of things happened at once and I didn’t really have time to use you. Next time, okay?”

      “Hmph. I’m not gonna trust a single thing that comes outta your big mouth anymore.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “You did good, kid,” he mumbled.

      “What was that? I can’t hear you over your tough-guy façade and cynicism.”

      “You heard me! I ain’t gonna say it again.”

      “Thanks, Dead Ted. I appreciate it.”

      “So,” Susie said, arms behind his head, “you up for some crab ramen when these guys wake up?”

      “You bet! I’m gonna order a miso—”

      “Alice!” a female voice yelled behind me.

      I flipped around and came eye-to-eye with Terri.
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      She crossed her arms and scowled. “I finally found you. What are you and Susanō doing all the way up here?”

      “Hey, Terri,” I muttered, trying to cut through the awkwardness. “It’s, uh…well, it’s a very long story. All you need to know for now is that Susie and I made a deal with the head honcho of the Ainu deities and completed a bunch of difficult tasks for her. We just finished up, and guess what? I got a Death Stone out of the deal.”

      “Oh, really?” she said in a skeptical tone. “It seems that your selfishness and recklessness paid off. This time.”

      “But all’s well that end’s well, right, Big Sis?” Susie said, trying to appease her. “Claire’s comin’ back and we got a stone out of it. I’d say we made the right choice.”

      “Did you, now?” Terri snapped. She tapped her foot impatiently. “And perhaps we would have found all the Death Stones by now if you’d just listened to me and we stuck together.”

      “Oh, please,” I said, staring her down. “The goddess said that Claire wouldn’t have lasted more than a few days. We barely made it in time as it was. If we’d have done what you wanted, she’d be lost forever.”

      “Is that so? Good for you and her, then. For your information, I managed to secure a stone as well.”

      “Really? That’s great!” I stopped and counted on my fingers. “That means we have…two more left.”

      “Did you encounter Daji at all?” Terri asked.

      “Uh, no,” I lied.

      “That’s curious…I wonder what she’s up to? All the more reason we need to stay together and locate the remaining stones.”

      “Sounds good to me. Give us a little while to rest, all right? Susie and I made one of those Covenant things and used my Aeon magic. Y’know, the same kind of Covenant that you terminated.”

      “Spare me your snide, childish remarks,” she hissed. “I haven’t forgotten our altercation. In fact, that is part of the reason why I followed you here.”

      “Oh yeah? What do you mean?”

      Her bow made of solid sunlight appeared in her hands. “I challenge you to a duel, Alice.”

      My mouth hung open. “What? You wanna fight? Right here, right now? Why?”

      “I need to test your resolve. After the little stunt you pulled in Kyoto, I cannot trust your judgment unless you prove it to me. If you can put a scratch on my body, I will consider it your victory and will follow you without complaint. Otherwise, it will be my win, and you will listen to me.”

      “You’re outta your mind!” Susie cried, coming between us. “Big Sis, listen to me…Alice and I went through hell and back on this journey, not to mention we scored a Death Stone. Shouldn’t that be proof enough of her determination?”

      The sun goddess stepped around him. “I did not see that with my own eyes. And while Ma’at and the rest of the Council may have voted to place their confidence in you, I cannot. Not until I see the strength of your will for myself.”

      “Gimme a break, Terri,” I said. “Susie and I are really wiped out from all the traveling and fighting we just did, and—woah!”

      An arrow made of beams of light flew at me and nearly pierced me. I craned my neck at just the right time and avoided it. “What the hell, Terri?”

      She rushed me and delivered a kick to my chest, sending me sprawling.

      I scrambled to my feet and shot her a glare. “Seriously, what’s your problem?”

      “Do you think our enemies will care if you’re tired or hurt? Hmmm? Do you think they will grant you mercy out of the kindness of their hearts?”

      “Seems like I’ve been doing okay so far, even without your advice.”

      “Do not be so soft and naïve!” she bellowed. “Your opponent could strike at anytime, and from any…where!”

      A humming, whistling sound came from my left. I jumped, and a light arrow whizzed past. She’d fired it off and curved it while I’d been getting up.

      “Use your Aeon power, Alice,” Terri ordered, readying another arrow. “You will not survive my onslaught otherwise.”

      She let it fly, but Susie intervened and slashed it away with the Kusanagi. “That’s enough, Big Sis!”

      “Stay out this, Susanō! The only method of assistance I’ll accept from you is your Covenant with her. Otherwise, stand aside!”

      “Big Sis, this isn’t like you. You’re bein’ unreasonable. If only you knew what Alice has just been—”

      “Shut up,” she snapped. “I won’t listen to any more of your prattle, little brother.”

      “C’mon, don’t be so stubborn. We don’t need to—”

      “Susie, it’s okay,” I said as I looped the yo-yo around my finger. “Let’s kick her ass and teach her a lesson! When I give you the signal, we’ll fuse!”

      He nodded and backed away. I lunged at Terri and sent out the yo-yo in a line aimed at her face. She ducked and swept me off of my feet with a circular kick.

      “Come now, Alice,” she said, pointing an arrow at me as I lay on the ground. “With my millennia of experience, you know there’s no way I’d get hit with something so obvious.”

      “I know. That was the point.”

      “Huh?”

      A battalion of animal spirits surrounded her, floating about in a magical ballet.

      “What is this?”

      “Oh, just some friends I picked up along the way.” I held the Kutune Shirka’s hilt in my other palm. “I would say they don’t bite, but then I’d be lying. They bite. A lot. And it looks like it hurts.”

      The spirits advanced, ready to tear into her. She drew her bow and recited a familiar incantation.

      “Ten no hikari yo!”

      She launched an arrow into the clouds. The spirit familiars closed in on her. Right as they bared their fangs claws, and talons, beams of light rained from the heavens. The arrows of light drilled through them, and one by one, they faded into white wisps of Aether.

      “That’s a neat trick,” she said with a laugh. “But it’ll take more than that to—ungh!”
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      We lunged at her and the Kusanagi clashed with her sunlit bow.

      “What do you make of us now?” we said in our fused voice.

      “Very impressive.” She struggled against our advance as we pushed forward. “But you’re forgetting something, Alice…Susanō…Alisanō...whatever you want to be called…”

      “Oh, really? What might that be?”

      “You may be an Aeon combined with a powerful storm god, but deep down, you’re a civilian girl with no training and my little brother whom I’ve bested in every duel we’ve ever fought.”

      A flash of light blinded us. She appeared above us and fired a barrage of arrows. The winds guided our legs away from them and they tore through the concrete.

      It goes both ways, Susie informed me inside our brain. I’ve got so much experience trainin’ and duelin’ with Big Sis that I know her flaws and openings, too. Let me show you.

      Terri-Big Sis let loose another flurry of arrows that whistled through the air and homed in on us. We swung our blade and released a squall that blew them away.

      Now! Susie yelled. While she’s aiming her next arrow. She’s always careful about her aim, so it takes her an extra fraction of a second. That’s our chance.

      We took advantage of her opening as she drew her bowstring. With the Kusanagi and victory in our grasp, we swung for her exposed backside. This would put more than a scratch on her, and in an instant.

      Our attack didn’t connect. The road beneath us rumbled, then burst open. Dozens of arrows struck us from underneath, causing a mixture of black and gold blood to trickle from our wounds.

      We cried out from the intense pain and collapsed.

      No! Susie screamed in our head. We were so close!

      It’s no use! I yelled back. I can’t hold us together anymore!
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      I returned to my normal body and consciousness, lying on the concrete. Ugh, it stung. I fought to get up from my stomach, drenched in a puddle of syrupy blood. Susie lay across from me in his own pond of gold.

      Terri took long, slow strides toward me and drew another arrow. “It was a valiant effort, I must admit. But this is the end of the line for you. Do you yield?”

      I chuckled through the pain. “Like I’ll ever yield. I’m too hard-headed for that.”

      “So be it. Naturally, I will not kill you, but I will strike you hard enough to incapacitate you. Then it’ll be my win.”

      “You know what your problem is, Terri? Your arrogance. You think you know everything, the right way to do things, that you know what’s best. That you can’t be wrong. Well, I’m gonna prove that you can be wrong.”

      “Is that so?” she said, glittering in the sunlight. She walked over a manhole and came within inches of me. “Go on, then. Show me the error of my ways.”

      “I’d be happy to,” I said with a grin. “Now, guys!”

      The manhole popped open. Dozens of Koropokkuru soldiers carried my unwound yo-yo and tied it around her legs. They sprung out right when she’d lifted a foot to take another step, and it threw her off-balance. She let out a surprised scream, sounding more like a teenager than an ancient goddess. She threw out her hands to brace herself, but she was too late. She fell forward, landing on her stomach with a loud “smack!” as her armor hit the ground.

      The Koropokkuru cheered and Dead Ted whooped and hollered. “Yeah! Did you see that, kid! I got to do somethin’!”

      While they’d tripped her like one of those walkers from Star Wars, I’d sprung to my feet. “Good job, guys! Especially you, Dead Ted.”

      When he realized what he’d done, the ghostly face on the yo-yo panicked. “Your Highness, I sincerely apologize for my behavior! She made me do it, I swear!”

      Terri forced herself up. Her necklace of magatama jewels jingled as she moved. She’d whacked her forehead on the concrete. Dazzling golden blood dripped from a cut across her head.

      “You’ve got a scratch on you,” I said. “Looks like it’s my win.”

      “You cheater,” she whined, wiping the blood with a finger. “How did you do that?”

      “Simple: while you were distracted by the spirit familiars from the Kutune Shirka, I called my Koropokkuru buddies and had them set up the yo-yo trap underground.”

      “I did not know that you had made an alliance with the Koropokkuru. I have half a mind to disqualify you for using outside help.”

      “Aw, c’mon. Our deal was if I put a scratch anywhere on you, I’d win. Don’t tell me the high and mighty Amaterasu of the Council’s gonna back out on an agreement, is she?”

      “No,” she replied, her wincing melting into a warm smile. “I suppose not. The victory is as good as yours.”

      “Yes!” a now-conscious Susie exclaimed, pumping his fists into the sky. “You did it, Alice! Again!”

      “What I was trying to get you to understand back at Kyoto,” I explained, “was that all these noble quests and missions to save Japan—or the world, even—are meaningless if you don’t do the best you can to save the people right in front of you. I don’t care what you or any of those stuffy Council gods say. You’re wrong if you don’t place them first. Hell, the only reason I got the Koropokkuru to help me is ‘cause I promised I’d go out and find their missing magic hammer.”

      “I see. You’re a very interesting Aeon. You risk life and limb for others, and in turn, they do the same for you. With the proper training and experience and maturity, you may well become a capable leader someday.”

      “Thanks.” I stretched out a hand. “And hey, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about the stuff I said.”

      She grasped my hand in hers. “I must beg for your forgiveness as well. I acted out of line. You have more than proved that you possess the revolve, courage, willpower, and flat-out idiotic stubbornness worthy of the Aeon soul that dwells within you.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      “To be honest, I’m relieved that we settled our little dispute. Traveling around on Earth with you has been rather…interesting. If nothing else, it certainly beats the stuffy, formal Council meetings or sitting around bored on the throne of Takamagahara.”

      “Is that your way of saying you’ll follow my lead now?” I asked.

      “Perhaps.”

      “Thanks again, Terri. I mean it.”

      Her smile vanished and she stared at the Kusanagi in Susie’s grip in dismay. The sword contained a number of nicks and scratches, with slivers of the edge chipped off.

      “Suuuuuusaaaaaaanooooooo!” she roared with clenched fists and a throbbing vein in her forehead.

      “Big Sis,” Susie said, palms out and backing away, “I can explain! I can explain! I swear!”

      “I thought I told you to take good care of it. I literally just finished having it repaired the other day. It’s one of our family’s sacred treasures and a symbol of our great nation. How could you be so careless? Again?”

      Susie took off and Terri gave chase, beating him on the back of the head with her fists. He squealed and protested as she slugged and lectured him.

      Dead Ted and I burst out laughing.

      “Nothin’ like sisterly love, eh, kid?”

      “Yeah. Looks like they’re back to their usual antics. It’s kinda refreshing, actually. Especially with all I’ve—”

      The ground beneath us shook and rumbled with violent tremors. I stumbled and spilled. Terri and Susie stopped in their tracks. The quake lasted another ten seconds, rattling and rocking the buildings. The neon-lit signs and LED screens flickered, then shut off, followed by the lights in every window in the city. The quality of the air changed, growing heavy and oppressive. The atmosphere weighed me down and made me nauseous.

      “A quake and a black-out?” Susie blurted. “What’s goin’ on?”

      A voice called to me from inside my backpack. Ma’at’s.

      “My child,” she said in a panic over the feather-phone. “Are you all right?”

      “For now, yeah. What is all this?”

      “We have detected a Rift in your vicinity. If the Rift isn’t sealed with haste, then it may soon cause greater, more catastrophic damage.”
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      I gasped. “A Rift? So that’s what’s causing these quakes and power-outages and weird air pressures?”

      “We believe so.”

      “Where is it?”

      “14 miles due north.”

      “That’s gotta be near the Ishikari Bay.” I hung up and turned to the crew. “C’mon, guys, we’ve still got work to do.”

      The smell of sea salt greeted me when we reached the bay. Ominous, overcast skies hung in a long sheets overhead. Snow-capped mountains lay far off in the distance on the opposite edge. Hugging the coast in blocks was the seaside town of Otaru. Its lights were out. Hundreds of sailboats and fishing boats bobbed about in the waves. The wind had picked up here, freezing and whipping me. We took the steps down to the shore, hanging onto stone rails with reeds sprouting on the other side of them.  We came to a beach with muddy-brown clumps of sand.

      And a giant pulsating tear in the sky that poured swirling streams of amethyst Aether all over the place.

      “I’m guessing that’s the Rift?” I observed.

      “What gave it away?” Dead Ted snorted. “The strange, purplish color? The strong winds? Or the giant friggin’ hole in the air?”

      “What do we do now?”

      “I’m not certain,” Terri said. “Only an Aeon has the ability to seal the Rifts, so you’ll have to try something.”

      “But how? No one told me how to—wait, what’s that?”

      My necklace went crazy with a display of emerald light. The fracture in the sky expanded and elongated, then a number of shapes came into view and descended into the water or on the shore.

      “Yōkai!” Terri yelled, drawing an arrow from her quiver. “They’re leaking out from the Aelithian realms!”

      “Oh, just perfect,” I said as I readied my yo-yo in one hand and the hammer in the other. “We’d better handle them now before they get away and hurt innocent people.”

      Susie drew the Kusanagi and held it steady in front of him. “Fine by me. I’m always down for a good scrap.”

      The waves splashed, and a humongous humanoid creature emerged from the seas. It made massive leaps on only one leg, and peered at us through one left eye and a hollow cavity for a right eye. It wore a simple threadbare loincloth and its puke-green-skinned muscles bulged as it charged at us. On the beach slithered the body of a lengthy, winding centipede larger than a mountain. Its hundreds of legs twitched as it slinked around, and acidic venom dripped from the forcipules just behind its head. Something hairy brushed past my ankles. When I checked the ground, a trio of weasel-like creatures darted around in complex, coordinated formations. They wielded curved, metal sickles in place of the usual bushy tails you’d expect.

      Terri whirled her head around, frantic. “The Ippon-Datara’s here? And an Ōmukade?” She spotted the weasels scurrying underneath her. “And…Kamaitachi?”

      “Aiiiiiieeeeeee!” Dead Ted screamed. “Centipedes? I hate centipedes! I always had to have Nobuko get rid of them for me. There was this one time when I was a kid and one got into my shoe and—”

      “What’s the plan?” Terri barked, ignoring him.

      “You guys take care of the sickle-weasels and the big bug,” I ordered. “I’ll see what I can do about the Incredible One-Eyed Hulk and the Rift.”

      “Dibs on the centipede!” Susie yelled as he charged it.

      I made my way through the chaos. Terri let loose arrow after arrow, dazzling the grey skies with flashes of light. The weasels moved incredibly fast and weaved around the arrows with ease. Susie brandished the Kusanagi sword and slashed and stabbed at the centipede. The Ippon-Datara raised its lone mammoth leg and brought it down on the beach, kicking up waves of sand. I narrowly avoided getting flattened and got ready to use my hammer. This would be simple enough. I’d just shrink him.

      In the middle of my swing, something nicked the top of my hand. I winced and sucked in air. A thin cut had formed in my flesh. While I was distracted by the pain, I didn’t notice that my hammer had disappeared.

      “Huh?”

      I checked around my feet. One of the Kamaitachi carried the hammer by the handle in its mouth.

      “Hey!” I cried, running after it. “Give that back!”

      “Alice!” Susie called. “Watch out! Above you!”

      A shadow loomed over me, and the centipede’s tail end came crashing down. I leaped forward and landed on my stomach in the sand.

      “Whew,” I exhaled. “One close call after another.”

      Before I could push myself up, something wrapped around my torso and dragged me toward the water. That “something” turned out to be a giant, bright-red tentacle. Its slimy suction cups stuck to me as it squeezed tighter and pulled me closer to the ocean.

      “Help!” I screamed, struggling. “Guys!”

      “Oh, no!” Terri shouted somewhere behind me. “I can’t get to her in time!”

      The tentacle, one of many, belonged to the massive bulbous head that jutted out of the water. A ridiculously huge, 360-foot-long octopus monster. It lifted me and I dangled helplessly in the skies as it leered at me with glassy eyes. Blood rushed to my head as I hung upside down. Uh-oh. I’d seen enough anime to know where this might go.

      The creature slammed me under the surface into murky water. A gaping hole—its mouth—opened, ready to swallow me whole. I braced myself, ready for the blackness to overwhelm me before the end.

      Some splashing and bubbling about happened. I didn’t know how, but I’d been freed. Inky black blood curdled in the water ahead of me. The tentacle holding me had been severed in two. I made a break for the surface, swimming as fast as I could. I took in deep breaths and rubbed my eyes when I returned to the light. I gasped and rubbed them again because I couldn’t believe what I saw.

      There she was, standing atop the monster’s jiggling head. The sea breeze blew through her leather coat and short hair. A pair of goggles rested under her neck. In her hand, she held a jagged knife stained in black. She smiled, gazing at me through her electric-blue eyes.

      “Claire!” I cried, eyes wide. “You’re…you’re…”

      “Alive and kickin’? Yep. Thanks to you.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad! This is the best—”

      “Catch up later!” she said. She lifted her knife and jabbed it into the creature’s head repeatedly, causing jets of black blood to spurt out from the holes. Clearly, it didn’t like that since it thrashed and flailed its tentacles about. It sent its seven remaining legs after her. She chanted and performed a quick series of hand seals. Just as I’d seen her do in Kyoto, she created a pack of shadow images, six in all. Each duplicate wielded the same blade. Claire went after the seventh tentacle, and her clones repeated her actions, carving up the creature’s limbs with a seamless style and grace. The octopus roared in pain and anger, then picked up speed with Claire atop it. A cliffside wall towered over them.

      “Claire!” I called out, still floating in the water. “It’s gonna try to slam you into the wall!”

      “Aw, screw this!” she said, annoyed. From inside her jacket, she presented a pistol. A deafening “blam-blam-blam!” resounded through the air. Her bullets lodged into the monster and ended its life just in time as she’d come within inches of the wall. The octopus creature dissipated and melted into the ocean. Claire and I swam over to each other and hugged.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” I said, grinning.

      “Thanks. Sorry I took so long to get here. Takes a while to adjust to having your soul back in your body. Feels weird.”

      “I know what you mean, actually.”

      “I’m gonna need a smoke after this.”

      I gazed at the shoreline. Susie was battling the centipede. It slithered around and tried to bite him or spit its acidic saliva on him while he sliced away sections of its body. Terri’d managed to pierce two of the Kamaitachi and shot at the last one while it evaded her arrows. The lumbering Ippon-Datara turned and spotted us.

      “Oh, crap!” I yelled. “We’d better swim fast!”

      The two of us paddled in the water, desperate to escape its clutches, but its hand was too big. It snatched us out of the water and glared at us with a blood-shot eye. It tightened its grip, threatening to break all our bones.

      A shadowy blur flew through the air and passed through the monster’s arm. A gash appeared on its arm, then its entire limb loosened from its sinews and plunged into the sea. This caused its fingers to release us and we plummeted. Before we hit the water, the blur returned and caught us in mid-air. A familiar tattered cloak fluttered in the wind.

      “Heya,” Ace said, smiling as he carried us. “Do I have the most perfect ‘action movie’ timing or what?”

      I blushed. “How long was that date? You’ve been gone for an eternity!”

      “Oh, geez, don’t remind me. I was lucky enough to get away when I did.”

      “Take me over to the giant guy’s eye,” I said, looping my yo-yo on a finger, “and maybe I’ll think about forgiving you.”

      “Aw, gimme a break. It was your idea in the first place, wasn’t it?”

      “Um, hi,” Claire muttered, awkward. “Good to see you again.”

      “Likewise. Congrats on getting your soul back.”

      “You ready?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. Let’s do this.”

      On the count of three, I flicked out my yo-yo and Claire fired another volley. The toy and the bullets struck the creature right in the eye. It tried to shield itself with its throbbing, muscular arm, but to no avail. We continued our assault until it finally gave way and collapsed on its back into the seas. More purple liquid congealed on the surface.

      “That’s how it’s done!” I cheered. “Good teamwork, eh?”

      Claire nodded, then pointed at the Rift. “What’re we gonna do about that?”

      “That there is a one-woman show, unfortunately. Ace, can you chuck me into it?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Are you outta your mind?”

      “Probably. But as an Aeon, I’m the only one who can close it. Just do it!”

      Ace did as I asked and sent me hurtling toward the Rift. The pressure-headache and nausea worsened as I flew closer to it. I peered through the tear and into other worlds, a telescope from one reality to another. When I entered the Rift, a kaleidoscope barrage of colors and visions overcame me. I beheld wondrous things: planets with multiple moons and alien skies, gods and demons of all stripes, trees made of pure crystal, cities that sparkled in colors I’d never seen before, and waterfalls made of the dreams of children.

      It was all so beautiful. Part of me wanted to stay here, floating like this, forever. But I focused my thoughts on saving my friends and the people of Hokkaido by sealing this Rift. As I kept floating head-first through the dreamscape, a lone, open, wooden door materialized in the distance. I thought about slowing down, and sure enough, I came to a halt on my feet in front of it. The glassy, rainbow floor rippled like a lake when my boot touched it. Beyond the door lay infinite blackness, a void. This was it. The true nature of the Rift. I knew somehow.

      I needed to slam it shut and lock it tight. As soon as I’d thought that, a skeleton key appeared between my fingers, and a simple mechanical lock formed on the door. I grabbed the brass knob—warm to the touch—and closed the door, then turned the key. With a pleasing, satisfying little “click,” the door had been shut and secured. A powerful, magnetic force pulled me from behind and sent me flying backwards across the same dreamscape I’d crossed. Blinding colors and strange, indescribable shapes blazed past, followed by a dimension full of amethyst.

      And then I found myself flat on my back on the beach. Susie, Terri, Claire, Ace…they all stood over me with concerned faces.

      “What…what happened?” I wondered aloud, sitting up.

      “You did it!” Terri cried. “Look!”

      The Rift had vanished. The skies returned to their normal shades of gray. Along the coast, the lights of Otaru had flickered back to life. The winds died down to a gentle breeze. No more quakes or weird air pressure, either. The rest of the monsters had been knocked back into the Rift or slain, leaving behind splotches of purple liquid on the sand.

      “You’ve done a lot of reckless things,” Terri continued, “but that might have been the most reckless thing I’ve seen you do yet.”

      “What can I say?” I shrugged. “I act on instinct. Something inside me already knew what to do and told me to go in there.”

      “What was it like?” Susie asked.

      “Pretty. Really pretty. But kinda scary, too.”

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” Claire said with a relieved sigh.

      “Right back at ya.”

      Ace helped me to my feet and grinned. “Looks like the old gang’s together again. All’s well that ends well, as they say.”

      I stared into his twinkling eyes and my cheeks flared up. “Yeah. It’s good to have you—and everybody—back.”

      Terri took a step toward Claire and bowed. “My deepest apologies. You are alive only thanks to Alice. When she originally suggested going out of our way to save you, I objected, putting the mission for the stones and stopping Daji first. If she’d listened to me, you wouldn’t be here.”

      “I understand your perspective,” Claire said. “I was raised and trained to always put the mission objective first as well. No hard feelings, I suppose.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “Claire, you wouldn’t believe all the crazy stuff I had to go through for you. I’ll tell you when we get back to town. I wanna sleep for like three days straight and eat five bowls of crab miso ramen, and hear about what Terri’s been been up to, and—”

      A sharp, searing pain traveled up my spine. A tingling sensation spread throughout my body. The surge knocked me back into the sand.

      “Alice!” Ace cried, rushing to my side. “What’s wrong?”

      My eyes widened in panic when I realized I couldn’t move. It was like my entire body had fallen asleep, numb and heavy. No matter how much I wanted to move, I couldn’t budge an inch.

      “What is this?” I blurted. “What’s going on? I can’t move!”

      “It’s an anti-demon sealing spell,” a familiar voice said from somewhere to my left.

      “What?”

      I glanced up, and peering down at me through thick glasses was none other than Ryūsei Uchida, the kid who’d harassed me at school.

      “Heya, hāfu. I finally found you.”
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The Soulbound Sorceress Origins Book Four

        

      

    

    
      My name’s Alice Pachari Kamiya, and I’ve been paralyzed from the neck down.

      Okay, let’s backtrack with a bit of “good news, bad news,” shall we?

      The good news: I braved the harsh winds, ice, and snow of Hokkaido and succeeded in saving my friend Claire and also obtaining one of the Death Stones—nine magical shards we needed to retrieve to stop the fox sorceress Daji.

      The bad news: I’d just finished closing a Rift—a dangerous “leak” of the magical energy that flows between the worlds—when something sent a shock through my body and immobilized me. And the one behind it was none other than Ryūsei Uchida, the beady-eyed bully who harassed me at school.

      “Heya, hāfu1,” he said, peering down at me as I lay helpless. “I finally found you.”

      I stared up at his shaved head that shone in the light of the sun’s rays peeking out from behind thick sheets of clouds. “Well, if it isn’t the guy who’s second-to-dead-last on the list of people I wanted to see. Still looking like a beady-eyed, mole-faced pitbull, huh?”

      “And your nose is still big and ugly.”

      “What did you mean by ‘I finally found you?’” I asked, still struggling to move. The sensation was like when your foot falls asleep, but across my entire body. “And what’d you do to me?”

      He pushed up the bridge of his thick, rectangular, red-framed glasses. “I’ve been tracking you and followed you here. And like I said, I’ve bound you with a simple anti-demon sealing spell.”

      “A what?” I said, eyebrows raised. At least I could move those. And my mouth. “Since when could you use magic?”

      “I could ask you the same question,” he shot back with a glare. “Murderer.”

      A black blur brushed past, and a girl clad in a leather jacket and pants appeared behind him. She held a jagged-edged knife to his throat.

      “The only real ‘murderer’ among us is me. And I won’t hesitate to do it again if you don’t hurry the hell up and explain yourself. Spill your guts, or I’ll spill them for you.”

      Ryūsei swallowed hard, and beads of sweat formed on his forehead. “Woah, hey now, easy there. I’m not gonna kill the dirty hāfu. Not yet, at least. Besides, I’m the only one who can undo the sealing spell I just cast on her.”

      “Release her,” Claire demanded, pressing the knife harder against his neck. “Now.”

      “You might wanna do what she says,” I said with a smirk. “Last time I saw her lose her patience, she whipped out a gun and blew a giant octopus monster’s friggin’ brains out.”

      “She’s not the only one you’ve gotta worry about,” exclaimed a cute, bleach-blond-haired boy dressed in a frayed cloak. The massive scythe he held over Ryūsei’s head glimmered in the sunlight.

      “Yeah,” the storm god Susanō—nicknamed Susie—joined in, arm outstretched with the mythical Kusanagi blade aimed at Ryūsei’s head. “You mess with Alice, you mess with all of us. Right, gang?”

      His older sister, Amaterasu—whom I called Terri—nodded. She drew an arrow made of solidified sunlight out of a beat-up quiver. Her shimmering, golden eyes danced with noble fire. “That’s right. Unhand her and state your identity and intentions, villain!”

      “Whew,” whistled a broad-chested man dressed in a business suit, Garfield cat tie, and sunglasses. He was Sakata Kintoki, a legendary folk hero whom I referred to affectionately as “Goldilocks” due to his bowl-cut hair that looked like it was composed of solid gold. “You’re barkin’ up the wrong tree there, little fella.”

      “Who are you people?” four-eyes wondered while his eyes darted back and forth, examining our team with racked nerves.

      “We are the ones asking the questions here!” Terri barked. Her blazing hair had been tied into loops that wavered as she moved. “We will only ask this one last time: let her go.”

      “All right, all right. Geez.” He gave a sideways glance at Claire behind him. “Take me closer to her.”

      Still holding him hostage, Claire slowly inched him over to me. The rest of my friends kept their weapons drawn and aimed at him. He was dressed in a breezy green track jacket that hung over the navy-blue Aizawa High School uniform.

      “Now,” he continued, “I need my hands to do it. Okay?”

      “Any sudden movements and I’ll gut you,” the assassin warned.

      “Yeah, yeah, I got that the first time.” All eyes were on him as he gingerly reached into his jacket pockets and produced an ofuda, a traditional paper charm, and a sharpie marker. He scribbled something on it with careful precision, then dropped the paper on my leg. When I inspected myself further, I realized he’d already thrown another charm on me with kanji characters that read, “han akuma jubaku,” or roughly, “anti-demon binding spell.” That must have been what caused my paralysis.  The new paper he put on me said, “fūin kaihō,” or “release seal.”

      Putting his index and middle fingers together, he made a series of linear motions in the air, then shouted the words written on the charm.

      “Fūin kaihō!”

      The two paper seals caught on fire, burning with pale blue flames, then turned to dust. My fingers and toes twitched, and I realized I could move again. I slowly sat up and got a better look around. Gentle waves lapped at the muddy beach coastline of the Ishikari Bay. The sun had come all the way out from behind the clouds. I took in a deep lungful of sea-salt air and exhaled. Clumps of brown sand cooled my fingers.

      I brushed some sand off of my snowboarding gear that I’d rented at Niseko, then stared down the intruder. “Now, let’s get to the part where you explain just what the hell you’re doing here, why you were following me, why you put a spell on me, and more importantly, how you put a spell on me.”

      “Can I at least get some breathing room first?” he asked as Claire kept her blade pressed on him.

      I nodded at Claire. “It’s okay. He’s a jerk, but you don’t need to hurt him.”

      She returned my nod then released him, and he doubled over and exhaled.

      “That kind of magic,” Terri observed, “I know it very well. Don’t tell me you’re a—”

      “Yeah, I’ll get to that,” Ryūsei said with a wave of a hand. He turned to me and scowled. “A lot of stuff happened after you disappeared. After you killed innocent people and took off, more like.”

      “That wasn’t me,” I snapped. “Well, not entirely. You don’t really understand what’s going on here.”

      “Oh, I think I understand enough. Y’see, it was about a week ago…”

      

      The atmosphere at school was tense. Real tense. All after-school activities cancelled. No student council meetings, no club practices, no nothin’. A handful of students still missing, too: you, the class president Yukishita-san, my buddy Watanabe, his girl from East Mori High…maybe others. I heard on the news that some more adults had been found dead, not just the mayor. They held funerals for them all. It was Misa Kobayashi’s dad and granddad and Miyuki Kamiya (“That’s my step-mother! Did they give her a nice service? How many people showed up?”).

      Yeah, it was okay. I showed up to pay my respects. Maybe two dozen total? I heard that Yoshida-sensei paid for it. That was nice of her. The neighborhood old people had pretty good things to say about her, that she was hard-workin’ and stuff like that. And that it was so tragic that she’d been killed in cold blood by her ungrateful monster of a daughter (“I’m telling you, it wasn’t really me who killed her!”). All right, all right, so you say.

      Speakin’ of Yoshida-sensei, she started acting really weird. I know the guys and I were noisy and gave her a hard time, but she was usually this cheerful, upbeat lady, y’know? Well, the day after the funerals, she was just so down in the dumps. I guess it’s understandable since so many people died or went missing, but it seemed to affect her more than anybody. During class, she kept glancin’ over your empty desk, like she was waitin’ for you to show up or something (“That’s because she is waiting for me to come back”). The rest of the teachers were about the same as always. Furukawa-sensei yelled at me to sit up straight and said I slouch too much. Sakamoto-sensei made a bunch of really lame jokes to try and lighten the mood and cheer us up. During study hall, I got bored and just folded some origami cranes. Lunch was a slab of fish in miso paste and hijiki2 and rice (“Do we really need to know all that? Hurry up and get to the point!”).

      Okay, hāfu, (“Call me that again and I’ll break your nose a second time”) let me just skip to after school. Like I said, practice was cancelled, so I said ‘later’ to the other baseball guys when we got close to their houses. I went down the main part of Meiji Street and came across this hunchbacked old bald guy (“Balder than you?”). Hey, I have hair, I just shave it so I can be on the team! Anyway, I realized by the way he was walkin’ with his cane that he was blind. He wore priest’s robes, so I figured he worked at one of the local shrines in the mountains nearby. He walked towards me on the sidewalk, and as I got closer to him, he wobbled and keeled over and dropped his cane. Bein’ the nice guy that I am, (“Oh, please”) I hurried over to his side.

      “You all right, sir?” I asked him as I pulled him up. His body felt so light, skinny, and frail.

      He stared at me with these narrow, gray, empty eyes and was like, “I’m quite all right. Thank you so much, young man.”

      I noticed his walking stick had rolled down the road, so I grabbed it and returned it to him. “Here you go, sir. You dropped this.”

      He smiled at me and said in a shaky voice, “You’re too kind. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, would you mind helping me back to my home? It’s not too far from here.”

      “Sure,” I shrugged. “I ain’t got much goin’ on right now, anyway.”

      The old blind guy placed a bandaged hand on my biceps—it felt kinda bumpy like it had a growth on it or whatnot—and I led him down the street. We made your typical chit-chat, talkin’ about the weather and such, nothin’ out of the ordinary. This guy had the wrinkliest face I’d ever seen, and a really bony forehead, and a brow that stuck out pretty far. He also had a pretty strange way of walking where he swung his arms and hands out real far, always balled into fists, and kept them in the air for a sec before lowering them. A bit weird, but I didn’t think much of it and wrote it off as an old people thing.

      After maybe 15 minutes or so, we reached his place—a tiny, hole-in-the-wall house at the end of a narrow alleyway, located around the corner from an eyewear store. Ironic, right? (“Yeah, I guess”)

      He shook my hand and told me, “Thank you again for taking the time to help an aging bag of bones like me.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble,” I said. “Happy to help out. Just be careful, okay? Lotta weird stuff happenin’ lately. People dyin’ and vanishin’ and all. The news says it’s that foreign girl who did it (“How many times do I have to tell you?”).”

      Yeah, I know, I know. I’m just tellin’ you what I said at the time.

      The old man said, “All the more reason why I appreciate you going out of your way to help. These are dangerous times, indeed. Here, let me make it worth your while.” He inched his way up the steps and opened the creaking sliding door. “Will you wait at the genkan3 while I get some money for you?”

      I shook my head. “No, sir, it’s quite all right. I don’t need your—”

      “I insist. Come on, it’ll only take a moment.”

      Since I didn’t want to come off as rude or disrespectful, (“Ha! You? That’s a good one!”) I followed him inside. The place seemed sparse and spartan, with a dusty shoe cabinet and a mailbox stuffed with too many old newspapers and bills.

      “Actually,” he said, taking off his sandals, “why don’t you come on in? I’ll get you some tea and manju4 while I prepare an envelope5. Will 20,000 yen6 be enough?”

      My eyes lit up. Jackpot! I could buy a ton of shōnen manga7, detective books, and origami supplies with that kinda money. I continued down the hall and waited at a wooden chair in an unswept dining room. This dude didn’t have much of anything. He must have spent nearly all his time at the shrine. He told me to wait there, then disappeared into another room at the end of the hall and hadn’t returned for well over 20 minutes. I tapped my foot, growing increasingly impatient.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mister, are you all right?”

      “Just a moment,” he replied. “It’ll only be another minute or so.”

      “Another minute or so” turned into 10 minutes. I called for the old man over and over, but this time, no answer. Since he seemed so frail had such a hard time walking when I met him on the street, I thought maybe he’d taken a spill again. I rose and hurried down the hall. Along the way, a nasty, rancid stench assaulted my nostrils. It was like mold and spoiled pork and rotten eggs all rolled into one. I nearly puked right there on the floor.

      “Ugh,” I said, plugging my nose. “What is that smell?”

      It seemed to be wafting from a bedroom on the right side, exactly where he’d gone. I came into the bedroom—a simple tatami mat square place and looked around. I expected to find a pile of garbage, like rotting produce or spoiled meat. Or maybe even the old guy passed out dead on the floor from a stroke or a heart attack.

      But what I found when I slid the bedroom door open was much, much worse.
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Vampireaper Book One

        

      

    

    
      I expected sharp pain followed by nothingness. Instead, I was unharmed, but an otherworldly, agonizing wail came from just behind me. I opened my eyes. The cloaked figure knelt and offered a hand.

      “You okay?” a surprisingly boyish voice spoke from inside the hood. “That was quite a nasty spill you took, huh?”

      “Get away from me!” I screamed, pushing myself onto my knees and trying to escape.

      “Woah, woah, don’t have a cow. Here, maybe this’ll be better.”

      He tugged on his hood and lowered it. My racing heart skipped a few beats when I saw what was underneath: a handsome boy around my age with pale skin and a positively gorgeous face. His bushy eyebrows were raised under bleach-blond bangs. He had that “mop top” or “emo” hairstyle that was popular a decade ago.

      And those eyes. Those stunning, spectacular eyes. I could get lost in them forever. Prettier, shinier, and with more streaks of color than even the most high-quality gemstones. The left eye shone shades of sapphire while the right one blazed like a brilliant ruby. After gazing into his eyes and audibly sighing, my attention came to his smile.

      He had a goofy, disarming grin, the kind you see on somebody like Tom Holland. Except Spider-Man never had vampire fangs. Sure enough, the stranger’s canines were long and sharp like ivory daggers. Fear and adrenaline crept back into my veins.

      “No!” I yelled. “Don’t bite me!”

      “Chill out there, Red,” he assured me. “I’m here to help.” He arched an eyebrow. “I…I can call you Red, can’t I? I really dig your hair.”

      “Wh-wh-what’s going on?” I stammered as he helped me to my feet. His touch was warm, kind, alive. He smelled of dried blood and sea salt. “Who are you? What are you?”

      “Not much time left for chit-chat, I’m afraid. For now, all you need to know is I’m just ‘Your Friendly Neighborhood ‘Pire-Man.’”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind that. Duck!”

      I did as he commanded and crouched. His scythe whistled over my head. Loose strands of my fiery red hair drifted into the air. As he completed the arc of the swing, that strange otherworldly voice gave out another pained cry. I turned my torso and checked where it was coming from. My eyes widened in shock.

      There, staggering and clutching his chest, was Dave, the impatient customer from the coffee shop. Veins throbbed from the top of his shaved head. A ghostly blue fire danced madly in his irises. He snarled at the bleach-blond boy like a rabid dog and frothed at the mouth.

      “You bastard,” he said in a voice that wasn’t quite his own. It echoed in an unnatural way as he spoke. “It hurts!”

      “Well, yeah, dude,” the boy said with a casual shrug. “It’s not like there’s a ‘tickle’ setting for my scythe. Sorry about that.”

      “Stay out of my way, reaper. I must tear the girl limb from limb.”

      Reaper? I wondered. As in the Grim Reaper?

      The boy winced. “Ouch. Sounds painful. What’d she ever do to you?”

      “She…” Dave glared at me. “She took too long making my coffee and made me late for work! They’ll fire me and I’ll be broke and homeless and it’s all her fault! You hear me? Her fault! I’ll kill her!”

      “All that petty anger,” the reaper boy said with an annoyed sigh. “Guess you’re an Ara Mitama type, huh?”

      “What’s up with you?” I asked my attacker. “It’s just coffee.”

      “It’s not ‘just coffee!’” he snapped with a curled lip. “You’ve ruined my life!”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you, like, on drugs or something?”

      “Worse than that, I’m afraid,” the boy said. He stepped in front of me and held an arm out. “She’s under my protection, baldy. I won’t let anything happen to her.”

      A warm blush spread across my cheeks. The way he said that was really cool. It was such a strange feeling being scared out of my mind and yet intrigued by this pale blond boy who stood before me.

      “Die, reaper!” Dave roared.

      As he lunged at us, the fanged boy shoved me away and locked into battle with the possessed, fancy-suited man. The ground rumbled beneath them, so violently that it caused cracks to form in the sidewalk. The boy tried to swing his scythe, but the attacker caught the pole sideways. The two fighters struggled against one another, pushing back and forth in a deadly game of tug-of-war. The earth around them fractured and their feet sank deeper into it.

      The boy kept pushing back, trying to complete the swing, but to no avail. Dave broke the clash by slamming his head into the boy’s skull. The scythe-wielder grunted and staggered backwards. Before he could retaliate, Dave did something even more bizarre.

      He held his hands up. The wild blue flames poured out of his eyes and into his palms. Their light illuminated the darkness, revealing more of the man’s psychotic expression and naked bloodlust. He stretched his arms as if giving a shove and the smokeless fire propelled itself through the air in streams. The blaze heated my skin as it passed and caused beads of sweat to form on my forehead.

      I tried to shout, “Watch out!” to the beautiful pale-skinned boy, but it was too late. His cloak caught ablaze, bathing the park in a violent burst of blue. He gave out anguished cries and thrashed about in a panic. The light in the shimmering scythe flickered in and out as it whirled around.

      I wanted to help him, to offer my jacket and try to put out the fire, to do something. But the disbelief in what I was watching—a lucid nightmare—combined with sheer terror kept me frozen in place.

      “Not…cool…dude,” the boy said, burning alive. “Literally.”

      How could he crack jokes at a time like this? Was he…enjoying the fight?

      “It…kinda hurts, though…anybody got some water…or a fire extinguish—”

      He was interrupted by a blow to the gut. He groaned and tried to stay standing, but the attacker pelted him with a flurry of punches. The last one struck him square in the jaw and launched him through the sky. Dave didn’t strike me as a muscular guy. How in the world could he hit somebody that hard?

      The boy’s body slammed into an oak tree and crumpled.

      “No!” I screamed, reaching out to him in vain.

      I turned to my pursuer. He cracked his knuckles and slowly marched towards me. The earth quaked with every step. A triumphant smirk crawled across his lips.

      “I’m gonna enjoy making you die as slowly and painfully as possible.”

      I wanted more than anything to spin on my heels and run, but fear paralyzed me. My legs were made of concrete. My heart pounded so hard and fast that it could burst out of my chest at any moment. I shivered, defenseless and at his mercy. And it was clear he had none.

      As the reality of my impending mortality dawned on me, I started to come apart at the seams.

      “I’m so, so sorry! Please…if it’s money you’re worried about, I’ll give you everything I have! Just please…please don’t hurt me.”

      “Ha!” the man said with a sneer. “You think I care about that now? All I need you to do for me…” He readied another ball of flame in his palm. “…is to burn and bleed!”

      I closed my eyes and prepared myself for the end.

      Papa, I’m sorry. I should’ve spent more time with you. Vivi, you were a constant pain in my ass, but I’ll miss you, too. Ya lyublyu vas oboikh1. And Mom…even if I don’t want to join you, it looks like I’m about to.

      As I waited for the pain and death to come, a voice whispered from somewhere underneath the waters of my mind.

      “Do not forget who you are. The power of the Tyet is yours to command. Unleash it!”

      When I opened my eyes, the sight that lay before me was largely the same: the trees swaying with the autumn winds, the moon hanging overhead, and the crazed madman ready to burn me to a crisp. Time seemed to move in slow-motion, with the bluish flames inching their way to sear my skin.

      But there was something new there. Somethings. Penetrating my field of vision was a pair of ropes no bigger than the ones they made you climb in P.E. Then again, I don’t recall any ropes in gym class shining a golden amber hue. They hung there in the sky, tied to nothing and coming from nowhere. When I followed the ends on each, they stopped at empty air. What the hell?

      Upon closer inspection, things only got weirder. Running along the rope cords were what I can only describe as visions. Visions related to what was happening now. I started with the rope on the left side.

      I was watching myself in the park, about to die at the hands of this lunatic. However, in this “movie” I watched, I didn’t die. Instead, a flash of light emitted, and a scythe appeared in my grip. A scythe just like the one the fanged boy carried. The “movie” played this same event on a loop, repeating over and over. It reminded me of a meme GIF you’d share with your friends on Facebook, or a silent TikTok video. The visuals certainly weren’t anywhere near HD quality, though. The vision was hazy, as if it could fade away at any moment. It started and stopped at the same point, with the scythe appearing and me taking a fighting stance, ready to swing it.

      I checked the rope on the right side of my field of vision, hanging just within arm’s reach. Just like the one on my left, it contained a vision that played on a continual loop. This one showed something different. I already carried the scythe in my hands. My would-be murderer shot the fire at me, but I ducked out of the way and immediately followed up with a slash across his chest. Even though there was no blood or visible injuries on him, he howled in pain and stumbled backwards. The “video clip” stopped there, repeating my actions of avoiding his fire and hacking him with the weapon before resetting.

      What am I looking at? I wondered. What does it all mean?

      “Tie the fates together,” the voice said, reverberating in my brain, “and change your destiny.”

      It sounded familiar. Déjà vu hit me hard. But I had no time for dwelling on that.

      I did as my instincts instructed and snatched the shimmering golden ropes out of the sky. I gingerly ran my fingers along the threads. They felt coarse and wiry to the touch. With one in each hand, I tied and threaded them together into a firm double overhand knot in the center. Immediately after I tightened the knot, a white-hot flash pierced my eyes.

      When I blinked and came to, I gasped. Sure enough, just as I’d seen, a metal pole had materialized in my hands. On the end of it rested a massive hooked blade. Mysterious alien runes adorned the handle and hummed with life. My body seemed to move on its own, a puppet being controlled by invisible strings. My legs forced me into a ducking and weaving motion. The attacker’s flames singed strands of my hair as I moved out of the way. Without any hesitation, my arms swiveled in a diagonal motion as I sprung back up.

      Direct hit!

      Dave groaned and stumbled backwards. He gritted his teeth and glared at me through bloodshot eyes.

      “What was that? Are you…one of them? Now I’m really gonna make you suffer!”

      He leaped at me like a feral tiger. I held the scythe out, but didn’t know what to do next. I didn’t know how to use a weapon like this. What good could I do against him now?

      Before he reached me and tore me apart, another glistening blade lodged itself into his abdomen. A pained cry rang out into the night. Sweet relief washed over me when I saw who the weapon belonged to.

      “Yo, dude,” the black-cloaked boy said from behind him. “Forgetting somebody?”

      Dave flailed about and tried to knock the boy away, but the scythe-wielder held himself firm in his stance. From over the man’s shoulder, he gestured at me with a tilt of the head.

      “Hurry! Hit him again!”

      I shook my head. “I…I can’t. I don’t wanna hurt anyone.”

      “He’ll be fine! I promise! Just do it!”

      While I didn’t quite get what he meant, I felt like I could trust him, especially since he saved my life. The scythe weighed heavily in my hands. I struggled to lift it and ended up swinging it in a clumsy, pathetic fashion. Even so, that seemed to be enough. The blade carved through Dave’s body, but again, it did no visible damage. In fact, it felt to me like I was slicing through him, through empty air. He moaned in anguish, his voice growing less “Dave”-like.

      “That was totally radical!” the boy cheered. “Thanks. This oughta be enough to do the job.”

      He removed the blade from Dave’s side. As he did that, a shimmering phantasmal silhouette was plucked from the wound. It seemed almost human, in the shape of an adult woman. Blue flames raged violently in her hair, hands, and feet. She let out a shrill banshee shriek and pounced on the boy. Before she could harm him, he jammed the tip of his scythe in her chest. She gave one final cry before she was pulled into the scythe. A pale blue orb bounced around inside the metal sheet of the blade.

      “Whew,” the boy exhaled, dusting himself off. His cloak had been charred from the blaze. “These Ara Mitama types sure are a handful.”

      I glanced at Dave’s limp body on the sidewalk. “Is he…?”

      “Nope,” he said, flashing me a grin. “Just unconscious. He should be fine if he catches some Z’s for a day or two.”

      I stood there with my mouth agape, stunned and unable to process everything. “What…what just happened? What are you?”

      His smile faded. “I should ask you the same question. What are you?” He pointed at the weapon in my hands. “How’d you make that death-scythe appear?”

      “I don’t know. I just—”

      A sudden wave of fatigue overwhelmed me. I leaned forward, legs as stiff as a zombie’s.

      “Red!” the boy called. “Red, you okay? Red!”

      I collapsed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Don’t miss a beat! Purchase your copy of the full book and continue the story!

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: VampireaperThreadsofFate]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Check out these other great titles by Aeonian Entertainment:

      

      

      

      
        
        The Soulbound Sorceress series (Young Adult Urban Fantasy/World Mythology)

      

      

      
        
        Season Zero (Origins): The Japanese Saga

      

      

      
        	The Soulbound Scar (The Soulbound Sorceress Origins #1)

        	The Soulbound Stones (The Soulbound Sorceress Origins #2)

        	The Soulbound Sword (The Soulbound Sorceress Origins #3)

        	The Soulbound Sorceress (The Soulbound Sorceress Origins #4)

        	The Soulbound Sorceress Box Set 1 (Books 1-4)

      

      
        
        Season One: The Celtic Saga

      

      

      
        	The Fae-Forged Stone (The Soulbound Sorceress #1)

      

      
        
        The Night Sword Detective series (Young Adult Urban Fantasy/Harem Romance)

      

        

      
        Season One: Serpent

      

      

      
        	City of the Night Sword (The Night Sword Detective #1)

        	Herald of the Night Sword (The Night Sword Detective #2)

        	Spirit of the Night Sword (The Night Sword Detective #3)

        	Flight of the Night Sword (The Night Sword Detective #4)

        	Blood of the Night Sword (The Night Sword Detective #5)

        	Serpent of the Night Sword (The Night Sword Detective #6)

        	The Complete First Season Box Set (Books 1-6)

      

      
        
        Season Two: Demon

        Coming 2021

      

      

      
        
        The Vampireaper series (Young Adult Urban Fantasy/Paranormal Romance)

      

      

      
        	Threads of Fate (Vampireaper #1)

        	Threads of Death (Vampireaper #2) Coming 2021

      

      
        
        The Vampire Blade series (New Adult Urban Fantasy/Revenge Thriller)

      

      

      
        	Blood Heat (The Vampire Blade #1) Coming 2021

      

      

      
        
        The Lightning Princess series (Children’s Fantasy/Magic Academy)

      

      

      
        	Coming Soon

      

      

      *Series titles, book titles, and release dates are subject to change. Check out the official site or follow the author on social media for the latest news.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        M.W. Arita is the founder of Aeonian Entertainment and the creator of The Dark Covenant Universe of stories.

      

        

      
        They reportedly live in southern Japan with their partner Michael and a mysterious white wolf creature named Toki.

      

        

      
        Like the gods and monsters they write about, however, Arita might just be a creature of myth. Legends say if you search hard enough, you might find them riding around on a motorcycle on the seaside highways of Japan…

      

      

      

      
        
        Drop by and say "hi” anytime!

      

      

      

      
        
        Official site: https://mwarita.com/

      

        

      
        Email: ariauthor@mwarita.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  







            Notes

          

        

      

    

    





Chapter 5

    
      1 Light cloth robes often worn as pajamas.

      

      2 The Japanese equivalent of the English “heave-ho!”

      

    

    





Chapter 7

    
      1 A traditional Ainu soup consisting of meat, fish, and vegetables, often with a kelp soup stock.

      

    

    





Chapter 10

    
      1 The Ainu term for the life-force present in all things, similar to the Polynesian concept of Mana. Or Aether in this case.

      

    

    





Chapter 13

    
      1 A Japanese hot pot dish.

      

    

    





Chapter 14

    
      1 A famous collection of stories by Lafcadio Hearn. One of the most well-known stories involves a Yuki-Onna.

      

    

    



Teaser: The Soulbound Sorceress

    
      1 Term for mixed-race people, particularly when one parent is Japanese. While the word isn’t necessarily racist on its own, it can have a harsh edge to it depending on how it’s used. Personally, I don’t like it in any situation.

      

      2 Dried black stripes of edible seaweed.

      

      3 The entryway inside Japanese homes. It consists of a floor space to leave your shoes at, and then a step that leads to the hallway.

      

      4 A well-known Japanese sweet treat filled with boiled adzuki beans.

      

      5 In Japan, whenever money is given as a gift, it is usually handed to the recipient in an envelope.

      

      6 Roughly equivalent to $200.

      

      7 Adventure comics for young boys.

      

    

    



Teaser: Threads of Fate

    
      1 “I love you both.”
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