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Chapter 1
As the World Outside Rains, Spring Covers the Kusunoki Residence




The rainy season had begun. Unending showers drenched the trees on the mountain.

Deep within that hazy expanse of green, the Kusunoki residence stayed dry, free from even a single raindrop. Pleasant spring weather graced the kami realm every hour of every day.



A gentle stream meandered through the garden.

The neighboring kami—the Yamagami—had transformed the gourd-shaped pond into this flowing river. Waterfall included, of course.

Minato Kusunoki, the caretaker of the house, strolled along a small path amid the gentle splashing of the waterfall. He crossed the arched bridge, then traversed stepping stones placed to match his stride, his face the very picture of serenity. Just walking through that garden and being surrounded by the verdant foliage would be enough to relax and soothe anyone.

He neared the garden’s center, where the now knee-high camphor tree greeted him.

This divine camphor, the symbol of the Kusunoki residence, had regenerated from a seed after a sudden growth spurt forced it to be cut down. Some leaves had sprouted, but it still looked quite bare.

Minato knelt down in front of the sapling.

“Do you have enough water?”

The camphor flexed its branches, nodding. Then the leaf at the very top of the tree stood up, indicating it had something to show him.

Minato watched as all the leaves began to rustle.

The trunk grew taller and wider. Thin branches shot toward the sky, the roots running over the ground multiplied and thickened, and the tip of the main branch extended up to Minato’s hip. Then all movement and sound stopped.

A moment later, the tree seemed to sway happily, and leaves sprang from the branches. With its lush new crown, it looked exactly as you’d imagine a camphor tree would.

Minato stood there, wide-eyed.

“—A tree. It’s a tiny tree now. Like a miniature version of a full-grown camphor.”

Gone was the tree’s former fragility, which made it look like it might snap in half at any moment. With its roots planted firmly in the soil, it stood majestically like the symbol of the garden that it was… Even if it did kind of resemble a giant piece of broccoli.

The camphor’s trunk arched gently, like a person puffing out their chest with pride.

“You still look so cute and small, but there’s no doubt you’re a camphor now.”

The rounded crown swayed happily at Minato’s pleasing remark.



As Minato watched the camphor frolicking in the spring breeze, he heard a splash.

It didn’t sound like Reiki or Oryu striking the water’s surface. And besides, those two auspicious residents of the garden of gods had set out through the Ryugu Gate the previous day.

That meant something else had made the sound.

Minato spun, startled. Golden light shone from the wall at the end of the river, from which a school of koi—kin of the kami in the neighboring town—had emerged.

Minato rushed over to welcome them, as they used the small waterfall for training.

A golden koi poked its head out from the center of the group assembled at the edge of the wall.

“Please, come in.”

With permission granted, scores of fish poured in. They were all juveniles, save for the golden koi. It had first wandered into the garden accidentally when the pond transformed into the river, but now it visited occasionally to train young kin on the waterfall.

After the colorful procession of fish had streamed past, a large silver koi appeared. It swam leisurely, carrying a small bamboo basket on its back overflowing with mandarins.

“Huh…?”

Minato couldn’t believe his eyes. He had no idea how it could carry so many, but it must have been quite strong.

The silver koi approached soundlessly, looking up only when it was directly below Minato on the riverbank. Its eyes and mannerism seemed to say, Sorry for coming here so often. Please take these summer mandarins as thanks.

“Thank you very much.”

Minato knew better than to refuse a gift from a kami. Though the good-natured Raijin was an exception.

Well-versed in divine etiquette, Minato graciously accepted the gift with both hands, and the contented silver koi elegantly swam away.

The koi had never given him anything before. Minato gazed down at the palm-sized, bumpy-skinned, butterscotch-yellow fruits. They looked just like ordinary mandarins.

Except these were a gift from a kami.

Pondering over whether they were safe for human consumption, Minato wandered back along the narrow path. As he got closer to the veranda, he heard an unfamiliar clack. Minato looked toward the sound, but the only things in that direction were the stone lanterns standing silently by the wall.

A pearly pink light flashed inside the flame housing of one of the lanterns. The ho’o rested inside. It had been asleep for days now but was still in its chick form.

The sound hadn’t come from the ho’o, however, but from the other lantern, which remained dark.

A divine spirit nestled inside.

The Yamagami had purified the contamination beleaguering it and rescued it as one of its kin. It hadn’t emerged from the flame housing at all, though, so Minato had no clue what it looked like.

The Yamagami had mentioned that it wasn’t a marten like the other three kin. And while Minato eagerly awaited the day he would be able to meet it, he still held some reservations.

The divine spirit hated humans, having been forcibly embedded inside a sword then abandoned, rather than worshipped.

There was nothing to say that it would take kindly to Minato, another human.

Bearing that in mind, he did his best to avoid getting too close to the stone lantern housing the spirit.



Between the silent stone lanterns was a wisteria in a flowerpot.

The plant was a gift from Tenko, resident kami of the Inari shrine on the squat mountain nearby, given when Minato had invited her over as a guest.

Minato had placed it there on the Yamagami’s advice, but the spirit hadn’t reacted to it at all.

Now, however, the indifferent spirit was finally showing some signs of movement.



Another faint clack came from the same direction.

The spirit was definitely awake. And if it could move about freely inside the flame housing, then it was smaller than the martens, probably around the same size as the ho’o.

Considering this, Minato glanced down at his palm. He wondered if the spirit might be reacting to the mandarins. That was the only thing that had changed from every other day.

He casually turned the basket to face the stone lantern.

Clack-clack-clack-clack. The spirit rapped on the inside of the window of the flame housing, giving an incredibly energetic response. For whatever reason, it seemed to like mandarins.

The corners of Minato’s mouth curled into a smile, and he stealthily crept over to the stone lantern. The sound stopped, giving way to silence. But when Minato carefully looked at the small glass window, which had been dark so far, it now shone slightly brighter.

Any sudden attempt to talk to the spirit would most likely just scare it. Minato had learned that much from the kirin. That envoy of misanthropy was still out wandering the world, as usual. Yet the surprisingly considerate cynic never forgot to return with a souvenir, typically some exotic fruit.

It wouldn’t bring back another nasty surprise like it had the other day, when it had returned possessed by an evil spirit. The talismans Minato had given the four auspicious beasts would prevent that.

Minato had crafted those special charms out of wood from the divine camphor tree, imbuing them with as much elimination power as he could. Each one of them was strong enough to disintegrate a whole swarm of evil spirits in a flash.



Right now, however, he needed to focus on the divine spirit.

Whether the koi intended the mandarins for human or kami consumption, they shouldn’t pose a threat to the spirit.

Minato plucked one from the basket, placed it in front of the flame housing, and hastily retreated three steps.

The glass window rattled—but didn’t open so much as a crack.

Minato watched for a little while, then left in silence. A watched pot never boils, after all, and he had no intention of trying to force it out against its will. He only hoped that the new spirit would be happy and healthy here, like the other divine beings.



“Okay, break time’s over.”

Minato had been strolling through the garden during a short reprise from carving.

Mind and soul refreshed, he returned to the pile of wood waiting for him on the low table. He set the bamboo basket on the veranda and sat down, causing the giant wolf opposite him to stir.

Today, as always, the mountain kami who lived next door acted like it owned the place.

Its eyelids opened lazily, and those golden eyes took Minato in.

“You have already finished your break? You should take more time.”

“Yeah, well, you know…,” Minato replied half-heartedly, knife already in hand.

In addition to the talismans, he also imbued his wood carvings with elimination power, though the blade didn’t channel it the way he wanted it to. The power didn’t flow as smoothly as it did through the ink made from divine water.



Minato’s ability came with certain restrictions. He needed a tool or other medium to apply his elimination power. Writing on sand with his bare hands, for example, wouldn’t do anything.

Right now, divine water transferred his power the most effectively. The more he tried forcing his power through the wood carving knife, the more he ended up wasting.

Minato, of course, could neither see nor feel that, though.

“Rushing will not produce good results,” the Yamagami muttered, rolling over where it lay.

“…Yeah, you’re right. But they said they’re running low on key chains again, so I need to make more.”

Minato picked up a long, thin strip of wood. It would become a key chain for a guest room at his parents’ onsen inn. He’d just mailed off a large batch he finished in response to an e-mail from his mother, but guests kept stealing them, so he frantically kept making more.



Minato carved the outline of the letters into the wood…moving with glacial slowness.

Work was keeping him extremely busy these days. As well as his daily chores as caretaker, he was also writing talismans and carving key chains. He could only create so many each day, though, and Minato—perfectionist that he was—spent a significant amount of time crafting each one. What’s more, activating his elimination power drained him in a different way than regular exercise. Recovering from that required more than just a stroll around the garden.

“Ah! Shoot.”

The blade had slipped, carving out an unwanted line.

The Yamagami let out a heavy sigh and cast Minato a knowing look.

“Both that piece and the one preceding it possess very little elimination power,” it said, without looking at Minato’s hands.

“Ah… This one’s no good.”

“You are working too hard. It is as though you are trying to rush through life.”

“I didn’t mean to, it’s just… Well, like you said, I was in rush.”

“These past few days, there has been a frenetic energy to your actions. So much so, your usual relaxed self seems like nothing but a ruse.”

“…It’s been that bad? Also, do I really seem that relaxed normally?”

“Aye. You are like us, kami who live for all eternity.”

“That’s a different problem altogether…”

The Yamagami’s solemn proclamation disturbed Minato. He smiled bitterly and let out a breath, then placed his tools and materials on the table.



There were several reasons spurring Minato’s desire to finish the key chains quickly.

First of all, Kusunoki Inn—the onsen inn his parents operated—was always very busy. They were typically fully booked six months in advance.

According to his mother, a lot of customers had recently been staying there to get their hands on a key chain. Even then, some weren’t satisfied with only that and would make off with the doorplate to their room as well.

They needed to stop the thefts somehow. However, such guests generally only showed up once and left considerable sums of money behind as an apology, so they couldn’t really do much about it.

Troublesome thieves they might have been, but they were still customers.

Minato worked hard under the conviction that if the guests demanded key chains, then key chains they would have.



When Minato explained the reason for his urgency, the Yamagami snorted dismissively.

“And yet these key chains, which those thieves so adore, contain no elimination power. Continuing like this is meaningless. You need to rest your body and your mind.”

“…You’re right. I’ll take a little break. I’m not making them any faster, and it’s not like I can stay focused for longer. In fact, the opposite’s probably true… There’s no point if I’m just mass-producing failures.”

“Precisely. Sometimes it is important to forget about work and spend time doing nothing. No—it is, in fact, the most important thing of all.”

Coming from a kami whose default setting was lazing around, Minato couldn’t wholly agree with that.

The thought made him grin.

“There’s actually one more reason I want to finish the key chains so quickly.”

Truth be told, it was the main reason.

Minato stared ahead, his eyes full of resolve. Seeing him turn so serious, the Yamagami rose and sat up straight.

“What is it?” the wolf asked. “Why the sudden change…?”

“Sometime soon, I’d like to clean up your desolate mountain.”

“For what reason?”

“…I was thinking if I did that, more people would visit, and that would make you stronger.”

When Tsumugi had come to visit recently, Minato had seen the Yamagami roughhousing with Tenko when she possessed the tiny fox.

Her power had dwarfed the Yamagami’s.

Seeing them side by side, that much was as clear as day.

Compared to the Yamagami’s mostly vacant mountain, the shrine housing Tenko bustled with a constant stream of visitors.



After witnessing the effects of that considerable difference in faith, Minato had come to a decision:

He would clean up and take care of the mountain.

He planned to start by addressing the almost-collapsed vine bridge and the rock-strewn hiking trail.



Mouth shut tight, the Yamagami offered no comment.

Its year-round winter coat of thick fur rustled in the breeze, and faint golden particles scattered from its majestic body. It almost defied belief that not too long ago, this same being had shrunk and turned translucent after overexerting itself renovating the garden.

“Would you mind if I cleaned up your home?” Minato asked.

He couldn’t very well do it in secret and surprise the Yamagami. It was the mountain itself, after all. So Minato told the great wolf of his plan and requested its permission before acting.

The indolent Yamagami lay back down. It rested its chin on its crossed front paws and sank deep into its cushion.

“Do as you please.”

Its quiet voice conveyed neither disapproval nor delight. It simply didn’t care one way or the other.

“Thank you. I will.”

Permission granted, the cleanup could begin.

However, Minato still needed to do one last thing.

“I’ll need legal permission, too. Someone owns the mountain, right? Where do they live?”

“I know not.”

“What…?”

The Yamagami’s nonchalant reply caught Minato off guard.

“They used to visit frequently, so they likely do not live too far away,” the wolf said.

“You mentioned they haven’t come by recently.”

“Indeed. Those who visited my mountain have already moved on from this world.”

Minato had thought the Yamagami might be able to provide some information, but that seemed unlikely.

Folding his arms against his chest, Minato murmured to himself. “The owner’s descendants probably own the mountain now… If they don’t visit anymore, they might have moved or transferred ownership…but normally, the owner would be someone from around here who lives nearby…”

“I cannot say. I do not involve myself in human society.”

“…You sure do spend a lot of time getting information on wagashi, though.”

The Yamagami snorted haughtily in reply.

Its attitude conveyed an utter indifference toward spending any time or attention on things that did not interest it.

“Where can I find out who owns the mountain…? Maybe I’ll try searching the web.”

Minato reached out to grab his smartphone from the table, but as he did, he knocked over the wooden carving of a wolf next to it. Naturally, Minato had carved it based on the giant wolf nodding off beside him.

After completing his first wooden figure of the ho’o, Minato had been planning to tackle his waiting list of requests from Reiki, Oryu, and the kirin, but the Yamagami had butted in, offering itself up as his model instead.

No one could protest. Throughout the carving session, the Yamagami had sat taller than ever, exuding twenty percent more dignity than usual.

Still a novice carver, Minato had omitted any fine details and opted to create a round, simplified wolf figure. Incidentally, he was also quite a good drawer.



Minato righted the toppled figurine. Without a base, it fell over easily.

“I need to buy a string for this… Or maybe a sort of net to hold it in.”

That would make it a captive wolf, though…

Either way, he was planning on sending it to his mother.

Minato had sent a carving of the ho’o to the doji living at his parents’ house, but his mom had said she wanted one, too. She wanted to use it as a charm, so this time, he’d tried making it the size of a Ping-Pong ball.

“String or net, you should go out to buy it. Kibi dango also waits impatiently for you.”

The Yamagami slid a magazine across the floor to Minato with its front paw. It was the wolf’s favorite local bulletin. Minato scooped up the delivery from underneath the table.

Colorful kibi dango decorated the page. A special feature highlighted a long-standing store selling the millet-based mochi-style balls. Naturally, it also included the address.

The Kusunoki residence and the Yamagami’s majestic mountain sat on the northern side of Hojyo, while the kibi dango store was on the southern side of town.

“Is this the place in the south you said you’d take me to?” Minato asked.

“Aye. It is called Suoan. It comes with my highest recommendation.”

“Well then, I have high hopes for it. And what great timing that they ran an entire article on it…”

Minato had to wonder. Taking a closer look at the magazine, he saw numerous dog-eared pages, all of them somehow related to wagashi. The Yamagami hadn’t missed one.

The previously drowsy-looking wolf rose, its tail wagging. Like always, the wind generated by this physical display of excitement sent a gale of leaves from the garden’s trees out toward the mountain.

Minato returned the wolf figure to the table with a wry smile.

“I think I’ll rest for a bit before looking into who owns the mountain.”

“That would be best. You have no reason to rush; they will neither run nor hide.”

“You’re right. So how about we head south tomorrow? I’ve never gone shopping in that part of town.”

“Aye, this I know well. You never explore new places and lack any spirit for adventure.”

“Are you dissing me?”

“What did you say?”

The Yamagami didn’t understand. Minato could practically see the question marks hovering over its head. While the Yamagami might have grown a little more accustomed to modern vernacular, it still didn’t understand slang—or any of the words young people used, for that matter.

“Don’t worry about it. Anyway, what should we do once we get there?”

“I have not been to the area around that store for a long while, but fret not. We can follow the map on the next page to the kibi dango store.”

“—Oh yeah, the walking map. We can use this to cover everything in the center of the south side of town. It also talks about what flowers are in season and goes into detail on what to look out for… How very kind and considerate.”

Minato couldn’t help but deliver that last part deadpan. Everything was just too convenient and well planned.



Just a few days earlier, Minato had learned that the Yamagami had known the ancestor of the CEO of Musashi Publishers—the company who put out the magazine. Apparently, the wolf symbol adorning the cover that also served as the publisher’s logo had indeed been based on the Yamagami.

It had also told him that the monthly feature on wagashi was done out of consideration for the divine wolf.



“With every issue, I can practically feel them welcoming the Yamagami into the stores…,” Minato muttered to himself as he studied the wagashi (most of which were made with smooth bean paste) plastering the magazine’s pages.

Each month, in addition to the sweets, the magazine also covered seasonal flowers, which drew the eye with their vibrant colors.

It might be a woman who writes these articles…

Curious, Minato found the author’s name, but it was ambiguous and could have belonged to either a man or a woman.

As he perused the magazine, Minato’s hair and clothes fluttered in the wind generated by the Yamagami’s tail, which wagged in anticipation of the following day. The gale stirred up the air, carrying with it the sweet smell of summer citrus.

Minato pulled the bamboo basket over and presented it to the Yamagami.

“The sacred silver koi gave us these mandarins, but can humans eat them? Or are they meant for kami?”

“They are for humans. You may eat them without complication.”

“Well then, don’t mind if I do. Oh, and I offered one to the spirit…”

Minato glanced behind him, but the mandarin remained untouched.

“It didn’t eat it… I thought it wanted one, but I guess not.”

“Leave it be. It is still considering.”

“Whether to eat it or not?”

“Aye. That one has a difficult nature, like Kirin.”

“I see. But if that’s a regular mandarin, it’ll go bad. I’ll retrieve it before it gets moldy.”

The Yamagami let out a throaty laugh. Its gaze was still turned to the stone lantern.

Minato looked over again to find that the mandarin had vanished. The glass window enclosing the flame housing was shut tight, meaning the spirit must have moved with lightning speed.

“…Looks like I won’t get to meet it for a while.”

He sighed softly and looked down. This mountain of mandarins was simply too much for Minato to eat by himself. And the Yamagami didn’t care much for fruit.

“Do you think Seri and the others would eat them?”

“Aye. They would be delighted.”

“Okay, then you can take them home with you. You haven’t been back for a while, so now seems like the perfect time.”

“Wait one moment.”

The Yamagami’s ears folded backward, its eyes cracked half-open. It was communicating with its kin. Too lazy to go home, it had decided to summon the martens here instead.

That slothful wolf, who hardly ever moved from its favorite cushion, truly was a troublesome kami.



A short while later, Utsugi appeared atop the wall on the mountainside.

“You called, Yamagami?”

The youngest marten was the fastest of the three siblings and had arrived with his usual swiftness. Seri and Torika, however, were nowhere to be seen. The Yamagami must have only called Utsugi.

He gingerly hopped down to the ground and walked toward the veranda.

“Wow, summer mandarins! They look delicious!”

“I haven’t had one yet, so I don’t know, but they smell great. They’re a gift from the sacred silver koi. Do you want some?” Minato offered.

“Yes, of course! Thank you!”

The fruit-loving Utsugi leaped high in the air. “Minato, the silver koi is the only one you call sacred. Why is that?”

“Something about it just feels different from the other fish. It’s just a hunch.”

Accepting a mandarin from Minato, Utsugi’s eyes narrowed into crescents. “You’re right. That silver one isn’t a kin—it’s a kami.”

“I thought so…”

Minato had felt as if it emitted an intense divine power. But it was still hazy.

“It’s suppressing its divinity and pretending to be a kin. You’re getting better at spotting the difference,” the grinning Utsugi praised.

“Maybe a little. Just the tiniest bit.”

Utsugi ignored the humble Minato and sniffed his mandarin. He relished its sweet fragrance, then the fruit quickly disappeared between his front paws.

“…You didn’t eat it just now, did you?”

“No. I put it in my realm,” Utsugi proudly proclaimed, holding his paws out.

Minato gave the marten two more mandarins, which also promptly vanished. He blinked, unable to tell what had just happened.

“—It’s so quick I can’t follow. And you have your own realm now, huh? Is that because you’ve been training so hard?”

“It is indeed. I can only make a small room, though.”

The kin always ate the first fruits of the season together, at the same time. Utsugi had never even considered keeping them all for himself; he’d stored the three mandarins away inside his realm for later.

He glanced over at the Yamagami—and surprise, surprise. Even though the wolf had been the one to summon Utsugi, it was already asleep. At the tip of its black nose, a snot bubble grew and shrunk with each snore. It was a rare sight that only appeared when the wolf was napping lightly, meaning it should wake up soon.

Minato turned to face the marten. “The Yamagami and I are heading to the south side of town tomorrow.”

“Roger that. We’ll watch the place while you’re out! Take your time and enjoy yourselves.”

“Thank you. We’ll do that.”

“Well, I’m gonna head home. Bring back something good!”

The map in the magazine also listed a few cake shops. Remembering that, a smile to rose to Minato’s face.

Utsugi dashed off, laughing happily. He bounded in a gigantic arc and disappeared into the mountain forest.







Chapter 2
A Good Day for an Outing




They were off to eat some kibi dango. And since the shop was on the south side of town, they thought they might as well sample some other sweets while they were at it.

The day’s plan decided, Minato and the Yamagami stood in the crisp morning air by the front gate, waiting for their taxi.

Minato looked up at the cloudless sky, admiring the perfect weather.

“What a gorgeous day. I’m glad it didn’t rain.”

“Agreed,” the wolf replied, but it didn’t even glance skyward. Its gaze never left the street, ears twitching in an uncontrollable fit of restlessness.

“What’s going on, Yamagami? Are you really that excited about kibi dango?”

“Aye. I cannot wait.”

Its quivering voice dripped with excitement.

There had to be some other reason.

As Minato was pondering over this, the Yamagami’s eyes widened as it watched the taxi turn onto the narrow road. Though the taxi wouldn’t reach them for a little while yet, the wolf’s front paws crept forward all the same.

Seeing the Yamagami’s irrepressible enthusiasm, Minato understood.

“Oh, right. You’ve never ridden in a taxi before.”

“Nay. This will be my first time riding in any vehicle.”

Minato felt his heart swell as the Yamagami’s large tail slapped against his calf.

Recently, Minato had won a robot vacuum in a promotional raffle at an electronics shop. It cleaned the floors of the Kusunoki residence every day, and every so often the Yamagami would shrink to the size of a Chihuahua and hop on top. The little wolf adored the rides, its eyes sparkling through an intense shower of golden particles. A real vehicle capable of even greater speeds would undoubtedly thrill the kami to no end.

The taxi arrived, and the back door swung open.

“Good morning,” Minato’s usual taxi driver said with a smile. He didn’t see the massive white wolf, of course.

“Good morning,” Minato replied as the Yamagami wove between his legs and hopped up onto the back seat. He followed the kami, acting as nonchalant as possible.

The pair settled into the seat, but it was a tight fit. Minato was pressed against the door, and the Yamagami had to tilt its head sideways to fit under the low ceiling.

It was seriously cramped in the cabin. Not only did the enormous wolf take up a lot of space, it was also covered in its fluffy winter coat. Minato had chosen to call a taxi so they wouldn’t tire themselves out before even reaching the south side of town, but that might have been a mistake.

Eyes squeezed shut, he was starting to regret his decision. But it was too late for that now.

Collecting himself, Minato told the driver their destination, and the taxi sped off.

“You’re headed to the south, huh? That’s rare.”

“Yeah, well, I just felt like taking…a look around,” Minato answered, squirming unnaturally. However, the driver didn’t seem to notice anything amiss when he checked the rearview mirror.

The Yamagami wouldn’t sit still, so neither could he. Its massive white body moved constantly as it tried to get comfortable in the cramped space.

Sank deep in his seat, Minato implored the wolf with his eyes.

Yamagami, why don’t you make yourself smaller?

“Nay. I prefer this size.”

It resolutely refused.

They could communicate perfectly well with just glances.

As the taxi turned the corner and started driving straight, the Yamagami got down off the seat, filling up the floor space. It wanted to stand. The wolf’s head was directly in front of Minato’s nose, angled sideways to face the direction they were going, but it could only see the back of the passenger seat headrest. There was no view to enjoy.

“Excuse me, would you mind opening the window?” Minato asked, unable to remain silent any longer. The driver immediately rolled it down for him.

The wolf stuck its entire head out through the fully open window. While this would normally be considered unsafe, the Yamagami didn’t actually have a corporal body, so it got a pass.

It squinted into the oncoming rush of air.

“Natural wind truly does feel wonderful.”

Being inside the air-conditioned car is pretty nice, too, though.

But while that might be true for Minato, the Yamagami seemed to disagree. Letting the wind dance through its long fur, the wolf furiously wagged its tail, unable to hide its excitement. With the window open, the driver didn’t notice the gale it generated.

“I must say, cars are quite slow.”

They’re a lot faster than your usual walking speed.

“I typically do not utilize the full scope of my power.”

Seri and the others are fast.

“Yet I am faster. Incomparably so.”

I’m not sure whether I want to see that or not. The taxi can go faster, but safety is more important.

“Hmph. Then this shall suffice,” decreed the Yamagami, but there was a hint of disappointment in its tone.

The taxi drove smoothly down the road, away from the Yamagami’s mountain. The divine wolf didn’t so much as glance back at it, instead gazing out at the scenery around them.

“There are significantly more roads and houses since last I was here.”

Really?

“Aye. There used to be no proper roads and only a few scattered settlements.”

Minato couldn’t even imagine that. As it was now, streets branched endlessly around them, and they had already passed scores of residential areas.

“What is it like on the other side?”

The Yamagami tried to turn around to look at what was on the other side of the taxi, but its view was blocked by the car.

I don’t think it’s all that different… I guess this side has a couple more high-rise buildings. Oh, and they’re building a big overpass.

“I see. Hmm, I wonder what happened to that bare mountain visible in the distance on your side… I find not being able to see in all directions unsettling. I am a mountain, after all.”

With that, the Yamagami’s corporeal form went translucent, causing Minato to panic.

Wait! Yamagami! What are you doing?!

“I intend to look around. From on top.”

The wolf sat up straight, then leaped through the roof. It was like a ghost; physical barriers meant nothing to it.

Minato readjusted himself in the now spacious back seat. Above him, the Yamagami stood firmly on the roof.

“Oh-ho! That mountain, once completely stripped bare of trees, has been replanted by humans. And the shack that would blow away with every storm is now a modern house.”

Thank you for the commentary, Minato replied internally. But of course, his message didn’t reach the Yamagami on the roof.

Just then, the winding road straightened, and the taxi sped up.

The Yamagami’s eyes widened, and its fur stood on end. Even the glow from its body brightened. Unable to contain the rush of excitement coursing through its body, the Yamagami became visible for all to see.

A boy leaving a store witnessed the divine beast as the taxi flew past. He gawked at the passing vehicle, pointing at the massive wolf.

“Everyone, look! Look over there! There’s a dog riding on that taxi!”

“Oh! He’s right! There’s a big white dog on the roof!”

“Is it…sparkling?!”

A wide-eyed Minato cast his gaze up at the ceiling, and a grumble descended from above.

“I am a wolf.”
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The taxi stopped a short walk from the center of the south part of town.

Minato got out of the back seat, and the Yamagami jumped down from the roof. The large wolf landed nimbly on the street looking completely satisfied…while Minato was bent double in a fit of cold sweat.

“—Phew, okay. We got here safely, so everything’s all right. That would’ve been a lot worse if we’d taken the bus…”

“That is the one that stops frequently, is it not? I would prefer a small automobile like this one for our return as well.”

“Yeah, let’s do that… Am I just imagining things, or did the taxi seem to be going faster than normal?”

Minato checked his phone to find that they’d arrived fifteen minutes ahead of schedule.

“It must be your imagination,” the wolf answered coolly, dipping its chest to stretch its front legs.

Had the Yamagami done something? The thought nagged at Minato, but he didn’t pursue it.

He removed the magazine from his sling bag and started browsing through it.

“Now then, where should we start?”

He’d checked the map the day before, but only briefly. They were right at the end of the walking route, where it was nearest to the north side of town.

“It looks like Hydrangea Road is closest,” Minato said, studying a signpost jutting up from the sidewalk.

The Yamagami pointed its nose toward the shade of a distant thicket of shrubs. “It appears hydrangea have been planted over there to create a pleasant view. It must be a recent development, for this is the first I have heard of it. They should be in bloom at this time of year.”

“Well then, let’s head that way. Oh, and it looks like the kibi dango store is nearby.”

“Indeed. If you are not paying attention, that run-down shack is easy to miss.”

“The owners could have just renovated it to make it look more modern.”

“That stubborn family would never. They dearly protect that hovel for some reason or another.”

The Yamagami’s words were harsh, but its tail swished contently.

“Well, we’ll see for ourselves once we get there. After that…there are just so many wagashi stores—and mostly smooth bean paste, too… Let your nose guide us, Yamagami. Go wherever you’re drawn to.”

“Very well!”

The gale from its tail blew unceasingly.

Minato almost fell over under the onslaught of wind, but he was smiling. He wanted the Yamagami to enjoy this rare opportunity to its heart’s content. Like the kin, the great wolf loved eating food that had been freshly made.

“Other than that… I’ll need lunch, but I can just grab something quick.”

The Yamagami released a tremendous sigh. “You should treat yourself to a lavish lunch from time to time.”

“I’m fine eating on the go.”

“Was this not for you to relax?”

“…You’re right. In that case, I’ll also see what draws me in and stop by somewhere that looks nice.”

“Good.”

Minato shot the smug-looking Yamagami a glance before returning to the map. A picture of a building dominated the center.

“Oh, these are the people who publish this magazine. They’re in the south, huh?”

“Indeed. Long ago, they used to work out of a crude shack. I wonder what it looks like now… I would like to see it.”

“Okay, then let’s swing by there, too. The drawing here looks like a proper building, so they must’ve torn it down and rebuilt. And if there happens to be nice-looking shop around there… What do you know, there is. This is so helpful.”

It was such an amazing resource that Minato wanted to thank whoever had written the article.

There was one other thing Minato wanted to know about the south side of town.

“…Yamagami, can I ask you something? How developed is this part of town?”

“It is the business district. As such, it is more affluent than the north, and the streets are wider…or so it was in the past.”

“I doubt they’ve gotten narrower… We should be fine then,” Minato added under his breath, relieved.

The Yamagami always strolled down the middle of the street as if it owned the place. The divine might emanating from its body caused strange things to happen, like people reflexively jumping aside to avoid the hulking wolf, and Minato didn’t want to disturb anyone if he could help it.

That said, today was his day off. He wanted to enjoy it without overthinking things.



The human and the large white wolf meandered down the peaceful street. The pair occasionally passed other people, but the Yamagami had fully concealed its presence, so they avoided any commotion.

“It’s a bit humid, but if feels quite pleasant because it’s still the morning.”

“Aye, it does. Thanks to the breeze.”

The great wolf looked up. A firm wind blew from behind, caressing Minato’s hair and the Yamagami’s long fur. Even covered in its thick coat, it didn’t seem to feel hot or cold but retained an expression of absolute calm.

A large number of Wind Spirits rode the breeze. Their tiny, ebullient forms danced and swirled as they passed.



The Yamagami and Minato conversed quietly as they continued down the flat street. Eventually, the houses began to thin out, and they spotted a fork in the road.

A pair of squat statues guarded one of the paths. The surrounding weeds had mostly overtaken them, leaving only their heads poking out of the grass. They were dosojin—kami placed at the borders of villages, branching paths, and mountain passes to help ward off diseases and evil spirits. Needless to say, someone had placed these two figures here hoping for just that effect.

The Yamagami’s eyes narrowed and its fur bristled when it caught sight of the statues in the distance.

Absorbed in the details of the dosojin, Minato didn’t notice the Yamagami tense.

“Those are the Jizo—no, wait, they’re called dosojin, aren’t they? We want to go that way.”

Minato and the silent Yamagami closed the distance to the dosojin without breaking stride. As always, Minato’s sling bag contained everything he might need when he went out. This, of course, included his trusty notepad, packed with writing imbued with elimination power. The notepad might be a cheap one, but he had absolutely no complaints about its effectiveness. It could eliminate a row of evil spirits in an instant.

Minato rivaled the destructive power of a natural disaster to these spirits, yet he wandered along the street at a leisurely pace. As he moved, so did the jade light surrounding him.

The very edge of the light came into contact with the miasma clouding the area, immediately dispelling it. Even the evil spirits clinging to the dosojin dissipated.

A black mass shot into the air before Minato reached it—but as fast as it was, it couldn’t escape. The rays of jade light easily burned it up, turning it to dust that drifted away on the wind.

In the space of a breath, the affliction covering the statues had cleared, and a golden wave rippled outward, purifying the area.

The lush grass swayed to and fro, almost as if it were singing in joy.



A gruff laugh escaped the Yamagami as it watched. Out of the corner of his eye, Minato saw a shiver run through the wolf’s body.

“That’s a fiendish smile, Yamagami.”

“The sight of evil spirits vanishing always exhilarates me.”

“There were evil spirits here?!”

Minato pulled his notepad out from his bag.

“—Huh? The ink hasn’t faded at all…”

“They were inconsequential.”

“Yeah? Then I guess there’s nothing to worry about.”

The Yamagami had some strange standards, a trait that Minato had also picked up.

That said, it did bother Minato a little. He stood before the partially buried dosojin and examined one closely.

“These dosojin…have kami inside.”

“Oh-ho, you noticed,” the Yamagami murmured, impressed.

“I kind of had a feeling. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, though.”

Minato could now sense kami around him.

The main reason for that was because he lived in a kami realm. On top of that, the Yamagami was always by his side, and he frequently interacted with other kami—and not just any kami, either, but high-ranking ones. In all honesty, it would have been more peculiar if he couldn’t sense them by now.

“Their divine energy feels a little weak.”

But he still couldn’t make a declaration like that with much confidence.

“They were not strong kami to begin with, and the evil spirits had possessed them for quite some time,” the Yamagami said, its gaze locked on the dosojin opposite it.

“But don’t dosojin ward off evil spirits…?”

“Be careful what you say. They feel inadequate enough as it is.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

Minato faced the dosojin and put his palms together in apology.

“Leave them be. Let us keep going,” urged the wolf.

The Yamagami turned to go, and Minato followed.

The two dosojin watched silently as kami and human walked away. Their expressions had softened and relaxed, though only the Yamagami could see it.
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Minato and the Yamagami walked down a tree-lined boulevard. They were passing by one particularly tall tree when something strange happened.

Minato’s body lurched to the side.

The unnatural movement looked like something was yanking his arm.

He was being sucked into a kami realm.



Living inside a kami realm had boosted Minato’s affinity with the divine, making him prone to being dragged into other kami’s realms.

Kami realms exist everywhere, with nothing to distinguish their entrances. Many, like this one, appear in wholly ordinary places, making it hard for Minato to keep an eye out for them.

That was why he often got sucked into one when he left the house.



Minato planted his feet, standing his ground.

This realm wasn’t pulling at him all that hard. He looked toward the source—a distortion in front of one of the trees. The portal was about the size of a human head and hovered slightly below eye level.

It was the entrance to the kami realm.

Slashing it with a blast of divine wind would more than likely set him free. But he wouldn’t do it. He couldn’t. If a kami lived there, destroying the realm would be tantamount to picking a fight with them. And depending on the power and personality of the kami, Minato might not live to see his next sunrise.

So instead, he would accept the invitation and check for inhabitants.



Minato couldn’t help but let out a sigh. He’d been so ready to just relax and explore today.

Beside him, the huge wolf sat squarely in place. A kami realm could never drag in another divine being, so the Yamagami was unmoved.

“Yamagami, I’m going to pop in and check for a kami,” Minato called out as his body was dragged toward the portal.

“That is not necessary.”

The Yamagami’s movements were unhurried. It smacked a front paw against the entrance to the kami realm, then stamped it into the earth.

The kami realm was a perfect cube. The surface facing the Yamagami undulated in a wave of distortion.

With the Yamagami suppressing its pull, Minato staggered free.

“Th-thanks.”

The wolf glanced at Minato as he steadied himself.

“Hmm. You must find it quite irksome to have to enter the realm every time.”

“Honestly, it’s a pain. And it always takes a while…”

“Then it would be best for you to determine their nature from the outside. If no kami lives inside, you can crush the realm without misgivings. You never had sufficient time to examine one before, so study this one. Peer into it and see whether a kami resides within.”

“Okay. I’ll give it a try.”

Illuminated by the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees, Minato stared intently at the portal.

He carefully examined each aspect of the cube: the degree of distortion, the angle of deflection, how the colors changed, and the flow of air around it. Then Minato concentrated his focus to search for a presence within.

Pedestrians and cyclists passed by all around him. But Minato paid them no notice. From a distance, he looked like a weirdo staring at the base of a tree. Unsurprisingly, a young man scooped up his child and hurried past.

Minato blinked, feeling his eyes start to dry out. He momentarily looked away just in time to see the man hurrying away with his kid.

“…They probably think I’m some kind of creep. Still, I’m glad they got away from here.”

“People like that would not be drawn in. Only those with a high affinity to the divine are pulled into kami realms.”

“That makes sense. Come to think of it, I’ve never met another human inside any of the realms. But I’m sure there must be some out there.”

“There are indeed. You describe them here as being ‘spirited away.’”

It might have been pure chance that every realm he’d been to so far had been uninhabited. Maybe he was just lucky.

Minato solemnly turned his attention back to the distortion.

So what’s in there? A kami? Maybe even a human…



A few minutes later, Minato reached a conclusion.

“It’s empty…I think.”

The Yamagami slammed a thick leg down. The realm shattered with a splintering crack, and a black mass rose into the air, leaving a trail behind. It quickly vanished like melting snow.

Minato saw nothing of that ephemeral sight.

“You are correct. It was uninhabited.”

The Yamagami’s actions and unambiguous answer calmed Minato’s nerves.

“It is understandable that you took some time to decide. You are still new to this, after all. You will learn quickly the more kami realms you encounter.”

The Yamagami raised its chin, ignoring the incredulous Minato. The trees swayed, showering the area with leaves—as well as a huge number of distortions, which scattered across the footpath.

The hair on one side of Minato’s head ruffled. It was the Wind Spirits signaling that they wanted to tell him something or carry a sound to him.

“We bring fallen kami realms!”

“Here, for you!”

“We bring more. More and more!”

Multiple voices rang out simultaneously. The Wind Spirits typically stayed silent, but they now chatted away enthusiastically.

Their broken speech was a sign of their low level of intelligence. But even so, it was clear they were related to Fujin. Wind Spirits are fickle, easily amused, and love playing pranks…but delivering enough kami realms to make the air simmer like a heat haze came closer to bullying than a prank.

These wholly unwelcome presents snuffed out any glimmer of excitement in Minato’s eyes.



Admittedly, this would help him hone his skills of perception.

He needed to do it. For himself, if nothing else.

The giant wolf squatted in front of the tree between Minato and the distortions, preventing them from dragging Minato in.

Minato carefully examined the cubes, each a different size from the next, while the Yamagami held them down with a paw.

“—No… Nothing there… Nope.”

And with each answer, the Yamagami stamped the distortion out of existence.

The supply of realms seemed endless, but as Minato got faster, the number quickly reduced.

So far, all the realms had been empty. Perhaps any realm capable of being picked up by the wind had been abandoned by its owner or remained behind after the kami that created it had vanished.

Minato diligently continued examining them.

Each was the same as the last: just a void warping space-time without rhyme or reason.

“Nothing.”

As soon as the words left Minato’s mouth, the Yamagami nodded and stomped another vacant kami realm flat.

“Good. That was the last—”

The Yamagami was cut short as something pulled Minato forward. His toes caught on the curb, and he stumbled toward the road. Toward a distortion.

It pulsed like a steady heartbeat, dragging Minato closer, not giving him the slightest opportunity to protest or resist.

A black hand shot out from the distortion. It looked human, except it had four fingers and no thumb. Festering skin hung from the limb, revealing bone in places, and it had long nails that were chipped and cracked.

The hand opened wide directly in front of Minato’s face.

Just as it was about to grab him, one of the great wolf’s legs flashed from the side, carving a golden arc through the air. The wake of the attack pushed Minato aside.

A scream of agony erupted from the distorted void, which now had a three-clawed scar gouged deep into it. The hideous screech cut through the air, echoing deep inside Minato’s mind and bones like the cry from the tainted kami he’d met before.

Now free, Minato staggered upright and shuddered. The voice and the entrance had vanished in the blink of an eye, leaving the void in its original state. The Yamagami had swiftly dealt with the impure kami and its realm.

The massive wolf shook its front paw as if it had just touched something filthy.

“A slightly troublesome one was mixed in with the rest.”

“Ah, thank you so much, Great Yamagami…!”

Minato wiped cold sweat from his brow, something he hadn’t had to do in quite some time.



Wasn’t this supposed to be his day off?

Weren’t they supposed to be lazily exploring town and eating good food so he could rest his body and relax his mind?

Minato was anxious about what the rest of the day may bring, having started out the morning so eventfully. However, with the immutable, colossal wolf by his side, he shouldn’t have much cause for concern.



The Yamagami turned its nose down the road.

Its tail wagged, and its golden eyes sparkled.

“I imagine you must be exhausted. And when one is tired, sweets are best. They are making fresh obanyaki right over there.”

“…Oh. So they are.”

Minato didn’t dare admit he’d seen that one coming.



They followed the sweet scent to an obanyaki stall. It had just opened for the day, so the pair were the first customers. With no line, the Yamagami only blocked the front of the stall for a brief moment.

Human and kami sat shoulder to shoulder on a bench near the stall. Minato didn’t have to worry about people seeing anything. None of the people walking by, nor the man flipping the obanyaki, paid them any attention.

A familiar, mysterious space surrounded the Yamagami in a two-meter radius.

Minato removed the obanyaki from the bag and held one in each hand. The centers of the disk-shaped wagashi bulged, the golden-brown dough encasing smooth bean paste in one and white bean paste in the other.

Minato couldn’t tell which was which, but the great wolf, with its keen sense of smell, knew immediately.

“It’s hot, but here you go.”

The obanyaki had just come out of the pan.

“Ah, thank you.”

Undeterred by the steam rising from the delicacy, the Yamagami chomped into the one bulging with smooth bean paste.

Minato also took a bite.

“I can feel the sweetness permeating my body…”

“…Indeed. That is particularly true for this smooth bean paste.”

Minato shivered with delight, and the Yamagami savored the delicacy in its mouth.

The thick iron mold used to cook obanyaki gave them a crispy outside while also keeping the filling nice and creamy.

“Mine’s white bean paste. It’s really good.”

“The subtle sweetness of white bean paste is also pleasing. However, it cannot compare to smooth bean paste.”

Naturally, this die-hard fan of smooth bean paste had chosen its favorite today as well.

Considering the sheer number of wagashi stores awaiting them today, Minato wasn’t sure how many the Yamagami would want to go to, or if he’d have to tag along the entire time. For that reason, he’d vowed at the outset to restrain himself, yet he found himself reaching for another obanyaki.

“It might be because they’re so fresh, but I could eat more.”

“Aye. The flavor is wonderful, but even more so is this sinful aroma. Their captivating scent is impossible to resist.”

“Yeah. It’s probably because I used all that brain power while I was a little hungry,” Minato added with a hint of scorn.

The culprits behind it had flown off somewhere, and the wind had died down. However, their accomplice—the great wolf—simply narrowed its eyes and kept chewing.

“But, well, it really is such a luxury to be able to eat sweets right as they’re made.”

He meant that from the bottom of his heart. A snack selling for just over one hundred yen each was more than enough to bring him joy.



Minato looked up at the sign on the stall.

“So they call it obanyaki here. We call it kaitenyaki where I’m from, which is why I didn’t know what it was at first.”

“This venerable wagashi is known by many names across many regions. It is also called imagawa-yaki, gozasoro, and nijuyaki.”

“Really? I’ve never heard of those last two before.”

Minato popped the last bite in his mouth as they chatted about nothing in particular. The Yamagami continued to savor its food while they talked.

Behind the bench they were sitting on, a droplet of water slid down the leaf of a hydrangea in bloom.



The human and kami’s leisurely stroll through the south side of town had only just begun.







Chapter 3
Hydrangeas in Bloom




The street called Hydrangea Road was covered in its namesake as far as the eye could see. Brilliant flowers stretched along both sides of the lane, which ended in a small hill covered in hydrangeas.

Minato walked beside the big wolf, admiring the vibrant blue hues. The light rain they’d had that morning still clung to petals and dampened the soil, making the flowers look even more beautiful. This truly was peak viewing season.

“All these flowers really do make it feel like a road of hydrangeas.”

“Indeed. One cannot get enough of such bountiful variety and color.”

“Yeah. If you look closely, you can see that the petals are different shapes.”

One side had round clusters of bigleaf hydrangeas, while the other was packed with lacecap hydrangeas. Minato had only realized that now, halfway down the street. He could be a bit dense when it came to such subtleties.

“I’ve never seen hydrangeas with flat flowers like that. They look so unassuming.”

“They may look like square flowers, but those are not actually petals.”

“Really? I thought they were… Then what are they?”

“They are called the calyx. A portion of the flower transforms into that part. The small buds in the middle are the flower.”

“Really?”

Interested, Minato moved in closer and spotted a tiny snail among the mass of buds in the center. It slowly extended its antennas—its eyes.

It must be saying hello.

The Yamagami glanced over, watching Minato observe the creature.

“You call these flowers unassuming.”

“…Is there something strange about that?”

“No, they could certainly be described as such. For they discreetly poison any who ingest them.”

“—You’re kidding. I never knew that.”

“Take care one does not accidentally find its way into your mouth.”

“I don’t think I’d ever try eating a flower, no matter how hungry I was.”

The Yamagami laughed lightly, then continued on.



As they passed people taking photos with phones and cameras, the hydrangeas transitioned from blue to violet.

“The color changes dramatically here,” Minato said. “If I remember correctly, the soil can change the color of hydrangeas, right?”

“Indeed. They must have purposefully changed the soil composition here.”

“That’s some incredible attention to detail. They share your passion for gardening, Yamagami.”

Acidic soil gives blue flowers, alkaline creates red, and neutral makes purple.

They also come in one other color: white.

White hydrangeas covered the hill at the end of the road.

An old temple rested at the crest, and Minato and the Yamagami stood at the foot of the long staircase leading up to it. The mass of hydrangeas growing on the slope seemed to encroach upon the edges of the path.

“White hydrangeas by themselves are also stunning.”

Looking up at the sight, Minato sighed with wonder.

White hydrangeas lack a pigment called anthocyanin, making them unaffected by the pH of the soil. They bloom pure white, without anything influencing their color.

The Yamagami explained all this to Minato, who nodded along as he gazed at the wolf’s resplendent white fur.

“They’re like you, Yamagami.”

“Hm, you think so?”

The big wolf growled happily, the air shaking with its mirth. Right at that moment, two young women were coming down the stairs. One jumped and looked around so frantically her head seemed ready to fly off…but her eyes didn’t land on the Yamagami. Face tense, she grabbed her friend’s arm and hurried past.

“Yamagami, your very presence causes trouble,” Minato muttered as the kami swished its tail once.

Minato looked up the stairs again, managing to catch a glimpse of the majestic four-pillared gate. He had zero interest in religious buildings, though, so he didn’t intend to go and see it.

He also didn’t know whether it was a good idea to take a kami to a temple.

“Well, shall we head over to the next spot?”

When there was no response, Minato looked to his side. The Yamagami was staring at something ahead. Its attention was focused a little distance away from the stairs, where the row of flowers stopped.

They wandered over toward it, but there was nothing there.

“There used to be a store here that sold superb shiruko.”

A hint of sorrow tinged the Yamagami’s voice.

Not even a remnant of the shop remained there now. It’s a heartbreaking experience, knowing that something you once knew is gone. Especially if it’s a favorite wagashi shop that once sold sweet red bean soup.

“Did you used to come here a lot?”

“…From time to time.”

A short silence passed. Minato sensed that the Yamagami had actually come here quite often.

“Could the owner here see you? Did they offer you food?”

“Nay, they were a regular human.”

“So then you revealed yourself and came here to buy shiruko…? How did you pay?”

The Yamagami snickered and proudly puffed out its chest.

“I ate as much as I wished without the need for money. Many of my followers used to reside here in the south, and they would present me with gifts. I would simply sit before a shop, and people would rush over with offerings.”

“I would love to have seen that.”

Minato could imagine waterfalls of drool cascading outside those shops. Anyone capable of seeing such a kami blatantly displaying its wishes couldn’t have ignored it.

“O Great Yamagami, do you desire shiruko?! Allow me to get you some immediately! I shall return in just a moment!”

“Please wait, venerable samurai! I will pay today, so would you mind not interrupting?!”

“Come now, cloth merchant’s son! You paid the other day—’tis my turn! You are only getting in the way!”

“What are you young’uns talking about?! I will take care of this! I am a famous firefighter, after all!”

People had once competed for the honor, but the Yamagami kept that to itself.



The pair quietly turned around and walked back the way they’d come, the hydrangeas bidding them farewell.



They set off for their next destination: a kibi dango shop that had been in business for generations.

Minato studied their surroundings as they made their way toward the center of this side of town. The buildings and landscape looked familiar.

“I remember now. I came this way earlier when I went to the lake.”

He’d taken this road when the Wind Spirits had guided him—or rather, pushed him—to the lake infested by evil spirits. At the time, they had propelled him fast enough to catch a moving car.

Minato’s heart pounded at the memory.

“That lake is not too far from here.”

Maintaining a leisurely pace, the Yamagami pointed its nose down the road toward a wooden bridge.

“It is beyond that bridge.”

“The evil spirits should all be gone, but I might go check just to make sure.”

“Aye, some exercise before our sweets tour would be welcome.”

“…Right,” Minato responded automatically.

“Then let us proceed.”

As soon as the Yamagami gave the command, a sudden wind blew against Minato’s back. He was spurred forward, and the great wolf’s long fur rustled.

Gust after gust buffeted Minato from behind.

“The Wind Children are saying that they will carry you there,” the Yamagami said with a wry grin.

“It feels more like I’m going to be blown there than carried! I’ll pass, thank you!”

Minato leaned as far back as he could, resolutely rejecting their offer.

[image: ]

Minato and the Yamagami followed the road until they reached a huge lake. The giant body of water reflected the clear blue sky, and a row of homes were visible through the leafy cherry trees on the opposite bank, looking like dollhouses.

Long, long ago, Raijin’s lightning had carved out the ground here, eventually becoming this lake that offered sanctuary to migratory birds.

The entire area had been a nesting ground for evil spirits, but now not a trace of miasma remained. Flocks of wild birds flew through the sky, and large waterfowl swam across the surface of the lake. All looked calm and peaceful.

Minato and the Yamagami observed the scene from the path.

“Everything looks fine here…right?”

Minato leaned into the back of a bench he was holding onto.

“Perfectly fine.”

“Well, that’s good. Tsumugi said it would stay clear for a couple of years.”

The Yamagami glanced from one edge of the lake to the other.

It saw a faint blanket of golden particles covering the water and surrounding trees.

“Aye, that it should.”

Minato turned to face the Yamagami. “The things I write have some of your divine power in them, don’t they?”

The water he used to make talismans contained the Yamagami’s power. This allowed Minato, who could only eliminate evil spirits and miasmas, to purify things with his washi paper.

“…You noticed.”

“The Inari kami showed me.”

The Yamagami gave a snort.

Minato provided no additional details about his encounter with Tenko. He still wasn’t sure if the two kami got along or not.

Instead of answering, the Yamagami turned and walked off. Minato followed close behind. It wasn’t as if he could do anything about it. He’d just asked to confirm what he’d already been thinking.

A big fish leaped out of the lake, hitting the surface with a splash.



As they strolled next to the sparkling lake, they saw some construction workers on the shore. The hard-hatted men surrounded a wooden structure.

They were building a small shrine. Two men shouldered wooden beams, carrying them over from a nearby truck loaded with lumber.

Minato recognized the elderly man in the front.

It was the master carpenter.

Not too long ago, Minato had been out with the ho’o when he’d met the man building a wooden house. Back then, the carpenter had hardly been able to raise his arms above his head, making it impossible to carry even a thin piece of wood.

Yet now he carried this heavy beam with ease, his burly frame almost unrecognizable. That rugged appearance suited his gargoyleish features.



A young man trailed the master carpenter. Wearing a towel wrapped around his head, he lugged a piece of wood half the size of the elderly man in front of him. That said, it was still large and heavy enough to tax anyone.

“Hey, boss, wait up! How in the world do you carry something that big so easily?!”

“What, this? This is nothing.”

“I-it’s unbelievable. It wasn’t long ago you were saying your arms and shoulders ached all the time and that you could hardly hold a hammer.”

“Huh?! What’re you on about? You must’ve been dreaming.”

“No way, old man! And what about all your muscles?! You’re almost sixty, and you look like a bodybuilder! I’m still in my twenties and go to the gym all the time, but you’re in better shape than I am!”

“Quit your yammering. Just work construction every day like I do, and you’ll be ripped in no time!”

A hearty laugh erupted from the man. He was healthy, which was the most important thing. He might talk a little rough, but he was a good man.

The ho’o had blessed the elderly carpenter with a sphere that revitalized him.

It had been a favor from the ho’o, a staunch admirer of human handiwork.

Hard work and age had done a number on the old master’s shoulders and arms, keeping him from the construction work he so longed to do. Seeing his sad state, the ho’o had helped relieve him of his troubles.



The master carpenter set his beam on the ground, looked back, and cocked an eyebrow when he noticed Minato walking by.

“Hey, if it isn’t the Bird Whisperer!”

“Hello,” Minato replied with a slightly awkward smile.

Recently, whenever he went into town, people had been calling him the “Bird Whisperer.” It happened so often that he hardly flinched at the nickname anymore.

“Are you building a shrine?” Minato asked.

“Sure are. They asked us to build one as quick as we could.”

The master looked formidable, arms folded across his chest, but there was a confused look on his face.

A sudden thought struck Minato. Had the request come from someone who’d sensed the Yamagami’s divine power permeating the region? The kami were all in agreement that the number of people able to sense the divine had been dwindling lately. If divine beings who had observed human history since ancient times were saying that, it must be true.

Saiga had also mentioned that, these days, fewer children were being born who inherited their clan’s spirit powers, a requirement to become an onmyoji.

Hardly any such people existed anymore. But that didn’t mean there were none.

They had to be out there somewhere.



Minato gazed at the shrine, which was still just a wooden frame.

Watching his expression, the master said, “You were gawking at that house we were building back then, too. Do you like wood-framed buildings or something?”

“Well, sure… I like watching things being made.”

It wasn’t just buildings, either; Minato enjoyed seeing master craftspeople utilize their skills. Sometimes, if he was out with the ho’o and found someone at work, he would just stand and watch them for a while.

The Yamagami, however, yawned repeatedly between the two men, completely disinterested.

“Then why don’t you take up carpentry?” the master asked, gesturing toward the shrine with his chin. Men of various ages were working together to build it.

“It might be a little too late for me…”

“Hogwash! You’re still young!”

Minato knew he looked young for his age, so he laughed it off.



If anything, this man might think that Minato was still in his late teens. And both times they’d met had been in the middle of a weekday.

He probably assumed that Minato was unemployed, which made him feel a little self-conscious. After all, Minato wasn’t just the caretaker of the Kusunoki residence, he also made talismans on the side. Thanks to the unique garden, the grounds required very little upkeep, but cleaning up the surrounding area was hard work. He’d recently taken up carving as a hobby as well. The fact of the matter was, he worked a lot.

It went without saying that his side job brought in a lot more money than his actual job.



As Minato and the old man chatted, two sparrows flew toward them. The birds fluttered to the ground, landing not beside Minato, but by the master.

They chirped and hopped around. It looked for all the world like they were telling him to hurry back to work. Other birds around the shrine also flapped their wings and chirped noisily.

“What, you’re trying to get me to hurry up? Hold on a sec.” The master removed his hard hat and adjusted the towel wrapped around his head. “It’s weird, but birds have started hanging out around me. Nothing like they do around you, though.”

His tone seemed troubled, but the kind expression didn’t leave his face. He probably didn’t really mind that the birds seemed to like him. In fact, one of the times Minato had seen him before, he’d been making a birdhouse in his backyard.

“Well, I gotta get back to work. Come see me if you ever want to learn carpentry, youngster. I welcome anyone with the passion to learn, regardless of age or gender.”

The master pointed to his head and the towel there with the words HYUGA CONSTRUCTION CO.
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The road back from the lake took Minato and the Yamagami down a street lined with European-style homes. One house had planters overflowing with lilies of the valley hung beneath every window. The elegant white flowers were a sight for sore eyes.

The distance prevented Minato from appreciating their pure fragrance. The Yamagami, however, twitched its nose in pleasure.

Minato kept walking, enjoying the clusters of flowers swaying in the breeze on the other side of the fence.

“It’s all lily of the valley. There’s no room for anything else. They must really love them.”

“It gives a pleasing sense of unity.”

“They’re so pretty.”

“They are poisonous. Even strong enough to kill at times,” the Yamagami said cheerfully.

“You’re kidding,” Minato muttered, sounding conflicted. “I had no idea these were dangerous, too…”

He peeled his gaze away from the flowers, whose hidden malice clashed so starkly with their graceful visage.



Ting, ting.

Wind chimes cut through the silence as they walked. It wasn’t just one or two of them, either, but an overlapping chorus of high and low tones.

“What an incredible noise. I wonder how many there are.”

Lured in by the sound, Minato guided the Yamagami to a Japanese-style shop.

Bell-shaped wind chimes hung from every corner of the building. They were made from all sorts of different materials, creating an incredible sight, but having so many together turned their pleasant tones into a cacophonous fog.

The strips of paper attached to each bell spun and fluttered sideways, clearly caused by the Wind Spirits. They ruffled Minato’s hair as well.

“Hey now, calm it down a bit,” he complained as he pressed his hair flat.

But the wind didn’t let up. If anything, it got stronger.

Ting-a-ling-a-ling. The standing wind chimes inside the store rang out, sounding like fire alarms.

The spirits were saying no.

Next, they rang only the Edo-style glass chimes, followed by the southern Japanese iron chimes, then the copper-alloy Odawara chimes. The spirits rang each one before moving on to the next. Their little game showed no sign of stopping.

At the entrance to the store, the wind buffeted Minato along with the wind chimes. The Yamagami stood beside him with its nose raised in the air—and with a snap of its jaws, the wind immediately stopped.

A wry smile crossed Minato’s face as he brushed his bangs back.

“I see the Wind Children obey you… They never listen to me.”

“Such is the way. They are whimsical beings.”

The neat line of Wind Spirits on the Yamagami’s back whistled in unison. They really were incredibly cheeky. However, they never went near or teased anyone they didn’t like.

This had all been a test of Minato’s temperament.

Regardless of how much power Fujin might have given him, they were trying to determine whether he was worth the effort to befriend.



A gentle, natural wind blew in, tinkling the glass wind chimes in front of the store.

Ting. Although soft, the chime’s tone lingered in the ear before nestling deep in the soul.

Minato stood for a moment, listening to the reverberation.

“What a nice sound. It feels really nostalgic. Probably because I heard them so much last year.”

Glancing up at the goldfish painted on the chime above him, Minato was further reminded of the one he’d boxed up the previous year.

The two goldfish on that wind chime—one vermilion, one black—slept deep inside a closet at the Kusunoki residence.

“The goldfish looked pretty tired before I put them away. But they must feel better after resting for a year, right?”

It was a ridiculous thing to say. He’d only asked the question as a joke.

“Aye, they should have fully recovered by now.”
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Minato laughed at the Yamagami’s serious tone.



It had happened late in the summer of the previous year. A certain onmyoji by the name of Seishiro Ichijo had wanted to use Minato and his talent for crafting rare talismans, so he’d shown up uninvited at the Kusunoki residence and tried to kick the front gate.

Minato would never know the vital role that wind chime had played in dishing out divine retribution upon the man.



Minato followed the big wolf away from the store.

“I guess it’s probably about time I take the wind chime out again. Or is it still too early? The rainy season just started.”

“It is summer in the garden.”

“True. But I keep wearing the wrong clothes when I go out, so if I acclimatize myself to summer, I’ll just get more out of touch with the outside world.”

Minato couldn’t count the number of times he’d turned around to walk right back in through the front gate of the Kusunoki residence after realizing he hadn’t dressed warmly enough for the day.






Chapter 4
Off to the Kibi Dango Shop




The long-standing kibi dango shop Suoan occupied the ground floor of a quiet two-story house on the corner of a street lined with historic buildings.

What the Yamagami had called a “hovel” looked in no danger of collapsing, even from an earthquake.

With a black tiled roof, white walls, and black beams, the vibrant contrast of the pristine Japanese-style building gave it a sense of presence akin to a yokozuna. The bold crimson of the Japanese umbrella near the entrance caught every visitor’s eye.

Minato and the Yamagami sat on a long bench beneath that red canopy.

“It was rude of you to call this a hovel. It’s a lovely store,” Minato said as he examined the exterior.

“They must have renovated recently. It smells brand-new,” the Yamagami replied as it sniffed the white wall. “The appearance may have changed, but the building has not.”

“They obviously take good care of the place.”

The Yamagami’s nose suddenly swung toward the door, and a moment later, an animated old man dressed in white—the owner—emerged, carrying a tray.

“Ah,” the Yamagami murmured appreciatively. “The same blood runs through his veins. He looks just like that man.”

The owner was undoubtedly the descendant of its old acquaintance. Apparently, the owner a few generations before had been able to see the kami.

However—

“Here you are, sir.”

“Thank you.”

—the current owner couldn’t. He simply set the food down between Minato and the Yamagami.

“Enjoy.”

With a smile deepening his wrinkles, the man walked back into the shop without any indication of having noticed the wolf.

That was only to be expected when the Yamagami chose not to reveal itself. Minato understood that, of course. Still, every time something like that happened, it saddened him to see people act as if the Yamagami wasn’t there.

“Shall we eat?”

“—Oh, sure.”

The excitement in the Yamagami’s voice jolted Minato from his thoughts.

He turned his attention to the food. The large plate boasted the full assortment of Suoan’s kibi dango: roasted soybean kinako flour, brown sugar, white peach, muscat grape, and plain. Each flavor had its own mound of dango.

Minato first reached out for the plain kibi dango, the Yamagami’s recommendation.

He admired the cute white ball. It was made by mixing mochi rice flour with castor sugar and malt syrup to form gyuhi mochi, which was then flavored with millet powder.

It was one of the all-time classics. A standard. It always delivered.

The slightly transparent sweet was bite-size. Minato poked it with a bamboo toothpick and lifted it up in front of his eyes.

“It’s so small… I was picturing about the same size as a manju.”

“Why would it be? It is dango.”

The sitting Yamagami sounded shocked, though its tail never stopped wagging.

“Well, everyone always got so full after eating one…”

In folktales, animals seemed satisfied with just a single kibi dango.

“Well, anyway. I’m going to try it.”

“Aye, savor it well.”

For some strange reason, the Yamagami watched Minato intently from right beside him. Minato bit into the sweet, and the verdict was…

“The flavor’s so delicate. It’s not overly sweet, either. I could easily polish off the whole lot of them.”

“The cheapness of it is pleasing, is it not?”

“…You could phrase that a little better. Like ‘plainness’ or ‘simplicity.’”

Unconcerned, the massive wolf carefully chewed the delicacy. Its eyelids slowly narrowed to slits.

“It has not changed.”

“That’s good.”

“Continuing to create the same taste must be quite difficult.”

Its tone was even, yet there was a certain sadness to it.

“I imagine so…”

There had been other wagashi stores the Yamagami liked in the south side of town. They’d searched for them on the way here, but some had vanished, and others tasted different. In the end, the Yamagami had lost all interest.

It enjoyed things that stayed constant, unchanging.

Echigoya’s amazake manju was one such example. The Yamagami cared about the store precisely because they worked diligently to maintain the same flavor the first master had achieved.

In other words, the Yamagami stopped caring once a store strayed from its traditional taste.

Such are the selfish, fickle ways of the kami.



The Yamagami took its time savoring every flavor.

“Indeed, nothing can compare to the plain kibi dango.”

But apparently, it didn’t care much for the others.

With a bemused smile, Minato stabbed his bamboo toothpick into a dango filled with peach puree.

Just then, a little girl emerged from around the side of the store. She was hugging a large stuffed animal. The color had faded slightly, but her tight grip on the toy showed just how much she loved it.

It was in a sitting posture, maybe a dog or a wolf.

“—It’s a wolf.”

Minato knew immediately, since he saw the large wolf by his side every day.

The girl heard Minato as she passed and flashed him a happy smile.

“You have a good eye, mister!”

“Why, thank you!” Minato said, returning the gesture.

She spoke like an adult, though it was probably just something she’d heard her parents say.



The girl took her stuffed wolf with her everywhere she went, and whenever someone commented on her “little dog friend” she’d snap back, “It’s not a dog, it’s a wolf!”

This young lupine lover had no clue that a giant wolf very similar to her companion was currently staring right at her.



No parents or anyone else came around the corner after her. She probably lived in the neighborhood, but even so, it wasn’t safe for her to be out alone.

Worried, Minato watched her as she walked. The cheerful little girl reached the store’s entrance just as the owner emerged, and she gave him a huge smile.

“I’m here, Grandpa! One grape kibi dango, please!”

“Yes, yes. Just a moment.”

The master grinned, giving what sounded like a rehearsed response.

It turned out they were related.

She extended her arms to show her grandfather the stuffed animal.

“And one for Mr. Yamagami, too, of course!”

“Yes, yes. I know.”

Minato’s eyes went wide. They knew about the Yamagami. Their family must have passed down stories of the kami for generations.

The owner bent over to look the stuffed animal in the eyes.

“So, Master Yamagami, what will it be today?”

The Yamagami’s ears twitched.

Hiding behind her stuffed wolf, the girl gave her best growl.

“‘Just a plain kibi dango, of cooourse,’ he says!”

Her impression almost made Minato fall off the bench.

“I do not talk that way,” the Yamagami sulked, but it didn’t seem offended.

“…Really? I thought it was pretty good,” Minato said, his voice shaking with barely contained laughter.

Just then, Minato felt a gaze on his back.

It burned hotter than the sun in the middle of summer. Could it be coming from the kirin, the usual source of such intensity? It wasn’t uncommon to run into it in town.



Minato casually looked behind him.

The being cowering between buildings on the other side of the river of pedestrians was not the kirin. It was the same size, but black. And Minato knew exactly who had fur darker than any shadow.

It was Tsumugi, kin of the god that inhabited the Inari shrine on the small peak near the Yamagami’s mountain. Half her body poking above a wall, she glared at Minato with one glimmering eye.

“Yamagami, Tsumugi’s staring at us… Any idea why?”

Minato turned back to the Yamagami, eyebrow cocked in confusion.

“I know not. She is a peculiar creature.”

The Yamagami had known she was there, of course, but had been too absorbed in the kibi dango to do anything about it. It continued chewing.

“Do you think she’d come over here if I called her?”

“Why not try and see?”

Minato cautiously waved her over.

A sparkly-eyed Tsumugi snaked her way through the crowd toward them. Her four limbs didn’t touch the ground. Instead, she darted nimbly through the air and sat floating a little way away from the Yamagami and Minato. A furoshiki cloth bulged against her back. She must be in the middle of running errands today, as usual.

Tsumugi gave a quick bow.

“Kami of the Mountain, Lord Minato, it has been some time.”

“Indeed.”

“Yeah, it’s been a little while. You could have just come up and said hi.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt…”

Tsumugi’s tone was nonchalant, but her gaze never wavered as they talked. This time, she was fixated on the kibi dango. She stared single-mindedly at the piece going into the Yamagami’s mouth.

“Tsumugi, do you want some dango?”

She looked up innocently at Minato as he asked. The sly fox.

“…I am a little curious.”

“You seem more than just a little curious. Want to join us?”

“I-if you don’t mind.”

Small illusory flowers exploded behind Tsumugi as she leaned forward. Her irrepressible joy caught Minato’s attention.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never had it before.”

“I have not. I often find myself interested, but I do not carry any money on me.”

“Oh, I see. Well, even if you did, you couldn’t use it. So why not join us?”

“Thank you!”

She rushed over and perched on an invisible floating seat at the end of the bench.

“You should begin with the regular kibi dango.”

The Yamagami’s recommendation was more of an insistence.

“Okay, then that is what I shall do.”

Tsumugi obediently chose one of the white balls.

As he observed the large wolf and tiny fox, Minato realized that it made sense Tsumugi had never tried kibi dango before. While it might have been common in the past, these days, showing themselves and acting like humans exposed divine beings to danger.

Not everyone in the world was virtuous, after all.



The addition of Tsumugi made people avoid the long bench even more. None of the pedestrians walking along the spacious avenue so much as glanced their way.

As a kin of Tenko, whose divine power exceeded the Yamagami’s, Tsumugi was quite powerful. And, surprisingly, this little black fox actually had seven tails. Minato, Seri, and the other kin had learned that when she revealed them on her last visit to the Kusunoki residence. She had also confessed that she was over a thousand years old, which shocked Minato beyond belief.

No matter how much she aged, Tsumugi always looked like a young fox cub.

She also ran errands only to entertain herself. Staying inside the realm all the time bored her, so she used it as an excuse to get outside.



Tsumugi’s bushy tail twitched as her nose got closer to the kibi dango. The other day, when her tail twitched, it had suddenly multiplied. But not this time.

“You only have one tail today.”

“Yes, I usually hide them. It happens very rarely, but every so often someone will see me flying through the air, and seven tails would give them quite a shock.”
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“I’ll bet.”

More tails signified more power. Minato didn’t know that, but a good number of people out there did.



Tsumugi sniffed the kibi dango for a moment, then took a bite. She chewed ever so slowly.

“…Oh, I see. So this is how they taste. They have just the right amount of sweetness.”

“It is easy to eat a lot.”

“I’m sure it is. My kami would really like these.”

The Yamagami’s whiskers twitched, but it didn’t say anything.

Catching the wolf’s reaction out of the corner of his eye, Minato casually asked Tsumugi, “Is the Inari kami well?”

“Of course she is. But please, call her ‘Tenko.’”

“Tenko?”

“We are neighbors, are we not? Feel free to call my kami by her name.”

Minato spent a moment debating over whether he actually should, then glanced over at the Yamagami, who nodded slightly. Tenko herself hadn’t given permission, but the leader of her kin had, so it should be okay.

“Okay then, I will.”

And with that, it was decided.

Tsumugi then sat up a little straighter and solemnly announced, “Lord Minato, if I may. My kami is not an Inari kami.”

“I wondered about that. I called her an Inari goddess last time, and she didn’t seem very pleased about it.”

“An Inari goddess is an entirely different being. We do like inari sushi, though.” A cryptic laugh escaped her. Apparently, she didn’t plan to elucidate further, and Minato had no intention of pressing her for details.

He did, however, inquire about something that was bothering him a bit.

“But you live in an Inari shrine.”

“We spend most of our time in our kami realm; the shrine just happens to be where the entrance is. Some humans built it there based on a misunderstanding. Many people saw us when we moved to that mountain from another land and caused a commotion because they thought we were messengers of Inari.”

“That certainly would cause a fuss…”

“Indeed. The people here believe that all divine foxes are somehow related to the Inari goddess.”

“I used to think that, too. Lots of people believe the goddess Inari is a fox.”

“So that is still the case?”

Tsumugi raised a paw to her mouth and laughed gracefully.

“In the past…were there really more people who could see divine beings?” Minato murmured half to himself, looking down at the ground.

The Yamagami and Tsumugi exchanged a glance.

“There were,” replied the small fox. “So many that you wouldn’t believe. Just between here and my home, it was normal for dozens of people to worship and pray to me, even when I hid myself.”

“That many…?”

“And now most people can’t see anything. Oh, although I recently did meet some people who could.”

“Do you think it was a coincidence?”

Tsumugi frowned slightly and tilted her head.

“Perhaps… But it does feel as if people who can eliminate evil spirits are gathering in this area.”

“They might have been onmyoji.”

“Who knows? I don’t know what humans call such people, but they did have elimination power, even if it was very weak. They also did not seem all that trustworthy.”

Tsumugi frowned with displeasure as she bit into a kibi dango.

“That doesn’t really sound like Saiga and his group, then.”

Minato had directed this toward the Yamagami, but the wolf simply popped another kibi dango into its mouth with utter indifference.

Onmyoji spend every hour of the day and night eliminating the evil spirits that harm people. They certainly weren’t the kind of people that Tsumugi would disparage.

“Tsumugi, what were they like, these untrustworthy people?”

“They found townsfolk with something troubling them and told them they were possessed by an evil spirit. Then they would charge money and pretend to banish the spirit.”

“—It’s a scam.”

“Yes. They were also selling ineffective talismans.”

Tsumugi looked behind her, and Minato followed her gaze to see a group walking down the road. They looked just like regular people.

“I don’t see anyone suspicious… Though, my eyes aren’t the best.”

“There are none,” the Yamagami declared without even a backward glance.

“Good to know. It’s almost like you have eyes in the back of your head, Yamagami.”

“I know without looking. The souls of the wicked exude a horrible stench.” Its black nose twitched, but its expression remained calm. That meant the area must be free of bad people.

“A stench… I wonder what it smells like. I probably shouldn’t ask you about that now, though, right?”

“It would ruin these fine sweets.”

The Yamagami looked visibly displeased, as did Tsumugi.

“Very true. Furthermore, I did not see them now, but before I came here.”

“Right.”

The idea worried Minato a bit, but the Yamagami’s look spoke volumes.

It was their day off.

Minato didn’t make a habit of sticking his nose into trouble for no good reason. Evil people existed in all ages, in all iterations of the world. It was impossible to truly be rid of them.

He returned his focus to the two balls of fluff devouring their kibi dango.



“Does Tenko have any other kin?”

Minato figured he might as well ask about some things he’d been wondering for a while now.

The Yamagami had four kin; the koi had more than he could count. He wanted to know if most kami typically had lots of kin.

“Yes. She has a great many.”

Unable to imagine it, Minato glanced over at the Yamagami.

“She used to have a few dozen, but there are likely even more now.”

“That really is a lot…”

Minato stared at Tsumugi, but she was too busy enjoying the kinako kibi dango and wasn’t about to give him a precise number.

“Tenko and the other kin stay in their home all the time, so it is hard to meet them,” explained the Yamagami.

When Tenko had previously shown herself, it had been to greet Minato.

“But a long time ago, lots of people saw her, which is what caused that commotion, right?”

“Actually, that was me,” replied Tsumugi.

“…I see.”

This little fox was the free-spirited one, the black sheep of her family who took every opportunity to roam the human world.

“That’s why most of the good luck charms they sell at that shrine are of black foxes,” Tsumugi said with obvious delight.

A murmur of surprise escaped Minato. “That is unusual. But doesn’t that mean the shrine is more or less worshipping you, Tsumugi?”

A bewitching smile crossed Tsumugi’s face as she swished her bushy tail.

“Even if they were, it would not matter. I am a kin—a part of my kami, Tenko. Any prayers or reverence directed toward me become nourishment for my kami.”

According to Tsumugi, she even revealed herself on purpose sometimes.

“—Doesn’t that cause a commotion?” Minato asked.

“Sometimes, but that is also part of the fun. Every now and then the people need to be given a bit of a show. Then they display more reverence.”

The last sentence was said in Tenko’s voice. Her beguiling, low chuckle was accompanied by a change in the lotus flower on Tsumugi’s forehead, which turned a deep crimson.

The Yamagami’s gaze snapped across, and the lotus quickly reverted to white. With an innocent look on her face, Tsumugi stabbed her bamboo toothpick into the matcha kibi dango.



They cleared the plate in no time at all.

The various kibi dango had been packed away into the bellies of the Yamagami and Tsumugi, while Minato had ended up with only the one plain kibi dango. He’d never cared much for sweets, though. Seeing those two fluffs balls satisfied was good enough for him.

Minato returned his empty teacup to the tray.

“That was good hojicha.”

“…If you are satisfied, then that is all that matters.”

The Yamagami had long since given up hope for him.

A completely stuffed Tsumugi swung her tail contentedly.

“That was absolutely delicious.”

“It was, wasn’t it?”

Tsumugi straightened her posture and gazed up at Minato. She looked as serious as a warrior before battle.

“I shall repay you for this—I swear it! I will bring something soon!”

Minato recoiled slightly at seeing the incredible determination on her face.

Tsumugi despised owing someone. She repaid any favor with a gift equal to or better than what she had been given.

The same was almost certainly true of Tenko, the kami from whom she’d been created. She would undoubtedly bestow fortune equivalent to any offerings she received. This was likely the reason for the Inari shrine’s continued success.

So long as it was little things, like the wisteria Tsumugi had given Minato last time, he’d be fine—but another peach-of-eternal-youth situation would be trouble. Minato didn’t want any fruits like that, but this didn’t seem like something he could refuse.

“O-okay… I’m looking forward to it.”

His face twitched as he forced out the words.

It was, honestly, a nerve-racking conversation.

[image: ]

The Yamagami and Minato watched Tsumugi soar off into the sky before hitting the road again for their next destination. All the while, Minato kept constant watch over their surroundings to make sure that no poor human inadvertently walked into the Yamagami’s path.

When he and the miniature Yamagami had gone out once before, someone had accidentally blocked its path and almost had their feet swept out from under them by the tiny wolf. Minato had caught the man to prevent the worst from happening, but he needed to avoid a similar situation at all costs.

People couldn’t see the Yamagami, so they wouldn’t get out of its way. Thankfully, no one threatened to obstruct its route now.

Minato assumed it was because of the Yamagami’s larger size.

It needed to stay big. They couldn’t have the wolf shrinking or turning transparent whenever it used its power.

“I really do have to clean up your mountain as soon as possible,” he said, looking sideways at the sauntering wolf.

The Yamagami looked up, perplexed. “Why the sudden insistence?”

“I want you to always stay big.”

Its fluffy tail swept left and right, leaving a wake of golden particles behind with every swish.

As Minato stared, transfixed at the sight, a strange noise tickled his ears.



Vrum-rum-rum-rum. It was the low, stomach-rattling growl of an engine. Minato glanced around, assuming the sound came from the exhaust pipe of a large motorcycle.

Just as he’d suspected, a bike sat idling in front of a store on the other side of the street. A Harley-Davidson.

“Whoa.” Minato couldn’t help but let out a sigh of admiration.

He actually owned a heavy motorcycle license but had never used it. He’d only gotten it because one of his friends was getting one, and he thought motorbikes were cool.

That was why the vehicle and its driver had drawn his attention.

A man stood next to the Harley, cradling a helmet in one arm. He wore a leather motorcycle jacket, and sunlight reflected off his dark sunglasses. His striking gray hair meant he had to be fairly old, but his good looks drew glances from those around him.

A sidecar was attached to the man’s beloved bike, and there was someone sitting in the cramped seat. The visor on their helmet was up, revealing the face inside.

Minato couldn’t believe his eyes when he recognized the man.

“That’s Echigoya.”

“Oh? Ah, the twelfth master. He is spending time with the Echizentei master, as usual.”

“I didn’t know they were friends. Though, I guess they are the same age. But that means…the driver is the owner of Echizentei?!”

Minato was so shocked he stopped in his tracks. The two men could almost pass for father and son.

The Yamagami stopped as well and looked up at Minato.

“Indeed. His youthful appearance is a result of his genes.”

“That makes sense.”

The Yamagami squinted, looking across the road.

“I see he still rides that loud toy…”

“I don’t know if I’d call it a toy,” Minato said. “But I guess if you’re not interested in motorcycles or cars, the noise from the exhaust would be pretty loud and annoying.”



Echizentei donned his helmet and straddled the motorcycle.

“All right then, Echigoya. Let’s go get us some shio ramen.”

Stuffed in the sidecar, Echigoya shook with laughter.

“Ha-ha-ha, there you go talking nonsense again… Today we’re having tonkotsu ramen, Echizentei.”

Echizentei froze, helmet straps dangling around his face. He cast Echigoya a disapproving glare.

“We had tonkotsu last time. We’re doing shio today.”

“No, we’re doing tonkotsu again.”

“No, no. Today’s shio ramen.”

“No, no, no. It’s tonkotsu.”

The back-and-forth escalated until the two old grumps’ argument drowned out the sound of the motorcycle engine. The people walking by sneaked glances at the riotous duo.

Echizentei might look like a dashing gentlemen, but he didn’t hold back when it came to his friend Echigoya.

“Shio—it has to be shio. You like salt broth, too, Echigoya.”

“That’s right, I do! But listen to me, Echizentei! It’s gotta be tonkotsu today! It won’t stop calling my name. It’s been waiting patiently asking if it’s time yet.”

“That’s just your imagination, Echigoya. It’s shio ramen that’s calling to us. It’s waited so long!”

“I-it has…?! Well then, we have to go…! No, no, no, no, it has to be tonkotsu!”

“I said shio, so it’s shio. You’re the one that needs to listen to me, Echigoya. SHIO!”

“Absolutely not! Give it up, Echizentei. You need to learn when to throw in the towel. TONKOTSU!”

“Stop bickering, you fools. Go and eat somen instead.”

The Yamagami’s contemptuous scolding shouldn’t have reached them, but—

“Echizentei. Maybe we should get something different every once in a while.”

“You’re right. Eating ramen all the time can’t be good for us.”

—they immediately calmed down, as though someone had doused them with cold water.

“Look at us, getting all carried away. It’s because I got my appetite back.”

The now docile Echigoya patted his big belly. His stomach rumbled, and his gray eyebrows hunkered low.

Seeing that, Echizentei smiled.

“Ramen is the font of all our energy, but let’s give it a little break. We don’t want to get sick again.”

“That’s true. So why don’t we get something light that’ll be easy on our stomachs?”

“…How about somen?”

“Yeah, that’ll do it,” Echigoya agreed happily before lowering his visor.

“I feel like trying to catch some nagashi somen.”

With a loud laugh, Echizentei gripped the handlebars of the motorcycle.



“Looks like they came to a decision,” Minato said brightly. He and the Yamagami had remained frozen to the spot until the scene played out.

The Yamagami let out a long breath, then rose.

“Good health is wasted on those two fools…”

Minato chuckled to himself and resumed walking.

Both Echigoya and Echizentei had regained their health, thanks to the Yamagami. Because of this, they frequently ate ramen, their favorite food—but as with everything, it was important to enjoy it in moderation.

Sidecar in tow, the Harley-Davidson sputtered loudly past Minato and the Yamagami. As they passed, Echizentei raised a hand. His keen eyes must have caught sight of the Yamagami. Echigoya, however, didn’t notice at all.

As Minato waved back, a fragrant scent tickled his nose. Looking to his side, he spotted a hospital surrounded by a hedge of gardenias.

“That smells wonderful. I guess they’re in season now. You know, I think the walking map mentioned something about that.”

The map really did cover all the sights. Minato was once again reminded of the magazine’s desire for people to fully enjoy their time in this part of town.

That said, these flowers didn’t seem to share much in common with the others they’d seen today.

As the Yamagami sniffed the gardenias, Minato stood behind it and asked, “Are these poisonous, too?”

“Nay, they are not.”

“Good.”

But right after reassuring him, the Yamagami pointed its nose to the building next door. “Those ones by the entrance are.”

“Really…? Which ones?”

Large, trumpet-shaped flowers hung low by the door.

“The ones that look like morning glories?” Minato asked.

“Aye. They are called datura.”

“I’ve seen them in people’s yards…”

“Accidentally eating one would not kill you, however; it would make you hallucinate. So be careful.”

“—Oh, uh, sure.”

This time, he accepted it without question.

“Though, I can’t say for certain that won’t happen.”

Minato looked around. All of the types of flowers blooming in the gardens and on the street could have been found anywhere.

“They might be common, but I had no idea that some of the flowers I see every day are really dangerous.”

“It is not surprising. With their plentiful modern lives, people are not forced to eat the plants they find nearby. There have no opportunities to lean from experience.”

The Yamagami grinned and let out an amused chuckle.

“Some beings very close to you bear the names of poisonous plants.”

“Oh, you mean the martens? Their names are all poisonous plants, aren’t they?”

“Aye.”

Seri’s name came from water hemlock, called dokuzeri in Japanese; Torika was named after wolfsbane, or torikabuto; and Utsugi’s was derived from coriaria, or doku-utsugi. Those three highly poisonous plants made up the big three of Japan’s poisonous flora.

“I’ve been wondering about this for a while, but why poisonous plants? I mean, they’re the kin of a divine kami.”

“I named them with the understanding that one should never accept things at face value.”

“…That might be the most shocking thing I’ve learned today.”

As the Yamagami and Minato chatted away, a tree frog below them poked its head out from the shadow of a gardenia and puffed up its throat.






Chapter 5
The False Eradicators




A taxi came to a stop by the front gate of the Kusunoki residence.

From out of the back seat appeared a squat young man. His face immediately contorted into a grimace.

“Ugh, it’s so hot! And humid!”

He fluttered his patterned short-sleeve shirt as he complained.

Behind him, a slightly older man also exited the vehicle, bending his long frame to get out.

“No kidding. This is awful.”

He opened his collar wider, a golden necklace catching the sunlight.



Recently, a number of locations around town where wild animals lived had become overrun by evil spirits. The troubled animals had worked together to pass one of Minato’s hand-carved talismans like a baton and rid themselves of this plague.

At the end of its journey, the talisman had been dropped by its final carrier, a bird, and picked up by this second man.



The two men were eradicators—professionals hired privately to banish evil spirits. They also exterminated yokai, made talismans capable of granting wishes, cast hexes, and summoned lethal curses.

Most (but not all) of eradicators’ techniques derive from Onmyodo, which technically makes them onmyoji. Although they had used that name in the past, nowadays the title was reserved exclusively for members of the Bureau of Onmyo, leaving them with no choice but to adopt the name “eradicators.”

Such families in Japan pass their unique techniques down from generation to generation, but no central organization binds them together. And while onmyoji require certification from a national board, eradicators do not—meaning that some unqualified swindlers co-opt the title and charge people to eliminate nonexistent evil spirits.

Of the two men, the short man was a fraud, and although the tall man could eliminate some evil spirits, even midgrade ones caused him trouble.



These “eradicators” stood shoulder to shoulder in front of the gabled sukiya-style gate. The short man grabbed the lattice and brazenly peeked inside.

“The house is still new. It’s built in a traditional Japanese style—well, with a bit of a modern slant to it—that’s pretty rare these days.”

“Yeah, you don’t see it much anymore.”

The tall man approached one of the gate’s pillars, pressed his nose to the doorplate, and took a deep breath.

His exceptional sense of smell helped him sniff out evil spirits and people with exceptional abilities.

Inhaling the faint fragrance, he stepped back. The pure scent matched both the piece of wood he’d found on the street and the key chain in his pocket.

“There’s no doubt about it: Whoever makes those key chains lives here,” he said, staring at the word KUSUNOKI carved into the doorplate. The same script decorated the items that these poor excuses for eradicators and their yakuza associates had stolen from the Kusunoki Inn.

The yakuza had been using the Kusunoki Inn to purify themselves because their immoral acts make them easy targets for evil spirits.



Scrunching up his face, the short man waved a hand in front of his nose.

“This place stinks of rice paddies. I really hate that smell. They should just get rid of all the rice fields.”

“But then you’d never eat another one of those rice bowls you love so much.”

The tall man’s teasing snort of laughter silenced his accomplice for a few moments.

“…Let’s go in already,” the short man eventually said. “All this extermination work we’ve done lately has really worn me out.”

“You can’t exterminate anything, so how are you tired? You just scam people by selling useless talismans.”

“Don’t call them useless. I work hard forging those.”

“But the copies can’t do anything… Whatever, let’s go in. We need to talk to this person about buying those key chains for cheap. All right, buzz the intercom.”

“You got it. The intercom… Damn, stuff this new looks totally out of place on an old-style house.”



A group of beings observed them from above as one of the men disdainfully extended a finger toward the buzzer.

Three martens with different colored tails sat atop the sukiya gate. Needless to say, they were the Yamagami’s kin. Three sets of hard, beady eyes stared daggers at the men, and a foreboding darkness unsuitable for divine beings enshrouded them.

The kin were beyond upset.

“The two of you reek worse than any rice field ever could,” Utsugi said in a low voice, nose pinched between his front paws.

“Were you imitating the Yamagami just now?”

“That did sound like him.”

There was no emotion in Torika’s and Seri’s voices. Their features were stern.

Seri blinked repeatedly. “The smell’s even burning my eyes. It’s too strong.”

“Yeah. We hardly ever see people with such rotten souls. In fact, this might be the first,” Torika said, her face scrunched as far as it could go.

The souls of people with corrupt hearts emit a horrible stench.

Divine beings despise the smell and typically do everything they can to avoid it. The sight of such people alone proves unbearable enough that they normally flee to somewhere the stench can’t reach.

But now wasn’t the time to run.

The kin had promised Minato that they would protect the house. And divine beings never break their promises.

The trio of martens kept their eyes locked on their targets, not glancing away for a second.

Utsugi sneezed loudly and rubbed his nose.

“Ugh, they smell so bad. You know what they smell like? The short one smells like rotten eggs, and the mean-looking one’s like sour milk—”

“Stop, Utsugi. That’s enough,” Torika said, cutting him off. “Otherwise, you’ll be reminded of them the next time you eat something with eggs or milk in it.”

Utsugi’s tail puffed out. More tears filled his already moist eyes.

“Hngh, you’re right. That was a mistake…”

Flailing his arms and legs, he nimbly rolled around on the top of the awning.

Next to him, Seri looked toward the sky, his narrow eyes sending a message to the Yamagami.



“Yamagami, we have uninvited visitors.”

The Yamagami froze at Seri’s sudden announcement. People and bicycles passed on either side, avoiding its massive white body.

The kami dominated the middle of the street. They had been walking down a spacious avenue to the publisher’s offices in the center of the southern district.

Eyes glued to the magazine, Minato kept walking, unaware that the Yamagami had stopped.

“—Let’s see, there’s the steak house on the right, so if we go a little farther and turn right at the first intersection…we should be good.”

Minato looked to his side, noticed that the giant wolf wasn’t there, and checked over his shoulder. The Yamagami stood smack-dab in the middle of the road, eyes half-closed and ears flat. Its mouth moved slightly, but it didn’t make any noise.

Accustomed to the sight by now, Minato assumed that it was communicating with the kin.

“This looks serious…”

It would probably take a while, but Minato didn’t want to waste time just standing around waiting.

He looked around, figuring he might as well try to find something to attach to his carvings. Old Japanese-style buildings lined the street, mostly restaurants. None of these shops with their array of scents would have something Minato could use.

“There should be a variety store a little farther…”

Just as he started to turn back to the magazine, his gaze fell upon a certain street. Among the scores of possible alleys, for some reason, that one caught his attention. Nothing about it looked particularly special. No part of it really stood out; it was just the entrance to a small alley. But something about it felt different.

He glanced back at the wolf, who was clearly looking in his direction through slitted eyelids. It didn’t seem like the kami would have any problems if he wandered a little bit farther away.

The Yamagami, after all, had been around for a long time.

Minato weaved his way through the packed crowd toward the alleyway.



Watching out of the corner of its eye as Minato walked away, as if guided toward an alley, the Yamagami telepathically questioned Seri.

“—So who are these uninvited visitors?”

Its stern, dignified voice shook the air, and the Wind Spirits playing with the long fur on its back flew off into the sky as one. The mess of hair quickly settled.

“They smell horrible! I’ve never met anyone that smells this bad! Ugh! I’m gonna throw up!”

Utsugi’s report came in first.

“That doesn’t answer the question. Though you’re not wrong.”

The Yamagami snorted at Torika’s chiding, deep wrinkles forming around its nose. It observed the crowd on the street.

People with foul-smelling souls weren’t rare.

The young woman hurrying toward him, the hunched man cutting across the street, the middle-aged woman behind him yelling into her phone—they all smelled.

“The world is full of humans who leave such a stench behind them. You simply may not know that, since the mountain receives few visitors these days.”

The Yamagami turned toward the middle-aged woman, then shared her smell with the kin.

“Like this one, for example.”

Three noses deeply breathed in—the smell of rotten food.

“Eeewww!!”

A trio of shrieks pierced the Yamagami’s mind, making its fur stand on end. With the mind-body connection they shared, even this considerable distance couldn’t protect them from the agonizing stench.

Still, the martens suffered more than the Yamagami, and their moaning continued. It had proven far too much for the inexperienced kin.

The Yamagami reflected on that for a moment.



The onmyoji Saiga had once asked Minato to eliminate an impure kami in another prefecture, and the three kin had accompanied him to help open the kami’s realm. They had passed countless people on the way there, but Minato had been carrying a lot of talismans, and they’d never left his side. In fact, they’d literally clung onto him.

The words Minato imbues with elimination power smell fresh and pristine. Protected by that fragrance, no living creature’s stench ever assaulted them.

On their other rescue mission, when Minato was sucked into Amaterasu’s realm, they had gone straight there without stopping, sparing no time for other living creatures.

From time to time, a human would come to the mountain, but it was extremely rare. Each time the kin watched the person from afar and never got close.

As such, the only people whose smells they knew were Minato and Saiga.



“Two men with rotten souls. It seems they’re here looking for Minato’s key chains.”

After a short time had passed, Seri’s reedy voice reached the Yamagami.

The great wolf listened quietly, staring up at the sky and breathing through its nose.

“They mentioned ‘extermination work,’ so they could be onmyoji. However, they also talked about tricking people into buying worthless talismans, so that seems unlikely. What’s more, their appearance and attitude is slovenly, unlike that man with the glasses who comes here often.”

Invigorated by a gust of clean air, the Yamagami looked ahead, but it couldn’t see Minato in the crowd. That didn’t mean the Yamagami had lost him, though; he was the only person around bathed in a brilliant light. Minato himself knew that, which is why he felt free to wander off.

Very few evil beings in this world could harm Minato.

The Yamagami needn’t worry too much. Minato could take care of himself, and the area they were in was relatively safe.

“Seri. Keep watch on them for a while.”

“Underst—”

“Ahhh!”

Utsugi’s scream drowned out Seri’s voice.

The Yamagami shook its head, annoyed by the commotion.

“You are too loud. What is it?”

“Rotten eggs… The one who stinks like that is trying to open the gate!”

“More accurately, he’s trying to force it open,” Torika, the stickler, corrected.

The short man was, in fact, yelling and pounding on the door, trying to force the gate open. He must have grown impatient after no one answered the intercom. He was acting like a loan shark trying to collect a debt—certainly not how you treated the house of someone you wanted to ask a favor of.

Utsugi glared at the humans. Only the short man was behaving rudely, but the tall man didn’t try to stop him, which made him equally at fault.

“They should know that no answer means no one’s home. It’s unbelievable. I mean, the door’s locked. Someone else tried kicking the door before, too. Are all humans this rude?” Utsugi asked, his voice trembling with rage.

“I would not say all, but they are not uncommon.”

As the Yamagami replied, a thought flitted across the corner of its mind. While very few people ever came to the Kusunoki residence, they had been visited by unpleasant characters both this time and the time before.

Perhaps that was the ripple effect of Minato attracting more luck than he knew what to do with.

“Aah! The one with elimination power just spat next to the gate!! How dare he?! Minato cleans there every day!”

Utsugi’s roar interrupted the Yamagami’s thoughts. It keenly sensed the three kin’s frustration.

“Handle this as you see fit.”

Its dignified voice boomed across the psychic connection.

“Woo-hoo!”

Utsugi was the first to leap with joy.

“We shall do just that.”

“Oh, we’re going to make them regret this.”

Seri and Torika’s eyes shone, but their replies were as cold as ice.
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But what about Minato?

He had wandered into nothing more consequential than an alleyway. Wedged between concrete walls, the shadows of neighboring buildings covered the path winding away from him.

With careful, deliberate steps, he let his instincts guide him.

Minato couldn’t detect evil spirits, but certain places did feel different to him.

As he passed one store, he noticed that the sounds behind him faded. The alley widened and narrowed as he continued forward cautiously, noticing how the air around him changed. A humid breeze caressed his forearms protruding from his shirt.

He was completely alone, without even any animals or insects around him. Not even a single Wind Spirit hovered nearby. They usually interfered somehow, blowing wind at him or pushing him. But now, all was silent.

Sharpening his senses, he memorized every little difference and abnormality.



A T-junction eventually came into view. By then, the humidity and Minato’s discomfort had both increased to the point where he was finding it hard to breathe.

A dozen steps away from the intersection, a small black animal waddled out from one side of the path.

Minato stared at it, wide-eyed.

It’s a penguin. Why is there a penguin in this alley?

He felt like the victim of some trickster fox. But of course, it wasn’t Tsumugi.

The penguin came up to Minato’s knee. A white stripe ran across the top of its black head like a headband, and its beak and legs shone bright orange.

It’s a gentoo penguin.

As that thought crossed Minato’s mind, the penguin completely ignored him. It opened its flippers wide and waddled straight ahead, before suddenly speeding up, leaping through the air and stabbing an evil spirit with its beak. It opened its mouth wide, snapping it shut again right before landing.

Gulp. A lump slid down its raised throat.

Minato stood ramrod straight, watching the entire thing in disbelief.

He couldn’t see the evil spirit, but feeling the stuffiness and humidity in the air dissipate, Minato realized that must have been what the penguin just ate.

Though slightly disgusted, he couldn’t help but fawn over its cute little eyes and pudgy body.



The penguin burped, then finally turned to face Minato. It stared at him for a beat before waddling over.

Once it was closer, Minato realized that it wasn’t a real penguin, but a stuffed animal. And what’s more—

“Wait, are you…from back then…?”

—he recognized the Japanese characters for Number 2 written on its stomach.



When Minato was in elementary school, a guest at the Kusunoki Inn had once asked to borrow his illustrated encyclopedia of marine animals.
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At the time, they’d asked, “Young man, which one in here is your favorite?” and he’d quickly listed off some of the animals he liked.

When the guest later returned the book, they showed him some stuffed animals they had made. This penguin had been one of them.

The guest had then asked him to write numbers on them, which he did, making Minato a godfather of sorts to those creatures.



Memories of that time came rushing back as Minato took in that long-lost penguin gazing up at him.

“There were a lot more of you,” he muttered to himself—as he often did—to which the penguin nodded and waved its flippers. Minato couldn’t hide his astonishment.

The penguin was nothing but an ordinary stuffed toy. So how could it move like a real animal and comprehend human speech?

Questions hounded him, but Minato had grown up with yokai, was currently living with kami of all varieties, and had acquaintances who were onmyoji. There was no reason to get all worked up over an oddity like this.

The unsettling air had dissipated, so Minato casually asked, “Are you still with that huge humpback whale and the shark?”

It happened so suddenly. What Minato had assumed was a large shadow turned out to be a humongous great white shark, which attacked him from overhead—but the only thing it attacked with was cuddles. It nuzzled closer, pectoral fins and tail flapping, causing Minato to lean away from it.

It flung itself at him as though it was reuniting with a long-lost family member. Number 1 ran across its white belly.

“Y-you’re too rough…! Not that it hurts or anything.”

It didn’t have the rough skin of a shark, just soft fluff.

As Minato hugged it tight to calm the creature down, another one appeared.

A humpback whale whirled around a corner and moved in. Both shark and whale swam though the air as though it were water. The whale came from the opposite direction as the shark, its face filling Minato’s vision as it approached.

Do you remember me? its eyes seemed to ask, turning to show him Number 5 along its side.

“I do. But why are you moving…? Whoa, wait, wait!”

Minato’s words were muffled as he was buried in a pile of enormous animals.



After playing around for a little while, the penguin suddenly looked up and backed away, accompanied by its two friends. The sea creatures danced around Minato before swimming back down the alley.

“All right, you guys, let’s get out of here!”

A person turned the corner just as the words reached him.

Minato caught a glimpse of the man through a gap in the massive animals and had to wonder for the second time that day whether a fox was playing a trick on him.

“Don’t just walk…er, swim off like that,” the middle-aged man chided as he strode over in a kimono and panama hat. Although Minato could never forget such a unique outfit and silhouette, he recognized the man’s face, too.

“Mr. Katsuragi…?”

This was the very same guest who’d complimented Minato’s poorly made doorplate all those years ago and even paid a hefty sum for it. He was also the man who’d made stuffed toys from Minato’s encyclopedia of marine animals—Suminojo Katsuragi.

He’d only stayed at the inn once, but Minato had never forgotten his name. After all, it was the first name other than his own he’d ever carved on a doorplate.

Somehow, the man hadn’t changed at all. He was even wearing the exact same dyed indigo kimono and panama hat from that day.



How had he not aged?

It had been over ten years.



He looked the same because the man standing before him now was actually Kotetsu Katsuragi, Saiga’s coworker.

It was his father whom Minato had met as a child.

Father and son were carbon copies of each other, with that same characteristic panama hat. Anyone would make the same mistake.



Unaware of that fact, Minato stood still, eyes bulging from their sockets.

“Come on, let’s get outta here. Hurry it up. That fussy fella’s in a bad mood. Ouch!”

Kotetsu didn’t notice Minato. He just turned and walked away, the shark munching on his head the entire time.

“Hey, take it easy with the play biting.”

Minato heard the fading words, but it looked like the shark was doing more than just playing.

The strange group disappeared in a flash, leaving Minato feeling as if the entire thing had been a daydream.



Minato didn’t know that Kotetsu’s father was an eradicator.

It was forbidden to ask guests their occupation or address, so he’d never found out.

Many people came to the onsen inn to forget about the outside world, so any employee actively inquiring into anything that might remind them of their normal life defeated the purpose of their stay. Even the children were forbidden from asking such questions. The Kusunokis staunchly abided by this strict policy.

However, sometimes the guests would talk to him.

Suminojo Katsuragi had been like that. He’d told Minato, “Your uncle Katsuragi travels around Japan getting rid of bad things.”

“I didn’t know Mr. Katsuragi was an onmyoji,” Minato murmured, watching the group until they turned the corner.

No kind soul was around to correct him.

“—Come to think of it, I didn’t see Number Three or Number Four…”

They were a pair of orcas. One had the usual black back and white belly, while the other had the opposite coloring. The two of them had always stayed close to Katsuragi’s side.

“Mr. Katsuragi seems to be doing well.”

Minato turned back the way he came, a warm smile stretching across his face.
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Kotetsu Katsuragi hurried down the alleyway with his team of shikigami, wholly unaware of Minato’s presence. His shikigami completely filled the narrow path, which was fine since no one was around, but it would cause problems once they got out onto a larger road.

“Anyone wanna go back to your paper form?”

It wasn’t an order, but a request.

He asked it while slightly opening the top of his kimono, where he kept the slips of paper, but no one answered and no one went back. They bounded in front of him and soared on either side, wearing innocent expressions.

Every one of them steadfastly refused. They were all quite selfish.

“…Please go back. I’ll call for you soon, okay?”

Each creature turned away. Now that they finally inhabited their bodies, they all wanted to eat more evil spirits.

His father had created the shikigami and passed them down to him. As such, he took great care of them, never treated them harshly, and tried to respect their wishes as much as possible.

While that might sound thoughtful, he was actually spoiling them rotten.



As Kotetsu begged and pleaded with his shikigami, their destination eventually came into view. Three vacant houses were packed together in tight quarters. The miasma consuming the area had just been cleared, leaving a desolate and depressing scene of abandonment.

In the center, a solitary man staggered out from between the buildings.

It was Ichijo, Kotetsu’s partner for today.

Onmyoji were forbidden from acting alone and always worked with at least one other agent. The reason being, naturally, because eliminating evil spirits is a dangerous job.



The shikigami returned to paper form the minute they saw Ichijo. One by one, they flew directly into Kotetsu’s chest pocket.

“What’s with you all…? You were so insistent about staying out… What a fickle bunch you are. Where in the world did you get that from?”

It certainly hadn’t come from his father, nor had they developed it over their many years with him.

When he got a bit closer, Kotetsu saw that something had devastated Ichijo’s appearance during his brief absence. The man’s clothes and hair were so disheveled and dirty that it looked like he’d been hit by a hurricane. When Kotetsu had left to find his shikigami, the unblemished white of Ichijo’s suit had highlighted its unsuitability for the work at hand.

“—Ichijo. What happened to you?”

Ichijo didn’t respond to Katsuragi’s question. He had his hands on his knees and was breathing hard, desperately sucking in oxygen.

Exhausted as he was, though, he still looked irritated, so Kotetsu figured he was okay.

Kotetsu leaned in and asked, “Did you get swept up by a tornado?”

After a long pause, Ichijo let out a deep breath.

“It was nothing.”

He righted himself and straightened his collar, trying to play it cool.

Ichijo was extremely prideful and hated showing any sign of weakness. He only ever complained or grumbled to Shiori Horikawa, his childhood friend and crush.

Horikawa only ever considered him a nuisance.

“Sure, whatever you say.”

Kotetsu had known him long enough not to press the issue.



Ichijo forced his shaky legs straight. Just standing upright demanded all his energy and strength.

What had just happened? All he could think was that he’d been caught in the middle of some sort of natural disaster. It didn’t make any sense.

However, the tortures he had endured at the Yamagami’s paws had trained him to suppress such thoughts.



He and Kotetsu had been tasked with exterminating a nest of evil spirits that had taken over a residential area.

The plan was to deal with the most powerful ones first, then clean up the remaining rabble. Kotetsu’s shikigami could easily take care of the weaker spirits incapable of assuming corporeal forms, so Ichijo had let them handle those. But just before they finished the last house, the shikigami had suddenly run off.

“Where are you guys going?! Sorry Ichijo, but you’ll have to take care of the rest!”

Ichijo had stood there in stunned silence as Kotetsu left without even waiting for a reply.

The man couldn’t even control his own shikigami. He wasn’t fit to be an onmyoji.

“What the hell even are those things…?” Ichijo had cursed as he kicked a pebble.

And why marine animals?

There was more to it than that, though. He found their cuteness demoralizing—even if he had to admit they were ruthless when it came to consuming evil spirits. It also defied logic that they weren’t single use shikigami, but could be called on multiple times to keep materializing and taking orders.

No technique in Ichijo’s clan could ever accomplish that. Such powerful familiars far exceeded anything they were capable of.



Ichijo had clicked his tongue irritably and gone to kick a rubber ball on the street.

Right at that moment, a gust of wind blew through the area. Without any warning, a gale strong enough to shake the windows of the houses and bend the trees slammed into his back.

Ichijo staggered, a cold sweat breaking out all across his body.



This wind was different.

It didn’t have the same pressure as the wind that had attacked him in that strange realm last year. And it lacked the oppressive divine power that had choked him.

Even though he understood that intellectually, his flight instincts had still triggered.

He had to get out of there immediately. He needed to put as much distance between this place and himself as quickly as possible. Driven by this sudden impulse, his leather shoes propelled him across the ground.

Unfortunately for him, the road was narrow. The poorly paved path was bumpy, and the drain gates on the street were loose. It had seemed inevitable that he would trip and fall on one section or another—but instead, he’d stepped on the rubber ball.

Carried by his momentum, Ichijo was sent careening into a wall, where he rebounded with a resounding smack.

Yet even that wasn’t enough to stop him from running.

Mission be damned, his life took priority.



His desperation to flee propelled his legs forward.

Haste narrowed his vision and robbed him of reason. Almost crashing into another wall, he pushed off, practically toppling with the recoil but just managing to avoid a fall.

Just as he started to feel a sense of relief, something crashed into his back.

“Meooow!”

A large stray cat jumped onto him from the wall above.

“Mrooow!”

And another, this time a Maine coon.

“Rwooowr!”

A British shorthair came next, followed by a Ragdoll. The gang of strays chased after each other, one by one using Ichijo’s back as a springboard to reach the wall. Each leap off his white back pushed Ichijo deeper into the alley.

Next came the boss. A Ragamuffin sprang off Ichijo’s side as he windmilled his arms wildly in the air.

Poor Ichijo. With that, he’d finally tumbled to the ground.



Face down, gravel clutched in his fists, Ichijo never knew that Minato had been leisurely strolling down an alley parallel to his.

The Four Spirits had blessed Minato. Four footprints had been left on his back and shoulders, which not only brought good luck but also warded off misfortune.

Ichijo didn’t even have the slightest clue that this blessing had been working to its fullest, repelling him and his incredibly difficult personality away from Minato.



Such was the string of events that had happened to Ichijo.

His chances of ever meeting Minato were practically zero.

That, however, was probably fortunate for both of them.
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Minato exited the dim alleyway, coming out onto a main street packed with pedestrians. The bright light made him feel like he’d emerged into an entirely different world.

After taking a few steps, he saw a ball of light.

It was the Yamagami. It sauntered down the avenue, its bright body illuminating the surroundings.

“Yamagami,” Minato called out.

It glanced at him briefly before looking down the alley.

“Did something happen to you?”

“I think I saw someone I met a long time ago. Or maybe not…”

“Whatever are you talking about?”

The Yamagami scoffed as it turned to walk away, and Minato followed.

“Don’t worry. What about you, Yamagami? Did something happen at the house?” he asked, slightly worried.

“Nothing of concern,” the Yamagami declared flatly.

“Okay. In that case, let’s head to the publisher.”

“Before that, I detect an intriguing fragrance. It is undoubtedly the finest smooth bean paste.”

“Yeah, I know. That comes first.”

Just as the white wolf strode away and a slim form walked leisurely out of the alleyway, the crowd on the street parted.






Chapter 6
Undelivered Love Letters




The Yamagami only ever read the local magazine from Musashi Publishers.

That was because it had known the ancestor of the current CEO.



Back then, it hadn’t published a magazine, but instead produced flyers made with block print. The Yamagami had often come down from its mountain and into town, and naturally, it had prowled the streets looking for sweets. During one of these excursions, a middle-aged man had chased it down and prostrated himself before the divine being.

That was Musashi.

He’d bowed down in the middle of a dusty street as throngs of people and horses passed by.

“O Great Wolf, please save my child.”

The groveling man pressed his head to the earth with repeated pleas. However, the large wolf said nothing.

While more people in that era could see divine beings, not everyone could, and large numbers of people cast sideward glances or looked away from this respected citizen acting so bizarrely.



Musashi’s young son had badly injured his arm, but improper treatment had led it to become necrotic. Such things often happened with the limited medical knowledge of the time.

The Yamagami had agreed to save his son in exchange for a certain favor.

It had been hoping to give the people a message for a while now, and this seemed like a good opportunity to do so.

Many people came to leave offerings on the mountain, but the Yamagami had no way of communicating with them. Their fear of the giant wolf meant that they usually sneaked up to leave alcohol and raw grain that the Yamagami didn’t want.



Some people even offered living creatures—including human sacrifices.



The Yamagami wanted nothing to do with such practices. It wouldn’t even eat them cooked or grilled.

As such, it told Musashi to publicly proclaim that the kami did not want human flesh. To this, it cheekily added, “I adore sweets, particularly those made with smooth bean paste. I also enjoy seasonal delicacies.”



Musashi swore he would tell the world, and he lived up to that promise, using block printing, word of mouth, and every other medium at his disposal. A few years later, almost all of the human sacrifices had stopped.

Any holdovers came from people who insisted on maintaining that absurd custom.

The Yamagami trapped such people in realms deep within the mountain, chasing after them while threatening to turn them into human sacrifices.



Musashi also took the Yamagami to new confectionary shops whenever it came into town, generously proffering sweets to the kami.

When Musashi learned that the Yamagami would sometimes read his posters and flyers, he began including information on local sweet shops. This tradition continued as a magazine, conveying to the Yamagami that the town always welcomed it with open arms.



The headquarters of Musashi Publishers stood at the center of a crowd of buildings in the south side of town.

It had moved there several months ago. The narrow reinforced- concrete building was sandwiched between others twice its size, but at least it was new.



A man approached the glass double doors at the entrance to the lobby.

Though still in his twenties, the complete and utter exhaustion emanating from the unassuming, hunched man added a solid decade to his appearance, and his gaunt complexion hinted at health issues.

His name was Kaoru Towada, one of Musashi Publishers’ writers. The large bag hanging across one shoulder was enough to let any onlooker know that he had just finished gathering materials for a piece.

He let out a deep sigh as he pushed the glass door open. Unbalanced by the weight, a copy of last month’s issue tumbled out of his bag.

“Ah…what a mess.”

The magazine had opened to a page featuring wagashi.

Kaoru studied it coolly. “The pictures are nice. All the sweets look really good. The text is short, but engaging. I tell you what, I’m good. Anyone reading this would want to try some. No doubt about it…”

His voice tapered off, and he laughed bitterly at the hollow praise he heaped on himself.



This was the man currently in charge of writing the wagashi articles.

Soon after he joined, it had been explained to Kaoru why they always ran articles on wagashi. He’s also been told that the Yamagami used to frequently enjoy drinks with the CEO’s ancestor and that the divine wolf enjoyed sweets from all the stores in town.

It was a story he’d heard countless times by now. The current CEO brought it up whenever the opportunity arose, rambling on as if it had happened to him. The CEO had never seen the Yamagami in person and couldn’t provide any solid evidence to back up his claims, though, so no one knew if it had actually ever happened.

Yet his boss believed it from bottom of his heart and eagerly awaited the day when the Yamagami would visit again after reading an issue.



It had been years since the Yamagami came to the south part of town.



Not one visit in the five years since Kaoru had been assigned the wagashi section—or to put it another way, since he’d been assigned to the Yamagami. It hadn’t visited the previous editor, either, nor the one before that.

They kept writing a huge number of articles for the Yamagami, even though they never knew if the divine wolf ever read them.

“For one thing, if this kami lives so deep in the mountain, where does it get the magazine? Who would go to the trouble of going all the way out there every month just to give it a magazine?”

Kaoru’s derisive sneer echoed throughout the lobby. It annoyed him that the CEO’s personal beliefs created so much hassle for employees like him.

“Seriously, there’s more than just smooth bean paste wagashi out there…”

Previous editors had struggled with the assignment because the Yamagami preferred smooth bean paste above all else. They also had orders to include information on seasonal wagashi, which is why they always focused on popular, limited-time delicacies.

Last month’s issue had highlighted the southern part of town. They hadn’t covered that area in a while, so Kaoru had put in more effort than usual.



And yet, as always, all his work went unrewarded.

The thought dampened his already low spirits.

“If it would at least just stop by…that would be enough. Nobody’s going to care if it’s ugly. I mean—it’s a wolf.”

At least, that was what his predecessors had told him.

“And what do humans know about wolf beauty standards, anyway?”

He couldn’t say how many times he’d been told the company’s logo resembled the wolf.

“I’m sure it’s really rugged…no…gallant. No, that’s not right, either… Dignified? Yeah, that’s it.”

Kaoru had never excelled at flattery. His eyes shifted constantly, and he sped through the words as if trying to spit them out.

“I choose things the Yamagami might like and always write with it as my target audience! They say it gets very jealous otherwise.”

That was something else he’d heard from his predecessors, who had all worked diligently for the Yamagami and the Yamagami alone. He felt their efforts were all for naught, as if they were sending a stream of love letters that would never be delivered nor read.

“We’ve done this for so many years, and it’s never even visited us once. How heartless…”

As he vented his pent-up frustrations, Kaoru reached down sluggishly to retrieve the magazine on the floor when—

“Ugh.”

—he staggered, feeling a weight press down on his stooped back.

“Damn. It’s still there…?”

His voice trembled, the words coming out practically in a whisper.

Heh-heh. That revolting laugh and foul breath tickling his ear made Kaoru break out in a cold sweat.

A malicious female spirit with long hair clung to his body.

Get off me! Go away!

He wanted to scream at the top of his lungs. But he couldn’t.

Some people were chatting behind a door in the back wall. He didn’t want to scream and embarrass himself in front of his colleagues.

“Gah.”

The evil spirit’s hands physically gripping his throat were also preventing him from making any sound.



Evil spirits found an easy target in Kaoru Towada.

Some ethereal being or another would disturb him daily, wherever he went.

Although the building was brand-new, the dull interior reeked with stagnant air. The shadows of the taller buildings around it played a part in that, but this location had always attracted evil spirits.

Kaoru had been opposed to the company moving its headquarters here, but no one had listened.



This female spirit had first appeared in the building a few days earlier, tormenting Kaoru to no end. He had tried to stay out of the office for as long as possible today, but it hadn’t made any difference.

It was still here.



A thought flitted across his mind as he struggled for breath.

If only the Yamagami would drop by, even for a moment.

All that talk about writing articles in a selfless effort to please the Yamagami was a lie. Nothing more than lip service.

The truth was, he desperately wanted the Yamagami to rid this area of evil spirits. Just by walking around, the kami would be able to purify the south side of town, which, for some reason, had seen a sharp increase in evil spirits recently.

It could even just be while you’re out looking for sweets. Just for a second.

Kaoru could barely breathe as he prayed to the ever-unresponsive Yamagami. And yet—

“I know. I can hope all I want, but the Yamagami won’t come…”

He’d prayed countless times. Not just to the Yamagami but to other kami, Buddha, and even gods from other countries.

But had any of them ever saved him? Had there ever been even one miracle?

Never. He knew it in his bones. He’d tasted despair time and time again.

Drenched in sweat, Kaoru released the magazine and fumbled in his jacket pocket for something.

“I know that! Kami and Buddha don’t exist!”

He grabbed a piece of paper and slapped it on his back.

The evil spirit let go, reeling from the piece of paper, which read PROTECTION AGAINST EVIL SPIRITS.

He felt lighter. It became easier to breathe.

…It worked.

Then, as if mocking Kaoru’s relief, the weight increased. The evil spirit had returned, exhaling miasma, hands squeezing his neck, legs compressing his torso, long hair wrapped around his outstretched arms.

Kaoru doubled over and swore.

“Damn talisman! I paid so much for this worthless piece of junk!”

He couldn’t hold back his frustration—and for good reason. He’d paid twenty thousand yen for this scrap of paper, only to find out that it couldn’t even banish a single evil spirit. It was beyond a joke.

Kaoru cursed the youthful eradicator who’d sold him the talisman and his claims that it would immediately banish any evil spirit. The betrayal felt particularly infuriating because, years ago, he had experienced the power of a truly effective talisman.



A friend had given it to him three years earlier.

They’d bought it at a very reasonable price from a freelance eradicator they met while traveling. The neatly written talisman also featured two orcas, and it had instantly disintegrated every evil spirit nearby. The ruthlessness with which it vanquished its foes perfectly suited the animal’s nickname: “killer whale.”

However, the talisman hadn’t lasted forever, and the effect waned after a couple of uses. Desperate for another, Kaoru had asked his friend about it, who’d told him he’d bought it from a man wearing an unusual outfit for this day and age—a kimono and a panama hat.

Kaoru had searched high and low for this elusive eradicator, but he’d never found him.



If he had that orca talisman, a single evil spirit would never have troubled him.

Kaoru gritted his teeth, one knee pressed into the ground.



And then—a miracle happened.



He heard the evil spirit emit an ear-splitting screech as it died.

Surprised, Kaoru looked over his shoulder to see the evil spirit begin to dissipate, starting from the tips of her hair. The weight on his back, the breathlessness, the foul breath—all of it disappeared.

Kaoru didn’t understand why.

The speed and power rivaled—no, it surpassed—that of the orca talisman.

On top of everything else, he felt a calm breeze, like a soft, warm wave, pass over him. He didn’t know what it was, yet even so, a warmth rose inside his chest, and tears welled in his eyes.



Kaoru stood up and looked outside.

An intense jade light was slowly, leisurely working its way down the main street. Kaoru didn’t see that color, however; he only saw a young man who had just come to a halt. It was Minato, comparing the building with the picture in his magazine.

He looked like a nice guy, the picture of health. His pure, bright face told Kaoru that he found satisfaction in each and every day.

As a reporter, Kaoru had met all sorts of masters in their respective field. He immediately got the feeling that this young man was the same.



Kaoru watched as Minato looked at a sign on the building, then glanced down toward his feet and softly murmured, “This looks to be Musashi Publishers.”

There was no one and nothing there. Under normal circumstances, most people would find such behavior strange.

But Kaoru, well-versed in evil spirits as he was, knew he must be talking to some sort of being.



Based on the man’s actions, whatever it was didn’t seem to be harmful.

You don’t think—?

His gaze froze and his thoughts ground to a halt.



An incredible pressure descended over Kaoru. The hair on the back of his neck bristled. Beset by an incomprehensible fear, his entire body shivered uncontrollably.

This pressure completely dwarfed that of the evil spirit. He felt it most acutely near his abdomen. Kaoru slowly cast his gaze down toward his stomach, where his company ID hung.

The Yamagami was staring at the name written there.

“Oh, Yamagami, are you going in?”

Kaoru had lost all capacity to detect sound, so Minato’s words didn’t reach him.

He only felt this skin-tingling pressure.

He wanted to run away and not look back.

Go! Get out of here now!

His legs ignored the command from his brain. Though movement eluded him, he did lean farther back than he would normally bend.



Just then, a massive wolf suddenly revealed itself.



The divine pure-white beast was only a couple of steps away from him. Kaoru’s eyes bulged, his jaw dropped, and his bag slid off his shoulder, thudding to the floor.

“You are the one who writes the wagashi articles, are you not?”

It boldly questioned the helplessly flustered Kaoru. He waved his hands meaninglessly before him, muttering panicked gibberish.

Minato felt bad for the poor man.

“Yamagami, this is all too sudden. He’s in shock… Um, hi. Are you okay?”

He’d greeted Kaoru normally—after giving the kami a stern reprimand.

Just as intimidated by this man, who seemed completely unfazed, Kaoru simply nodded hard enough that it felt like his head might fall off his shoulders. His reply doubled as a response to the ethereal being’s question.

“…Yamagami, can’t you do something to signal that you’re about to show yourself?” Minato asked reproachfully from just behind the kami.

It cocked its head and looked back at Minato.

“And how should I accomplish that?”

“Maybe something like revealing yourself gradually or creating some kind of divine noise?”

“Very well. Henceforth, I shall howl. With vibrato.”

“That’s actually worse.”

The Yamagami snorted with an eagerness that exasperated Minato.

This sudden change in mood relaxed Kaoru a little. The intense pressure had eased during the exchange because the Yamagami’s attention had transferred to Minato.



Kaoru continued to stare at the Yamagami.

The wolf looked exactly like the magazine logo he saw every day, but with a blinding white body and eyes like two golden suns. The forest scent emanating from it permeated his senses and eased his troubled thoughts, and its resonant voice spoke in a human tongue. Everything was exactly like the CEO had said.

This was, without a doubt, the divine Yamagami.

The kami that the CEO’s family and all the wagashi editors had waited so long to meet was now standing right in front of him.

It was there, its existence undeniable.

Kami really did walk the world.

It all seemed like a dream. But the pain in his back from his bent stance assured him this was real, and the evil spirit’s disappearance proved it beyond a doubt.



Kaoru actually severely misunderstood what had dispelled the spirit, but Minato wouldn’t have minded.



The pressure from the large wolf eased, and Kaoru regained his composure.

He asked a question that had been nagging at him for years.

“Uh, Great Yamagami! With that voice, are you a man—or, sorry, a male kami? You sound like a middle-aged man!”

“How rude.”

“I—I just mean, y-your voice is very deep and husky!” Kaoru corrected himself, now standing upright again.

Head slightly tilted and chest puffed out, the Yamagami intensified the halo of light surrounding it, as if to demonstrate the divinity of its being.

“Naturally.”

“Oh, I see. You thought the Yamagami was female. That explains why all the articles seemed geared toward women.”

With that cleared up, Minato felt a little better.



Most people believe that mountain kami are female. Rumors also paint them as being ugly and incredibly jealous—a story that employees at the magazine had believed and gotten wrong as well.

Some mountains still forbade women from entering. It was said that a woman entering such a mountain would invite the wrath of the jealous kami, so the magazine only assigned men to the Yamagami.



The big wolf faced Kaoru, who gasped under the direct focus of such brilliant light. The Yamagami’s head was lower than Kaoru’s, yet he felt as if the kami were the one looking down on him.

The Yamagami’s dignified voice addressed the confused man.

“I eagerly await each article on wagashi.”

“Ah…”

Kaoru couldn’t answer immediately.

The Yamagami read the articles. Everything reached it. His own thoughts and feelings, as well as all those of his predecessors.

Back glued to the glass door, Kaoru trembled with emotion.



Seeing that made Minato extremely glad they’d chosen to stop here.

Based on Kaoru’s words and reactions, he could tell that they really did write the articles for the Yamagami. The special features were always creative and eye-catching, with a certain allure that made anyone want to pick up a copy. Minato always bought an issue for himself as well if it featured a store in the north side of town.

Kaoru must be overjoyed to finally meet the Yamagami.

The wolf glanced at the warmly smiling Minato.

“—Let us be off.”

“What, you’re done?”

“I have no more business here.”

The Yamagami turned to go, ignoring the bewildered Minato.

“W-wait, please, Great Yamagami!”

Only Minato turned at Kaoru’s desperate plea.

“I beg you, please meet the CEO! He has been waiting for you for years. Not just him, all the previous editors have been, too! I’ll get them right away, so please just wait a little—”

Suddenly, Kaoru’s words were drowned out by the sound of loud footsteps. They raced down the far stairwell, revealing a middle-aged man in a light-gray suit who came to a screeching stop in the lobby.

It was the current CEO of Musashi Publishers. Eyes locked on the divine wolf, he panted as he stumbled forward.

His expression was drawn tight, as if he were dreaming.



More men quickly rushed down the stairs.

Kaoru yelled to everyone who had worked on the wagashi section.

“The Great Yamagami has been reading our articles!”

“Woooo!”

They erupted in a fit of joy, fists pumping the air. The echoes still filled the room as every employee threw themselves at the Yamagami’s feet and began weeping.

Only Minato remained standing. He looked around uneasily, spotting a story in a local newspaper on a nearby rack:

WOMAN IN HER TWENTIES VANISHES ON THE WAY HOME. STILL MISSING FOUR YEARS LATER.

The headline caught his attention.

He shifted his gaze, which landed on a piece of paper near the glass door. Minato picked it up and flipped it over. PROTECTION AGAINST EVIL SPIRITS was written on the back.

He couldn’t tell if this was the same as the ones he made.

His fingers rubbed the talisman.

“The paper’s low quality…”

Rough and frayed, it wasn’t much different from common notepad paper. The letters had run, so whoever made it had likely used a cheap brush and ink as well.

Minato used only the finest washi, brush, and ink, as well as divine water, so he could discern high-quality work.



The employees let out another joyous cheer.

The Yamagami had blessed them with its majestic baritone voice.
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But now, let us go back in time a little.

While the Yamagami and Minato were away, a strong wind rustled the branches of the camphor trees standing guard over the Kusunoki residence.

Three martens perched atop the sukiya-style gate, looking down at the short man still shaking the lattice. The tall man watched on behind him.

Irate after several tries on the intercom buzzer had gone unanswered, the short man readied a fist to pound directly on the gate itself.

“What kind of gate is this? It won’t open!”

“It’s probably locked.”

“They must be asleep. Who do they think they are? It’s already noon! Banging on the front gate should annoy them enough to wake them up. Whoa!”

The lattice door slid open with ease.

“Huh, it was unlocked the whole time? They should be more careful, but what else would you expect this far out in the boonies?”

It opened smoothly, without a sound.

“We’re coming in!”

With that lively greeting, the men passed through the sukiya gate.

The short man practically hopped up to the front door and slapped it repeatedly.

“Kusunoki! Hey, Kusunoki! It’s already noon!”

Amid a racket that would wake a sleeping child, the front gate slid shut behind the two men and latched itself tight.

The three kin on the gate were now nowhere to be seen.



Fallen leaves tumbled down the empty gravel path, blown by the wind. The tops of the camphors swayed wildly, as did the trees covering the mountain.

That rustling noise didn’t reach the two eradicators who’d just entered the property.







Chapter 7
Uninvited Guests




The two eradicators stood in the entryway of a strangely quiet Kusunoki residence.

They didn’t—or couldn’t—notice the sudden disappearance of the rhythms of nature: wild animal calls and whistling wind.

The short man unabashedly banged on the front door, rattled the doorknob, and yelled at the top of his lungs.

“Kusunoki, wake up already and come out here… Huh?”

The door opened with a click.

“This is ridiculous. Did they go to sleep with both the gate and the front door unlocked?”

“That’s unbelievably careless.”

“Right?”

The small man pushed open the door with a scornful laugh.

An invigorating scent hung in the air, enveloping the two men as they passed through the doorway.

“This place really smells like citrus.”

“Yeah… But it suddenly vanished just now…”

“You’re right. What was that all about?”

The two men walked inside. Focused on the interior of the house, the short man stepped up from the entryway when—

“Oww!”

—he let out a howl. He’d stubbed a toe on the step up and now held his foot as he hopped on one leg.

The tall man smirked behind him.

“That’s so lame.”

“Come on, have a little sympathy, would you? Things have been pretty rough for me lately.”

“You’re just imagining it. Wait, you know what? With all the bad stuff you’ve been up to recently, I bet you’re cursed or something.”

“Nothing like this happened before, though… But, you know, I do feel like bad things keep happening to me ever since I stole this.”

The short man removed a thin piece of wood from the pocket of his shorts.

Engraved on it were the words Kusunoki Inn—Mercury.



The tall man blanched the moment he saw the key chain.

“…Please tell me you left some money behind when you took that.”

“Of course not. Like I’d ever pay for something like this.”

“You idiot! I told you to make sure you left some money behind if you were going to take it!”

The short man frowned scornfully.

“That’s just a waste of cash.”

The tall man distanced himself from his partner.

Unlike the short man, who’d grown up in a normal household, the tall one came from a long line of eradicators. He knew the terror and cruelty that nonhuman entities could inflict.



One such creature lived at the Kusunoki Inn—the doji.

This yokai passed freely into the human world, and while it liked to play pranks, most of them were harmless.

However, if a human ever broke a promise to it, the gloves were off.

Even though Minato had moved out, he and the doji stayed in touch, sending gifts via Minato’s mother. It would never forgive anyone who stole something Minato had made.



Several years earlier, one eradicator had recognized the special powers contained in the Kusunoki Inn’s doorplates and key chains—their ability to instantly return evil spirits to dust. They’d tried to pocket a key chain, and the doji had appeared. After a little negotiating, they agreed that the doji would let it go as long as they left something in return.

Rumors began to spread after that—which drew yakuza and insecure eradicators to the inn to leave money in exchange for key chains.



“After I went all that way out into the sticks, I wasn’t about to come back empty-handed.”

The short man didn’t show the slightest hint of guilt over the theft, but wounds of various sizes ran across his exposed arms and legs.

Each scar was new. He had incurred the doji’s wrath. His life from here on out would be nothing but bad luck, with misfortune befalling him at every turn.

Certain that the short man’s fate was sealed, his taller partner swore to cut all ties with him after this job and jerked his chin toward the house.

“Let’s go through the place quickly and get out of here. Keep going.”

The short man continued down the hallway and opened a sliding door.

They were greeted by a Japanese-style room.

“Whoa, these tatami reek!”

Six tatami mats filled a plain room about ten square meters in size. A set of intricate fusuma sliding doors decorated the main wall, and behind an antique Japanese dresser, a set of shoji doors opened onto the garden.

“All right! There should be something good in here.”

The short man practically skipped over to the dresser. Starting at the bottom, he began throwing open the three drawers like a hunter searching for prey.

The tall man said nothing, instead choosing to watch over his shoulder. It was too late now for him to stop his partner from stealing stuff. And he couldn’t object on moral grounds, since they were already trespassing.



The bottom and middle drawers were empty.

“Huh, this one won’t open…”

The short man wrenched open the stuck top drawer. Inside he found a bundle of familiar-looking washi paper.

“Hey, talismans!”

“You really will steal anything, won’t you?”

“You say that, but you’re curious, too, right? So this Kusunoki person also makes talismans… What’s this?”

He turned over a sheet of paper.

“It says amazake manju… Is it a talisman? Or just a shopping list?”

The short man held it up for his more capable partner to examine.

The taller man started backing away.



They had only ever seen the sign, doorplates, and key chains at the Kusunoki Inn. This was the first time either had laid eyes on one of Minato’s talismans.

What’s more, this was a special one that Minato had recently created as an experiment to see how much elimination power he could imbue it with.

He’d collapsed to the floor after writing it.



“—What the hell is that…?”

The tall man struggled to get the words out, one hand covering his scrunched nose.

The smell coming from the talisman in the short man’s hands didn’t just assault his senses, it penetrated all the way through to his brain. Though the scent itself was invigorating, it was so strong it bordered on harmful.

“Pud id awaigh!”

“Huh? What’d you say?”

Closing his eyes tight, the tall man reluctantly removed his hand from his nose.

“Put that thing back in the drawer!”

“Why? If we take this then we’re good. You reacting like that means it has elimination power, right?”

The tall man shuddered.

It didn’t just have elimination power—it had far too much. Enough to place it in a league of its own. No one person should be able to wield that much power. No group of evil spirts could withstand it. They would instantly be turned to ash.

This wasn’t something that could be created by a human.

It belonged to the realm of kami.

“I don’t care, put it back! My nose hurts!” the tall man shouted irritably, burying his face in his arm.

The short man reluctantly returned the talisman to the drawer. But as he watched his partner kneeling on the floor moaning in pain, he discreetly reached out for the talisman again.

Bang! The drawer slammed shut.

“What the—?! How’d it close by itself?! Stupid old dresser!”

He yanked at the handle, but this time it didn’t budge.

Finally having recovered, the tall man enviously watched his less gifted partner complain.

“…Let’s get out of here already.”

There was no energy in his voice. He was completely depleted.

The short man slammed a fist into the Japanese dresser and stood up.

“You’re right. But I’m going to check the closet before we go.”

He violently flung open the fusuma.

“What the—? This isn’t a closet…”

It was another tatami room.

Eight tatami mats covered the floor. There was no dresser in this room this time, just two fusuma doors in the opposite wall.

The short man frowned.

“The tatami smell is somehow stronger here…”

He stomped brazenly across the room and opened one of the sliding doors, only to find a room ten mats large. He burned with rage.

“What’s wrong with this house?! It’s nothing but tatami rooms! And it reeks!”

“Hey, wait!”

A panicked voice stopped him, prompting the short man to look back, one hand still gripping the sliding door.

His partner hadn’t moved from the six-mat room.

“Come on already. I hate tatami.”

“You really don’t notice?! Something’s clearly off here!”

The tall man’s face was pale. But even his ghastly appearance didn’t stop the short man, who flung the door to the side to reveal a twelve-mat room. Four fusuma doors lined the far wall.

Watching all that from a distance, the tall man took a step backward.

“Think about it. This house… Did it look like it had this many rooms?! It can’t have more than three rooms max! But…the rooms somehow just keep coming… It—it doesn’t make any sense!”

Panicking, the taller man turned to flee—but the sliding door slammed shut with lightning speed right in front of his face.



A sweet, tangy scent wafted toward them from somewhere.

The tall man battered the sliding door, while the short man ran back, finally realizing that something strange was going on with the rooms.

The scent of mandarins gently wrapped itself around them.



Screaming, they banged and kicked the sliding door.

As the two eradicators continued to debase their pride, the three kin watched on apathetically from a corner of the ceiling, hidden from sight.



Needless to say, this was their realm.



The three kin floated in midair holding mandarins. They breathed in and out, noses pressed deep into the fruit. Of the three, Utsugi had his nose buried the deepest, with half the mandarin skin peeled away.

This was the scent that had enveloped the eradicators.

“Dis smells so mush bedder.”

“Yeah. Id reawwy helpsh.”

“You two, take your noses out when you speak.”

Seri chastised the muffled Utsugi and Torika.

The two younger martens obeyed, then glared down again.

“These mandarins really do help. If we didn’t have them, the stench from those two would ruin our noses.”

“Definitely. We’ll have to thank Minato.”

Even Seri could only agree as he watched the short man run all around the room from over the top of his dark-yellow fruit. The eldest marten saw a black swell covering the man’s heart—his soul.

Seri had the sharpest eyes of the three kin.

“There’s some kind of miasma coming from the short one’s soul.”

“He’s that rotten? And so young, too… How can humans become so wicked?” Torika complained bitterly.

Seri looked over to the taller man, who was repeatedly ramming the sliding door with his body.

“That one has some power. It seems he can sniff out spirits…”

Seri saw a pale blue light coming from the tall man’s nose—the light of a special ability. Very few people possessed power like that these days, but the glow was incredibly dim, as if covered in frosted glass.

The marten narrowed his eyes.

“He’s barely trained it at all. You can be born with a special power, but without training it’ll never reach its full potential.”




[image: ]


“What a waste,” commented Utsugi.

“Yeah. If he doesn’t do something about it, he’ll lose it someday,” Seri replied, looking away from the tall man.

“Oh yeah?”

“That so?”

Utsugi and Torika sniffed at their oranges, unconcerned.

They had zero interest in eradicators. It was their opinion that people were free to choose whether or not they trained the abilities given to them, rather than being forced to simply because genetics had granted them their power.

This tall man, however, earned his living eliminating evil spirits, yet he couldn’t even fully utilize his unique ability and the divine power required for his work.

The kin felt an extra layer of disappointment at that because they knew an onmyoji around the same age who worked tirelessly to heighten his powers—Saiga Harima.



The tall man turned out to be surprisingly stubborn.

His partner gave up quickly, but he used his fists, shoulders, and even knees to assail the sliding door.

“Damn it! Why won’t it open?!”

Far from opening, there wasn’t even a scratch on it. And no matter how loud they screamed or yelled, no one would ever hear them.

In the real Kusunoki residence, the four auspicious beasts and the divine spirit would probably be relaxing right about now.

“This is a real pain,” Utsugi complained as he kept peeling his mandarin.

“It is. I think I’ll have a little bit of mandarin as well.”

“Good idea. Me too.”

Torika and Seri also peeled their fruit.

The souls of these eradicators were impure, particularly the short man’s. The kin wished they could just toss this filth out of their realm, but they couldn’t.

They still needed to dish out divine retribution.



So far, the trio had only been watching to see how the two men would react, but their actions sickened the kin. They’d even started to think they might dislike humans.

With a deep sigh, Seri muttered bitterly, “I know they’re not all like that, though.”

“Right,” Utsugi agreed, his expression grim. “We know that intellectually.”

“Yeah. We should probably interact with more humans directly to get to know them better…” Wearing a slight frown, Torika lifted a piece of mandarin to her mouth.

The kin, of course, knew about Minato’s plan to clean up the mountain and get more people to come.

The Yamagami didn’t really care one way or the other and simply saw it as a return to how things had once been. But not the kin. They worried about the changes their comfortable home might undergo.

Like the Yamagami, the kin didn’t care about other places and only ever left the mountain to visit to the Kusunoki residence. But it might be time to change that. They had been raised in an overly protective environment.

“How about we go on outings to other places? …To expand our horizons.”

“Sure. We do need to experience more things.”

“B-but doesn’t that mean we’d go to more places with humans and their awful smell?”

Recalling that gut-wrenching smell of rotten food, the three martens broke out in cold sweats and clung tightly to their mandarins.

They had been deeply traumatized. The Yamagami was so cruel.

However, the hardship it forced upon them had shielded the kin from the worst effects of trapping these foul-smelling humans in their realm—not that the three of them knew that.

Tears in the corners of his eyes, Seri looked over at Torika.

“Oh, well, let’s think about that later.”

“Y-yeah. Humans won’t be coming to our mountain for a long time.”

“There’s no rush, Minato…”

No one would blame Utsugi for his honesty.

Just then, the Yamagami’s voice echoed inside the minds of the kin.

“Today’s dessert is flan cake.”

The three martens froze, and imaginary lightning bolts crackled behind them.

After all, a lot of eggs and milk went into flan…

“Minato had his eye on this cake, made with ample amounts of fresh milk and eggs, even before we left.”

The kin ground their teeth.

It wasn’t Minato’s fault. He didn’t know.

“There are three layers to the cake—a layer of rich, heavy flan, a layer of bitter caramel, and a layer of sponge cake soaked in syrup—giving it a slightly firm consistency. Such a delicacy is a rare find.”

That joyful tone was like the whispering of a devil.

Of all the options, why flan? The trio buried their faces in their mandarins.

Even without getting a response, the Yamagami continued.

“Minato has a question for you. Which would you prefer: one large flan cake or regular flan in individual jars?”

The martens raised their heads and exchanged a look.

Torika glanced at Seri, then at Utsugi.

“Minato has never given us anything that tasted bad,” she said determinedly, as Seri and Utsugi squeezed their mandarins.

“You’re right.”

“Yeah. It’s always delicious.”

Minato only ever brought back the highest-quality sweets. That wasn’t thanks to Minato’s discerning tongue, but because he unquestionably bought whatever stores claimed was their best seller or most popular product.

Each claim was true, thanks to all the people who had gone there before him wanting those same desserts.



The distance didn’t hinder the Yamagami’s understanding of the martens’ predicament. It knew their agony perfectly.

But it wasn’t heartless.

The wolf sent a delicious smell to its kin to lift their spirits.

“Here, this is the flan cake.”

A succulent sweetness bombarded the kin’s smell receptors. Their jaws dropped as they drooled over the fragrant vanilla scent.

“It’s packed full of Silkie chicken egg yolks.”

Torika, with her sensitive nose, wiped her mouth.

Any sense of foreboding vanished as the three gluttons savored that blissful aroma.

Collecting himself, Seri said, “Yamagami, please let Minato know that we really, really want the big cake! We can’t wait to try it…!”

“Aye, I shall let him know. Continue the good work.”

“Of course.”

“Yes.”

“Leave it to us!”

Torika sat up straighter, and Utsugi saluted with a front paw.

The blissful scent suddenly stopped, replaced immediately by that horrible stench. With a grimace, Utsugi dived into his mandarin again, deftly peeling the skin away with his teeth.

Torika turned toward her younger sibling.

“Utsugi, if you eat the whole thing, it’ll be gone and you won’t be able to stand their smell.”

“I know. I’ll be careful.”

Utsugi removed a single piece, shook his head, then bit it in half.

“What is going on?! Why’s that mandarin smell stronger now?!” the reeking heap hugging his knees in the corner yelled.

The kin didn’t mind. These men would soon come to remember this smell all too well.
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The eradicators found no exit from the continuous maze of tatami rooms.

They raged, tearing and ripping out the fusuma and shoji doors—though they didn’t dare touch the four fusuma at the end of the room. More rooms filled with tatami might lie beyond them. Seeing that would certainly drive the men over the edge, so they stayed well away.

The once energetic short man now lay immobile on the floor of the eight-mat room, while the stubborn tall man leaned against the sliding door, knees tucked tight into his chest.

That door and the window to the garden wouldn’t open.

But that was it—nothing scary had happened to them so far. Realizing that, the last traces of hope drained from the men.

People who don’t like doing what’s difficult and fixate on easy ways to make money quickly lose all their will and motivation.

“…I’m hungry,” the short man muttered, his gaze fixed ahead.

That was when he smelled it. Not mandarin, but—

“Miso soup…!”

He leaped to his feet and dashed toward the source of the smell—the room behind the last four fusuma.

His stomach was rumbling from spending the last couple of hours in this prison. Equally as hungry, the tall man followed his shorter partner, who reached the door and slid it open.

The room was fourteen mats big. A low table sat in the center, set with a traditional Japanese meal for two.

Rice, miso soup, and cooked fish. It was very basic fare, but steam rose from the delicately scooped rice, the vegetable-laden miso soup, and red bream simmered in broth.

“It looks so good!”

The short man yelped in delight before sitting at the table and slurping down some soup.

“It’s amazing! I can feel the miso soup filling my entire body!”

Praise poured out of him as he devoured the vegetables.

The tall man sat and began wolfing down rice—but just then they caught a whiff of something.



The mandarin smell wrapped itself around them.



Thud. The short man dropped his bowl, spilling soup onto the table.

“…!”

He tumbled backward, holding his neck in both hands. Foam frothed from his discolored mouth as he thrashed about wildly. His movements gradually slowed, until eventually the convulsions stopped.

The tall man watched in stunned silence.

“—H-hey… Are you all right…?!”

There was no reply from the man. He’d stopped breathing.

“N-no way—h-he’s dead?!”

The tall man backed up all the way to the wall. As he did, his soup bowl rolled off the table and landed on the face with blank white eyes.

Plip. Miso soup dripped off the table onto the tatami.
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The two eradicators were standing in the entryway of a strangely quiet Kusunoki residence.

The short man unabashedly banged on the front door, rattled the doorknob, and yelled at the top of his lungs.

“Kusunoki, wake up already and come out here… Huh?”

The door opened with a click.

—Just like the first time.

“This is ridiculous. Did they go to sleep with both the gate and the front door unlocked?”

“That’s unbelievably careless.”

“Right?”

The short man pushed open the door with a scornful laugh.

An invigorating scent hung in the air, enveloping the two men again as they passed through the doorway.

“This place really smells like citrus.”

“Yeah… But it suddenly vanished just now…”



Unbeknownst to the two men, they were repeating exactly what they’d done earlier.



The intruders followed pretty much the exact same path they’d taken the first time, once again ending with the short man suddenly dying.

His cause of death: poisoning.

The kin had mixed water hemlock, wolfsbane, and coriaria—their namesakes—into the soup, creating a wickedly lethal concoction.

That said, he didn’t actually die. The kin controlled time in their realm, so when the short man died, they transported the intruders back to the front door—to repeat the entire cycle again.

Their memories were reset, but not perfectly.

A lid was put on the memories of the horrifying experience, but each cycle added another layer in their subconscious. And a certain something loosened that lid:

The smell of mandarins.

In the brain, olfactory senses are connected to the amygdala and the hippocampus—the centers of memory and emotion—resulting in certain smells triggering certain memories.

Each waft of mandarin would make the men relive their gruesome experience.



The eradicators had been put in this loop without realizing it. There were subtle changes between each iteration, but the moment they caught the scent of mandarins, the men would become emotionally unstable.

In no time at all, a pile of mandarin peels had grown atop the Japanese dresser like decorative art. Just the peels, though—the kin had eaten the fruit, of course.

As the saying goes, dripping water will even wear away stone. That mantra drove the kin’s efforts, bringing them to their current iteration: number one hundred and eight.

The tall man opened the door, and the thick fragrance of mandarins surrounded the pair.

It triggered a dramatic change. The color instantly drained from the intruders’ faces and they turned to flee. They fought to scramble through the front gate, grabbing arms, pulling shoulders, and crashing into each other. The short man reached the outside path first, and the tall man shoved him in the back, sending him reeling face-first into the gravel.

His partner bolted, not caring that he’d added more scratches to the short man’s arms and legs.

“Damn it to hell!”

Their clothes in tatters, the two men tumbled down the narrow path and ran away.



Watching from their perch atop the sukiya gate, the three kin slashed their front paws through the air in unison, and the lattice door slid noiselessly closed. The air surrounding the Kusunoki residence transformed as the kin released their kami realm, restoring it to its regular state—the realm of the Yamagami.

As the camphor trees encircling the Kusunoki residence swayed in the wind, Seri sighed briefly and lowered his front paw to the roof.

“Hopefully they learned their lesson and won’t ever come back here…”

“Yeah. I wouldn’t hold your breath, though.”

“You can say that again. We burned that smell into their minds, but humans quickly forget.”

The three serious faces nodded and looked at one another.

Those two eradicators would experience pure terror from now on every time they smelled mandarins, but they wouldn’t know why. And not knowing the cause would disturb them even more.

Other citrus fruit could also elicit the same reaction.

“Let’s attack them with clementines if they ever come back,” Seri said, and the other two nodded vigorously.

“Yeah. Let’s try it.”

“Just the skins, though!”

“Should we ask Minato to put an orange-scented air freshener in the entryway?”

“Wouldn’t a divine fruit be better? The smell will eventually fade if he uses something man-made. You know, I’m not really sure where we’d get the fruit, though…”

“Let’s ask Tsumugi. She seems to know about things like that!”

The kin cheerfully agreed, then walked across the roof and onto the wall on the mountainside.

Below them, the divine garden looked the same as ever. It almost seemed like nothing had happened—because, well, nothing had actually happened there.

Oryu climbed the waterfall amid pleasant splashing sounds. Reiki napped on the big rock. The kirin dozed against the camphor tree.

And inside the stone lantern flashing pearly pink hues, the ho’o slept soundly.



The glass door of the other stone lantern cracked open.



The divine spirit poked its head out through the opening. But the moment it saw the three martens, the tiny white creature ducked back inside.

Seri had been just about to jump from the wall when he stopped short. Behind him, Torika looked confused.

“What is it?”

“Maybe we should go and talk to the new arrival…”

Torika didn’t look behind her. She sensed the glass door quickly being closed again.

“Not yet. It doesn’t seem quite ready.”

“…You’re right.”

Seri leaped elegantly toward the mountain, following the path in the air made by Utsugi, with Torika right behind him.






Chapter 8
Yokai Don’t Always Hide Quietly




A listless crowd meandered the shopping street as the lunch rush settled.

The Yamagami wagged its tail as a hunched-over Minato sluggishly made his way through the throng of people. One of them was happy; the other was hungry. Because while the Yamagami had sampled sweets at every shop, Minato had just drank tea.

That wasn’t enough to fill him up.

Running low on energy, Minato rubbed his stomach.

“I’m hungry…”

The Yamagami glanced around, sniffing the sea of scents.

“Very well. What would you like to eat? You can find a wide variety of food here. The street is lined with all manner of restaurants.”

“Looks like it… I haven’t eaten out for a while, so I should probably get something fancy that I don’t make myself.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than an irresistible scent tickled Minato’s nostrils, and his nose automatically pivoted him toward the source. He found himself facing a red brick building on the corner. There was a restaurant on the first floor with a glass showcase out front. It was nice old-fashioned diner with an eye-catching striped awning.

“The curry from that place smells really good…”

You make curry fairly often, the Yamagami thought, but it stayed silent.

Minato was already making his way toward the restaurant.

“I’m suddenly in the mood for curry, and I really want to try that place. Something about it is calling to me.”

“Sometimes it is good to trust your gut,” the Yamagami said, looking up at Minato.

“That’s a very persuasive argument. You found some excellent wagashi today by doing just that.”

“Indeed.”

The Yamagami stood by Minato in front of the red brick building, its fluffy tail wagging up a storm.

Thin letters on the sign above the door read MIMASAKA DINER in an unassuming font. The food in the showcase, however, glittered alluringly. Everything looked realistic enough to draw crowds of customers inside.

That included Minato, who stared transfixed at the display.

The Yamagami quickly glanced over at the mesmerized man, then studied the recessed entrance. A trail of faintly glowing particles led up the short staircase to the door.

The Yamagami’s golden eyes narrowed.

“If it calls to you, then there may be something special about this restaurant.”

“You think so?”

“You have become more attuned to such things.”

“Compared to before, sure. Well, I’m headed in either way.”

“Aye.”

As the pair ascended the stairs, irises blooming in the pot by the steps waved as if welcoming them in.



Minato opened the faded lacquered wooden door.

Clang, clang, rang the bell above the door.

The refreshing sound seemed to resonate deep inside Minato. As that thought went through his mind, he was greeted by the rich aroma of spices.

Achoo! A few steps behind him, the Yamagami sneezed.

“There was so much other stuff on the menu, but if it smells this strongly of curry inside, a lot of people must’ve ordered it for lunch…”

The Yamagami was too busy twitching its nose to reply.

Minato looked around the restaurant with a smile. The seating had been evenly spaced around the large, open room. Wooden chairs surrounded the tables in front, while booths lined the back wall. The ceiling hung low over the spacious interior, and although the small windows let in scant little natural light, evenly spaced lamps suspended from the ceiling cast the room in a gentle orange glow.

Only a few of the tables were occupied. Beyond the far counter was a kitchen, where he could see a man cooking. He stirred a pot wearing a white chef’s coat.

This was the source of the curry aroma.

Minato was satisfied he’d come to the right place, and someone quickly came to greet him. The smiling host showed them to a table in the back surrounded by a wide couch, where they would be able to relax.

To everyone watching, though, it would look like Minato had come alone. The Yamagami trailed behind him, but the staff hadn’t taken any notice. Considering that, Minato felt a little bad about taking a table clearly meant for larger groups.

“Let me know when you’re ready to order,” the host said, placing two menus on the table.

“Oh, sure,” Minato answered reflexively.

It was only then that he realized they hadn’t asked him how many people were in his party.

Minato sat down and leaned over the table toward the Yamagami. He spoke in a hush to avoid drawing attention to himself.

“The host didn’t see you, right?”

“Nay. They lack the vision or any capabilities to sense me,” it said bluntly.

Having gone out with the Yamagami several times now, Minato could identify those who could sense kami and those who couldn’t. The movement of their eyes and their actions were a dead giveaway.

A few waiters populated the restaurant now, and clearly none of them had noticed the wolf.

Yet they acted as though they knew it was there.



The Yamagami flicked a paw in the air, summoning a menu, then flipped it open. To anyone who couldn’t see the kami, it had to look like some sort of occult phenomenon.

“Yamagami!” Minato said in a panic, but the wolf didn’t seem to care.

“Look around you.”

Confused, Minato snatched up his own menu. He opened it, hunkered low behind his shield, then peeked out in all directions.

People sat alone at three other tables.

A man in his forties sat in front of Minato, his suit jacket resting beside him as he wrestled with a thread of cheese. In front of him was a curry rice gratin loaded with a huge mound of mozzarella and a hamburger patty.

Minato’s eyes widened at the tremendous amount of food.

The curry rice gratin looks good, too.

To one side of the man sat a woman in her midtwenties. She was also wearing a suit and had her long hair tied back in a ponytail while she savored a rice omelet swimming in curry.

The omelet had been cooked nice and thin, just the way omurice ought to be. True to its rustic exterior, every menu on the item really did look incredible.

That curry omurice is hard to pass up, though.

“Ow.”
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Minato had nodded to himself and inadvertently smacked his forehead against the menu.

Massaging his brow, Minato glanced at the young man at the table next to him. He had a well-proportioned body and wore all black. A hat was pulled low over his face, but he looked about the same age as Minato.

The intricate pattern of the braid on his wrist caught Minato’s eye.

He was sure he’d seen that somewhere before.



It was when Saiga had asked him to eliminate an impure kami in another prefecture.

The string tying the bag he’d given Minato looked strikingly similar to this pattern. A sealer had used their powers to contain the effects of his talismans within it. It hadn’t let even the slightest amount of Minato’s elimination power out, which had seriously impressed the kin.

That same sealer had also created Saiga’s black glove.



Remembering that, something occurred to Minato.

Maybe he should attach something similar to his wood carving.

The young man with the braided wristband was eating plain curry and rice.

“Wow, this is amazing. It’s just the right level of spice. This place has the best curry.”

His straightforward compliment and smile brought a grin to the chef’s face as he stirred the pot of curry.

Facing straight ahead, Minato closed the menu.

“I’ve decided. I’ll have plain curry and rice, too.”

The Yamagami snickered, its eyes still on its own menu.

“So then, what have you discovered?”

Minato had been so focused on the food that he’d totally forgotten why he’d been looking around.

“—Oh, nothing really. Just that everything looks good…”

Minato sheepishly spied his surroundings.

The fortyish man had started eating a salad, but nothing about him looked all that unusual. He must be a normal, everyday person.

The woman with the ponytail, however, was different.

The coffee cup by her side rose into the air completely of its own accord. Minato balked, but didn’t say anything. He focused until he could detect a faint divine energy rising from her table.

The hovering coffee cup tilted but didn’t spill a drop, and the woman casually addressed the mysterious cup.

“Do you want some more coffee? Okay, one more. I’ll order it.”

She looked behind her to call a waiter.

Throughout it all, Minato couldn’t take his eyes off the coffee cup.

The air around it suddenly started to warp, and a tiny person sitting cross-legged slowly materialized above the table. Their hair was tied in the ancient mizura style, and their small body—about two mugs high—was dressed simply in white clothes.

However, the golden particles covering the being asserted their divinity.

Their eyes met Minato’s, and the little male kami waved a hand. Minato reflexively returned the gesture, and the divine being smiled as it melted back into thin air.

The kami must have intentionally shown itself to him.



Minato then turned his attention to the man dressed all in black.

He sat alone in a booth. Nothing on either side of him seemed peculiar in any way—but the speed with which his curry disappeared made no sense. While the young man was dipping his spoon on one side of the plate, the curry on the other side was gradually diminishing. It looked like he was sharing his food with something.

Yet no matter how hard Minato looked, he couldn’t pick up anything else unusual.

That made sense though, seeing as they were in the middle of lunch. It would be rude for Minato to stare any longer.

He turned back to the table to find the Yamagami lapping at its water.

“Is there a kami with that guy? I don’t feel any divine energy there…”

“You cannot feel anything? All this time away from your parents’ home has dulled your senses.”

“Wait, you mean he has a yokai with him?”

“Aye. A large group of them, in fact.”

Minato fought back the urge to look. It was probably rude.

He had always stayed keenly attuned to the presence of yokai when he’d been living with his parents, but he no longer kept an eye out for them.

“There aren’t any yokai around me now…”

“Few live close to that residence, though some live in the mountain.”

“Really…? I didn’t know that. I go to your home pretty often, but I’ve never met one. Are they avoiding me?”

“Who knows? Are you not ordering curry?”

“Oh yeah, that’s right.”

Minato had totally forgotten about it and called the waiter over.



A short while later, his order was placed in front of him. Another curry arrived in front of the man in black at the same time.

“This is the last one, okay? …Don’t overdo it. Things are tight this month,” he chastised quietly to empty space.

“—Yes, I did sell some braids just now…but it takes a couple days for the transfer to clear.”

If he was talented enough to sell his creations, then he’d probably made the braid on his wrist.

Half listening, Minato heard a strange clinking noise. He looked across, spoon still in hand. There on the man’s lap, the handle of a pair of scissors poked out from the bag. They looked like a large pair of fabric scissors.

They were moving all by themselves.

The ring of the blades sounded like laughter.

Stunned, Minato looked back to the Yamagami, the red of its throat visible from a giant yawn. It looked sleepy.

“…Yamagami, those scissors are moving by themselves, right?”

The Yamagami glanced over and replied lazily.

“They have become tsukumogami.”

“I’ve never seen them before. We didn’t have any at my parent’s home.”

When a tool has been lovingly cared for over a long period of time, a spirit will inhabit it and turn it into a tsukumogami.

Lying down in the booth, the Yamagami let out a deep chuckle.

“The bell above this restaurant’s door is another.”

Minato looked over to the entrance. A cowbell hung above the door. Its rusty iron exterior made it look like an antique.

“It certainly looks like a bell that’s been around for over a hundred years.”

Minato watched it for a while, but the bell didn’t seem to ring by itself.

“There is one at your home as well.”

Minato spun to face the wolf at that unexpected piece of news.

“There is? What is it?”

The closets of the Kusunoki residence still held some of the original owner’s things. Minato had come across them while cleaning, but nothing seemed all that old.

Resting its chin on its paws, the Yamagami said, “The wind chime.”

There was only one wind chime—the glass one decorated with two goldfish.

The wind chime that had graced his home over the summer wasn’t something Minato had brought when he’d moved in. It hadn’t come from the storage in the Kusunoki residence, either.

One morning early last summer, Minato had woken up to find it dangling from the eaves. The shock of discovering it seemed so long ago. The Yamagami had told him to take good care of it and that he should put it away, so Minato had done just that.

“But it never moved by itself.”

“That one prefers to exist as a regular wind chime.”

Which is precisely why the Yamagami allowed it to stay at the Kusunoki residence.

“It looked pretty tired last summer. That wasn’t just me imagining things, was it?”

“…It was not.”

“Did I work it too hard?”

The Yamagami opened its almost fully closed eyes and sighed deeply.

“Do not worry. You should put it to good use this year as well. It would appreciate a cleaning from time to time, however.”

“Okay. I’ll make sure to do that.”

While Minato made plans to take care of the wind chime once they got back, two cakes arrived at the man’s table. Apparently, he’d succumbed to the yokai’s requests.

The waitress had no sooner set the plates on the table than the two cakes disappeared. Yet she didn’t so much as flinch.

“I’ll take your plates.”

She picked up the empty plates without the slightest hint of annoyance and returned to the kitchen.

Impressed, Minato recalled his parents’ house.

Just like that waitress, neither his mother nor brother could sense yokai, but they accepted their existence as normal.

And just like these yokai, the doji ate a lot.
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Now let us rewind to just before noon, following Minato’s thoughts all the way to his parents’ home. His family occupied an old Japanese-style house, and they were in the middle of work at the Kusunoki Inn next door.

Inside the locked house, an inhuman being rested on the sun-warmed interior veranda.

A five-year-old girl wearing a simple yukata sat with her back to the dark living room. The obi sash tied in a bow around her waist swayed with each movement of her legs, which were stretched out toward the bright garden before her.



This was the doji.



A slim package holding three pieces of gum rested in her lap, yet a deep furrow ran between her eyebrows as she gazed down at it.

She was facing a major dilemma:

Which of the pieces of gum Minato had sent her should she try first?

The doji was certain one of them would be sour. Once, she’d taken a pack of Russian roulette gum Minato had left on the altar only to receive a horrible shock.

“Which to eat…? Right… No, left… No, middle…?”

She kept returning to the one in the middle. That had been the overpoweringly sour one last time.

“—All right. Middle…it is! …Yes, should be okay!”

The doji had a slightly broken way of speaking.

“It’s okay. No way same spot as last time.”

A small wooden carving sat by her side as she voiced her completely unfounded claim. It was a chick-shaped statue that Minato had given her. It lacked the ho’o’s crest, but its eyes radiated the same sharp look.

The chick watched over the young girl as she picked up the middle piece of gum with small, pudgy fingers. She lifted the square to her gaping mouth.

The moment her back teeth broke the surface, sparks crackled, and her innocent eyes flew wide open.

“Whaaaa…?!”

She toppled backward.

Though it wasn’t sour, it was hugely unexpected. She thrashed about on the ground covering her face, but beneath her hands was a smile.



Ever since he was a child, Minato had treated the doji like his younger sister.

She looked like a child, but was in fact much, much older. She predated Minato, his father, and his late grandfather.

It was strange for someone so much older to be the younger sibling.

The doji chuckled as she chewed her gum.

She enjoyed their relationship.

Every kid in the neighborhood had been older than Minato, meaning that everyone had treated him like a younger brother. So when his grandfather had informed him of the doji’s youthful appearance, Minato had been over the moon.

He wanted to play the part of an older brother.

And who would protest being treated like a member of the family, whatever the reason?



Most of the Kusunoki clan could sense yokai, and they all adored the doji. Every day without fail, it had become a custom to place food and other offerings on the kamidana altar.

But only Minato had kept sending the doji gifts after moving out.



The doji covered her chuckle with a sleeve. Feet raised toward the ceiling, she kicked the air, sending the wooden chick tumbling.

Just then, the cuckoo clock in the living room twittered.

The doji froze.

Silently righting herself, she removed a pouch from the sleeve of her yukata, then placed the wooden carving and the candy inside before pulling the string tight.

She returned the pouch to her sleeve and stood up.

No one heard her light footsteps on the perfectly polished floor. Whiteboards hung from the doors lining the hallway she walked. Some had words written on them; some didn’t. The family had picked up Minato’s habit of always taking notes and still used the whiteboards to this day.

They hung above her as she proceeded down the hall, the sash of her yukata dangling loose. She went down the long corridor, through the kitchen, and disappeared out the back door.



This nationally renowned onsen village was nestled inside a ravine surrounded by lush mountains. It was dotted with long-standing hotels, one of which was the Kusunoki Inn.

The inn had two cottage suites and a main building with three rooms, all surrounded by a fence—every inch of which the doji considered her home.



She abruptly materialized between the front gate and the inn. Her small shoeless feet walked over the cobblestones to one of the beams of the front gate, where she looked up.

A sign Minato had made hung there.

Carved with the words KUSUNOKI INN and a camphor leaf, the neat letters had been drawn in black but emitted a jade light.

The doji stared at them for a moment, then lowered her gaze.

She saw a man slowly ascending the hill.

He looked young but was stooped like a much older person and had pale skin that made him look like a corpse. The ragged breath escaping his chapped, cracked lips was enough to cause anyone who saw him to worry.

He walked like a man possessed—because he was.

Evil spirits clung to his shoulders, waist, arms, and legs. The vengeful-looking creatures spouted evil tidings, and a dense miasma trailed in his wake. The spirits clearly haunted this young man as some sort of curse.

The doji grimaced in disgust, gripping the wooden carving tight through her clothes.

“Yucky…”

Another filthy human was coming today. He undoubtedly had a corrupt soul.

She wanted to chase him off, but a customer is a customer. And money is money.

Evil spirits pose no threat to yokai, but they brought nothing but trouble to the members of the Kusunoki family.

The doji stayed still, eyes locked on the man covered in black shadows as he drew closer.

The moment the miasma touched the jade light enveloping the front gate, it dissipated, and the evil spirits turned to dust. Having been dragging his feet like a tortoise, the man now walked slightly faster, his filthy shoes landing upon the portal entrance—the gate.

Where he stopped.



He felt the pain all over his body ease.

His stiff shoulders driving his headache relaxed. His arms, which he hadn’t been able to lift, lightened. The unrelenting pain in his heart lessened.

And then, just then…



His mouth cracked open, and tears began streaming down his cheeks.

The doji sneered up at the man, icily watching him unable to even wipe his tears away.

People tormented by evil spirits usually acted like this. It was good that they felt better, but healing people’s physical pain didn’t guarantee their impure souls would change at all. He would be back, haunted by other evils. That was how it was for more than half their regular customers.

“They bring money… We need money,” the doji reminded herself.

Once they realized the purifying effects of this place, even the most unscrupulous characters behaved themselves and didn’t cause unnecessary trouble for her family.

Hearing faint footsteps, she turned away from the man and toward the entrance to the inn.

The proprietress—Minato’s mother—had emerged. Dressed in traditional working clothes, she didn’t flinch at seeing a customer in tears. It happened so often that she was used to it.

“Welcome, welcome. We’ve been looking forward to your arrival. Please, come in.”

Her gentle words were accompanied by a hand on the man’s back guiding him inside.



As the sobbing faded, the doji looked up again at the sign.

The jade light had dimmed, its range diminished. Though it still contained some elimination power, it would need replacing soon.

Any evil spirits not fully eliminated here would be finished off by the key chains at reception and the door plates on each room. But ideally, they would all vanish at the front gate.

“I hate yucky things.”

The doji didn’t want anything impure in her house.

“Hi-ya!”

With an energetic cry, she leaped into the air. Her hand hit the center of the sign, slashing a straight line down it before her bare feet landed back on the ground.

She smiled, pleased at the fine crack now running down the board.

Recently, Minato had been using thinner wood because the door plates were replaced so often, but she never failed to split it straight down the middle. After all, anything else would bring bad luck.

Her repeated efforts had trained her to master this skill.



Next, the doji appeared at the cottages.

A tall fence surrounded each of the two detached buildings, offering total privacy and relaxation. Each one featured a modest Japanese room, along with a wooden bathtub and outdoor onsen fed from a natural hot spring.

Every room at the inn was named after a planet, with the two cottages called “Mercury” and “Venus.”



The door to Mercury was closed.

The doji passed through it and entered the room. Physical barriers mean nothing to yokai.

The moment her bare feet touched the floor, she heard the guest inside yell.

“Thank you so very much!”

The voice echoed around the Japanese room as the doji stepped farther inside. It belonged to a young man who’d been staying there for several days. He looked like a member of the yakuza—the sort of guy that people tend to avoid because they act arrogantly toward others.

And yet a man like that now faced the decorative alcove with hands, knees, and forehead pressed against the floor.

“Thank you! Thank you!”

He kept expressing his gratitude. His tone and sincere attitude showed that he couldn’t say it enough.

But no one occupied the space opposite him.

A vase sat on the floor of the alcove and a scroll hung on the wall.

However, there was one unusual aspect to the whole scene: The vase was weighing down an envelope which had the words My Sincerest Apologies written on it. As anyone would guess, the man currently prostrating himself on the ground was the one who’d put it there.

His face suddenly shot up.

“I will never forget this blessing for as long as I live!”

He adjusted his posture so he was kneeling on one knee, then pulled his sleeve up all the way to his shoulder. On his bulging upper arm was an incredibly detailed dragon tattoo, which he turned toward the alcove.

“I swear on my dragon god!”

He was completely serious.

The doji stood in the middle of the room, coldly observing this bizarre performance.

“I’ll always—always cherish this key chain you gifted me!”

“No one gave you it.”

The doji’s complaint didn’t reach him.

However…

She glanced at the alcove.

She didn’t need to look inside to know it contained money, though she couldn’t tell the number of bills and their value.

When the doji had first demanded compensation for the key chain from that eradicator, she hadn’t specified the form of the offering or any amount. Each person who took one set their own price, and some even added a considerable bonus to boot.

It looked like this man had done likewise. The envelope was thick.



He had upheld the agreement. So she wouldn’t do anything.



The doji simply watched through her long bangs as the man eventually covered up his shoulder again. Tatami marks were imprinted on his forehead, but he seemed overjoyed.

Furthermore, his skin was glowing. Having spent days soaking in the onsen water, he showed benefits that were clear for anyone to see.

The man pulled a small suitcase behind him.

“I really hate to go, but I have a flight to catch. Please excuse me…”

The airport was quite a drive from here, but it was his only option to cover the long distance home. He’d spent all that time and money just to come out here.



He considered all the effort worth it.

Numerous visits to doctors and shady psychics hadn’t improved his health one bit, but now he felt completely renewed.

He’d been dubious when he heard the rumors from a coworker, but desperation had driven him to come. It had proved to be an excellent decision.



The man walked out the front door, locking it with a key now bereft of any decoration.

He bowed once more to the door.

“Thank you so very much, guardian of the Kusunoki Inn!”

That was what members of the yakuza had started to call Minato, creator of the key chains.

Staying at the Kusunoki Inn would resolve any issue involving evil spirits, and the key chains also contained elimination power. Rumors had naturally spread far and wide, from Hokkaido up north to Kyushu in the south.

Nobody knew that such treasures were crafted by one of the sons of the owners.

Guests would ask, but the family never let the secret slip. They might be customers, but they were also outsiders—and a lot of them looked like yakuza. The family would never sell out their son to people like that.



The guest joyfully pulled his suitcase down the walkway to the main building.

The doji had left, too, watching him as he passed another man walking in the opposite direction.

This man wore the same outfit as the proprietress.

It was Minato’s older brother, Wataru. He didn’t look much like Minato—who’d inherited their mother’s gentle looks—but was a muscular man with clear eyes like their father.

He gripped a master key as he went to clean the cottage.

Seeing that, the doji stretched out to touch the door handle.

It clicked open.

Wataru sighed at seeing the door swing open unassisted.

“Another key chain stolen…”

That was the sign.

“I don’t get why they don’t just ask to buy them from us… Right, Doji?”

He’d asked the yokai below him, but she was no longer there. The doji had bolted, her yukata flapping as she ran to the neighboring cottage—Venus.

Wataru complained as he walked in to find the envelope in the alcove.

“There it is, Minato’s piggy bank.”

That was what they called any money such unscrupulous people left behind. The family deposited it into a bank account for Minato. It had grown to a considerable sum, but he didn’t even know it existed. They planned to give it to him if he ever needed the money.

With a glance inside the envelope, Wataru stuffed it inside the pocket of his apron.



Then what about the people staying in Venus?

Two young men were checking out today after staying for a few nights.

The doji bounded through the front door, hands gripping her sleeves tight.

A short hallway led to a Japanese room and interior veranda, where large glass windows looked out onto a view dominated by a wooden outdoor onsen. Sitting on the veranda were two men, who rested on sofas placed on either side of a central table.

One man had bleached-blond hair and sat arrogantly with his legs crossed. The other, with dyed brown hair, sank into the couch, hands folded neatly in his lap.

They were both eradicators. Some evil spirits had followed them after a mission, and they’d come here to rid themselves of the problem.



The brunette man spoke hesitantly, his eyes darting around the room.

“We need to leave some money for the key chain…”

The blond man scoffed at the weak suggestion, twirling the key chain around his finger. It radiated a jade light that made the doji in the center of the room squint.

“Nah, don’t worry about it. We don’t need to pay. I heard we can just say we lost it.”

He laughed, and his companion let out a deep sigh then looked down at his hands. A timid person by nature, the brunette man felt unspeakably anxious about the whole thing.

The blond man stood, key chain in hand.

“Let’s grab the doorplate, too.”

“…If you say so.”

The two men left, bags in hand. The front door closed.

The doji, of course, had seen the entire thing.



They had left.

They’d left the room—without leaving any compensation.



“They took it. They stole Minato’s…”

Crackling energy split the air, and mysterious noises reverberated all around the room.

Boiling with fury, the doji felt her hair stand on end, and her sash fluttered as she vanished.



The blond man reached out for the doorplate on the wall by the front door.

“All right, I’m taking it.”

Just as he did, the doji appeared on his back.

“What’s up with this thing? It’s not coming off.”

He yanked at the resolutely immobile doorplate.

Meanwhile, the doji unleashed a brilliant technique.

She flew into the air, and with her childlike hand, stabbed the man between the shoulder blades. She immediately pulled away, then landed deftly on the ground.

Clutched in her hand was a distorted lump. A thin thread connected it to the blond man’s heart—his soul.

“Hiii-ya!”

Lifting her arm up, she severed the connection.

She squeezed the lump, which popped, burst into sand, and was absorbed by the doji’s minuscule hand.

“Hey, I finally got it off.”

The blond man waved his prize, having felt no pain from the process—even though his inherent luck had been peeled away from his soul.

“This is crazy. Why make a doorplate that hard to get off?”

“Probably so no one steals it…”

Ignoring his companion’s trailing-off voice, the blond man shoved the treasure into his bag.



Doji are a type of yokai that live in houses.

Treat them with respect, and they’ll shower you with prosperity.

Offend them, however, and they will leave, bringing misfortune down upon the people living in the house. This happens because doji take all the family’s luck with them when they go, reclaiming everything they had previously granted those unworthy people.

As such, the doji living at the Kusunoki Inn excelled at pulling the luck out of people. She displayed her talents by stripping every last thief of any good fortune they might have had.



The two eradicators hauled their luggage over to the main building.

As the blond man arrogantly sauntered over, a spray of bird poo landed on his shoulder, splashing him on the cheek.

“Ugh! Shit!”

He glared at the culprit: a buzzard soaring gracefully through the cloudless sky.

The blond man kept walking, distracted by his stained shoulder.

“Oww!”

He stepped on a pebble, twisting his ankle and collapsing miserably to the ground.

It was an unlucky tumble after a minor misfortune…but this was just the beginning. The severity of each mishap would only increase.

The brunette man could only watch in dismay as his companion moaned.

However, as worried as he felt, it would amount to nothing without action. Continuing to work with this man would only bring a similar wave of misfortune crashing down upon him, too.

Bad luck, after all, is infectious.



“Ah-hya-hya-hya!”

Sudden peals of laughter rang through the air above the cottage, followed soon after by applause.

The boisterous cacophony prompted the doji to look up at the sky.

A baboon sat on the cottage roof. Its giant body was covered in fur, and its upper lip was rolled all the way up to the corner of its eyes. The strange being crouched on the edge of the building, clapping its hands.

It was a yokai from the nearby mountain that would sometimes come to visit.

The baboon’s lip fell back over its teeth as it stared down at the doji through crimson eyes.

“Oh, how scaaary. You’re as merciless as ever, Doje.”

It looked thoroughly entertained, having watched the whole thing.



Many more yokai than this baboon visited the inn.

They all enjoyed the onsen and sometimes even made off with the sake and sweets offered to the doji. It was why Minato’s family assumed she would consume anything.

Still, it didn’t bother her. She never scolded them for spending their time at the inn. The doji preferred places to be lively, so she granted access to any yokai that wouldn’t harm the family.

However, there was an unspoken rule that the doji got first pick of the offerings.

Every yokai faithfully observed that rule. And any that didn’t were never allowed back.



Lacing her fingers behind her, the doji looked up at the baboon and pursed her lips.

“No one steals…from Minato!”

“You said it,” the baboon replied evenly. It couldn’t care less about a human losing their luck.

“How’s he doing?”

Having visited the inn for a long time now, the baboon knew Minato.

“He’s good,” replied the doji.

“He should come back and visit sometimes. What an ungrateful child. Ah-hya-hya-hya!”

The baboon shrieked and jumped down to the onsen below.

The doji turned.

“One, two, buckle my shoe. Three, four, knock at the door.”

She hopped twice on one leg, then landed with both feet apart. It was how Minato had taught her to play hopscotch.

The doji repeated it as she worked her way back to her comfortable abode.
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Back at Mimasaka, the smell of curry wafted through the restaurant.

Minato’s lunch had finally come—plain old curry and rice—and from the moment he took his first bite, he hadn’t been able to stop moving his spoon. The authentic curry differed so wildly from what he made at home, and it didn’t disappoint. He had to force himself to eat slower than usual and savor the meal.

Across from him, the Yamagami sipped water from the shallow glass before it. The ice resting just beyond its snout clinked against the frosted glass.

The waitress appeared, carrying a bottle of water.

“More water?”

“Thanks.”

The Yamagami pushed the glass over to her.

The pristinely dressed waitress didn’t see the large wolf. She didn’t hear its voice, nor sense its presence, but she refilled the cup without missing a beat. She also wiped off the droplets of water on the outside of the glass and on the table before moving on.

Minato admired her professionalism as he munched away at his food.

“The staff here seem used to that kind of thing.”

“Aye, so it seems. Very few humans are like her. Yet there are many here at this restaurant.”

Minato followed the Yamagami’s gaze to a waiter retrieving a small plate from a table a little way away. The kami saw a young monk in a black robe holding it out, but Minato only saw the plate floating in midair.

“The staff aren’t even fazed. It’s incredible. My mother and brother are like that, too.”

“Ah. You mentioned that your father can sense divine beings, but your mother and brother cannot?”

“Not even a little. But they do talk to the doji. Though, they’re usually looking in completely the wrong direction.”

The Yamagami chuckled heartily.

Seeing that, Minato was reminded of the laughing baboon. It was probably still jumping into the onsens of the cottage suites cackling in that high-pitched voice it had. At least it always landed gracefully instead of splashing water all over the place.

Right about now, his brother would likely be cleaning the outdoor onsen, maybe kindly asking any yokai soaking there to vacate the bath.

Minato could vividly remember that commonplace scene at his parents’ house.

He lowered his eyes and murmured, “Maybe I’ll visit my parents this year.”

“It is good to show your face there once in a while.”

“…Yeah.”

He hadn’t gone back last year.

As Minato was thinking about when he might make the trip, the forty-year-old man walked by.

No otherworldly beings accompanied him.

Yet even so, he didn’t seem perturbed when strange things happened around him. He was probably a regular, Minato thought, as he watched the man efficiently pay his bill and open the front door.



The bell didn’t ring.



The tsukumogami cowbell must only sound when an inhuman being walks through.

That must be how the staff know.



Mystery solved, Minato carefully scooped up his last few bites of curry.






Chapter 9
The Merchant of Multitudinous Mysteries




The atmosphere, the abundant menu, the cozy setting.

Mimasaka—this purveyor to otherworldly beings—got full marks across the board. With a cheery farewell from the owner and the pleasant chime of the cowbell, Minato and the Yamagami exited onto the street.

“I’d like to eat here again.”

“We may come anytime you please.”

The Yamagami was surprisingly agreeable, and Minato smiled. It had filled its stomach with wagashi, and Minato had enjoyed a satisfying lunch. Today’s mission was mostly complete. There was just one thing left to do…

“I want to get a string to attach to my wood carving. I wonder where I can find something like that.”

“…Hmm.”

Minato had clearly, unambiguously expressed what he wanted. Sooner or later his wish would be granted.

The distinctive footprints on his back and shoulders glowed faintly.

Minato’s eyes homed in on a certain shop at the edge of the street—a secluded store set farther back, as if hidden between the larger shops beside it.

“What’s that place…?”

He’d already found what he was looking for. It was all thanks to the extraordinary blessings bestowed upon him by the auspicious beasts, which endowed him with a unique ability to attract anything he desired.

“I’m really curious.”

Minato started walking over, not content just to wonder. The Yamagami trailed behind him, wordlessly parting the crowd with its divine power. They soon found themselves standing in front of the store entrance.

Tiles covered the roof. The light-brown walls blended seamlessly into the surroundings, while the crimson noren curtain added an eye-catching burst of color.

Black ink stained the letters carved into the wooden signboard above the door.

IZUMO-YA, JAPANESE CURIOSITIES

“It’s a variety store…?” Minato muttered bemusedly as he stared up at the sign.

Down by his feet, the Yamagami mirrored his gaze.

“If the sign says as much, then it must be.”

“They usually have lots of stuff out front, though…”

Most variety shops set out all sorts of items in front of the store to overwhelm customers with their wide range of goods.

But not Izumo-ya. No shelves or tables lined the plain storefront.

“It looks more like someone’s house. Also…”

Minato glanced around, comparing it to the stores on either side.

“The air around the shop feels purified.”

“Ah. You have become more attuned.”

The Yamagami swished its fluffy tail. Catching a glimpse of the trail of floating golden particles it left behind, Minato nodded.

“…It’s just a vague feeling. I really don’t know how to explain it.”

“There is no need to explain; it is something you understand on a subconscious level. Do not forget that feeling.”

“Okay.”

“That sense is not one to ever underestimate. Especially for you.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. You live in a kami realm and train day and night, which has heightened your senses.”

“I don’t know about that… Oh, you mean writing the talismans?”

“That is not all. You also clean every day and have recently begun wood carving.”

“I had no idea… I never considered that as training, just something to help clear my mind.”

He could confidently say that it helped get rid of unnecessary thoughts.

A satisfied expression crossed Minato’s face, and the Yamagami gazed at his forehead.

“Your sixth sense has already blossomed.”

Minato rubbed his brow. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary there.

“You’re not saying I’m going to grow a third eye or something, are you…?” he asked anxiously, not wanting to deviate any further from a normal person.

“We shall see.”

The Yamagami grinned as it turned toward the door.

“This store has triggered your sensor. You have nothing to lose by entering.”

“Well then, let’s head in.”



As Minato opened the sliding door, the scent of agarwood tickled his nose.

That aroma evoking all things Japanese filled the midsize store. A small assortment of squat matching Japanese-style dressers lined the wall, and low display tables partitioned the room. The items covering the tables were well spaced and easy to see.

It looked like a showroom.

One thing, however, demanded their attention.

“Aaaah! It has been so long since we had such an esteemed customer!”

A man standing in the center of the store squealed and squirmed for reasons known only to him.

He looked to be around thirty and had a gentle face. His samue work clothes and shaved head made him look like a monk, but the name tag pinned to his chest identified him as an employee.

“Ohhh, how wonderful! Ahhh!”

His sonorous, piercing moan echoed throughout the store, but it was hard to tell if it was a cry of surprise or pleasure. Minato instinctively looked back to the street. The door was shut tight, so no one outside should be able to hear the loud noise.

He turned back to the man, who was still wriggling and emitting that incomprehensible sound, before averting his eyes and looking down at the ground.



What luck. Of all the places to catch his eye, he’d walked into somewhere with such tremendously weird staff.

He couldn’t trust his sixth sense.

Or maybe he’d been drawn here to meet this weirdo.



As Minato silently rued his fate, the Yamagami narrowed its eyes.

“Ahh, this man…”

Murmuring with great amusement, the wolf moved one paw forward. Slowly, softly, it closed in on the man like a predator toying with its prey, purposefully displaying its overwhelming presence.

The frail employee began to quake uncontrollably, as if he’d been tossed out onto the artic tundra. Hugging himself tight, he shook hard enough to make his teeth rattle.

But he dared not move.

His gaze was fixed on the Yamagami.

“W-w-wait! Please! O Great Kami of the Mountain! Ahhhhh! Waaaait! I’m begging you, please stay there! Please, just wait a moment!”

Now Minato understood.

This man could sense kami through his skin—through his sense of touch. And that sense seemed to be incredibly sensitive. He must be feeling the Yamagami’s unrestrained divinity with his entire body.

Yet his face showed no sign of fear. Instead, his expression was one of resolve.

“Oh my, oh my. I—I’ll get used to this soon. Please, just wait a little longer! Ahhhh. I promise, it won’t take long!”

It wasn’t that he couldn’t move; he was choosing not to.

What admirable spirit. The Yamagami was bound to like him.

Sure enough, the kami wasted no time in toying with the man. It would walk closer, then pull back and circle around him. Each approach elicited unintelligible shrieks, each reprieve pleas for mercy.

The big wolf even occasionally pawed at the poor man’s legs.



The man’s shaking gradually started to subside. With nothing to do but wait, Minato started looking around the store.

It mostly sold tchotchkes and other small items.

Minato saw lots of things for women, like Japanese hair pins, obi clips, and decorative Japanese knots, but there were also folding fans, hand towels, and furoshiki wrapping cloths suitable for people of all ages and genders. They had something for everyone.

A row of maneki-neko lined the shelf next to the stooped employee trying to steady his breathing. The small ceramic cats seemed to have been crafted by the same artist, but they came in a wide range of colors and expressions.

Rather than being lifeless mass-produced copies, each one seemed to convey a gentle warmth.

“Bird would love everything here.”

Hearing that, the employee stopped shivering and stood up straight. As he did, the area just behind him came into view, and what Minato saw stopped him short.

Plaited cords of all colors and shapes hung from a small wooden shelf. They drew his eyes and captivated his attention.

The employee swiftly stepped to the side. It was such a nimble motion that his previous immobility seemed like a lie.

Without a word, Minato moved over to the shelf and lifted one of the cords. It was a flat braid with a base color of lime green—a green that evoked newly sprouted plant life.

Staring at the ribbon-shaped cord, the employee softly said, “You found something that speaks to you.”

“…Yes. There’s something about this cord that I like.”

The man nodded at Minato’s honest reply. He crossed his arms in front of him with a look of perfect understanding.

“I don’t try to push things on people, but if you find yourself drawn to something, I recommend you buy it. Opportunity only knocks once; that’s true for both people and objects. Most of the things here are one of a kind, so if it gets sold, you’ll never find it again.”

He wasn’t being insistent, but seemed to speak from the heart.

“Those cords are very popular, and that one just came in. You’re quite lucky.”

The man scanned Minato’s shoulders and back as he said that, but only the Yamagami far in the back of the shop noticed.



Minato surveyed the neighboring displays. The cords, including the one in his hand, and everything on the nearby shelves seemed different from anything sold in other stores.

He felt that same purified air from earlier encasing all of the items around him.

“Everything here was made in a kami realm. There’s a faint divine energy surrounding each item,” the Yamagami declared, having come right up beside Minato at some point.

The employee didn’t flinch, even with this mass of divine might so close. It seemed he’d gotten used to the pressure.

“That’s right,” the man agreed. “Everything here is extremely special because it was made by a person living in a kami realm. Like you.” He grinned, as if that was a completely normal thing to say.

Minato didn’t need to worry about how he knew that.

This man had recognized the divine wolf. And the Yamagami had previously told Minato that people who can sense kami have pure minds.

So Minato decided to ask the man a question that had been weighing on him.

“…Am I different from regular people in some way?”

“Your whole body is shrouded in divine energy, so someone like me can tell immediately.”

“Someone like you?”

He felt a little awkward asking such a direct question, but the man’s openness made Minato feel like he didn’t need to hold back.

“My senses are a little more developed than most people’s.”

“Did you train them?”

“Yes. And I still do, in a way.”

The employee flexed a bicep to show that he was referring to more than just his mind. His clothes masked a surprisingly muscular body.

“You give off the impression of someone who lives in a temple,” Minato said.

“Good guess. You’re right; I was raised in one.”

The man smiled brightly. It was the sort of carefree grin that made it seem like he could get along with anyone.

But why was someone who’d been born in a temple working at a shop selling knickknacks and accessories?

The question flitted through Minato’s mind, but he didn’t ask it. Everyone has their own reasons for doing what they do. But—

“I was the fifth son, so I was free to do what I wanted.”

—the man answered anyway.

Almost as if he’d read Minato’s mind.

As Minato stood there, unsettled, the Yamagami casually asked, “So do you intend to purchase that string?”

It was staring at the coin purses by the register, probably out of boredom.

“Yeah, I’ll buy it.”

The price reflected its special status, but Minato didn’t think twice about it.

“Oh, I should check to make sure it’s the right size.”

He removed the wood carving from his bag.

The employee’s eyes went wide, and he let out another moan.

“Ahhhhhh!”

Is that some sort of weird habit of his? Minato wondered.

The man shivered violently, hugging his shoulders.

“Wh-what is that…?! I can’t believe you were just carrying around something so incredible!”

The jiggling mass of humanity stared transfixed at the object in Minato’s hand—the wooden wolf.

The elimination power inside this wolf had been sealed in completely, so it wouldn’t have any effect, provided it didn’t come into contact with an evil spirit.



The man’s intense gaze stunned Minato. He was desperate to get his hands on it.

“Umm… Would you like to see it?”

“Yes, please!!” the employee responded energetically. He snapped his legs together, bowed, and thrust his arms forward, his body bent at a full ninety degrees.

It was way too polite.

Minato and the man made a show of a dignified presentation ceremony. The man squirmed when the carving touched his palms—though not as much as he had when Minato first entered the store—then carefully moved his head around the wolf resting in his hands, examining it from every angle. He raised it up toward the ceiling to inspect the bottom of the statue. His eyes sparkled, and he let out the occasional moan of admiration.

Every movement he made was exaggerated, but no one would get offended at seeing something they’d made being treated with such respect.

Anyone could trust this man with the fruits of their hard work and attention.

The store carried the collections of artisans who believed just that.

After careful inspection, the man politely returned the wood carving.

“Thank you very much for showing me such an incredible piece.”

“…Thank you for your generous praise.”

Minato had learned to earnestly accept all compliments, even if that person was just being nice or he didn’t quite agree with them. He didn’t particularly care about being praised, but it wasn’t good to be excessively modest or reject people’s feelings.

The man cleared his throat and stood up straight again. A soberness came over him.

“There is something I would like to ask you.”

“Oh, what is it?”

“Would you please let me sell your wood carvings here?”

The look on his face said that he was completely serious.

Minato was dumbfounded. He’d only started a little while ago, and although he thought his carvings were okay, selling them was another thing altogether.

This exacting man demanded the same level of perfection from his carvings as his doorplates.

“No matter how you look at it, this is clearly the work of an amateur,” Minato rigidly replied, his expression serious. “I don’t think it would sell.”

And if none of his things sold, he’d feel so bad for this man that he wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.

“Its rough appearance is fine. It gives it charm. In fact, that makes it even better,” the employee insisted forcefully.

The man straightened his collar and quickly moved to block Minato’s escape route. He’d do whatever it took to make Minato say yes.

He wouldn’t let him leave. That much was clear from his expression and body language.

It didn’t look like Minato had any way out.



Unsure of what to do, Minato looked to the Yamagami for help. It was playfully poking dolls dangling from a display, acting as though it had nothing to do with any of this. The figures twirled around like they were enjoying themselves.

“Do as you see fit.”

“Uh, okay, sure.”

“If you do not wish to, then refuse. He will not force you.”

The Yamagami looked over its shoulder at the employee standing there like a statue.

“Ahhhhhhhh!”

He shuddered and bolted to attention.

“O-o-of course, Great Kami of the Mountain! I would never! Ahhhh!”

The Yamagami varied the intensity of the divine power in its gaze. The man screamed and squirmed accordingly, but didn’t move from the door.

Minato looked away from the man, considering his offer.

It wasn’t a bad idea. He’d carved a lot of doorplates and other things by now, but the only time he’d ever sold one to someone—or rather, let someone buy one off him—was that time with Katsuragi. That was it.

Minato wondered if people would consider his handcrafted wooden carvings worth paying for. He had to admit he was curious.

“These take a while to make, so I’m not sure I can provide you with that many, but…”

Hearing Minato accept his offer, the man willed himself to stay quiet and stop trembling. He broke into a smile as the Yamagami’s low chuckle echoed throughout the shop.

“Any amount is fine. I’m happy with even just one! Thank you so much!”

“If you say so.”

Minato could hardly believe it.







Chapter 10
A Strange Phenomenon Shakes the Shopping Street




Minato and the Yamagami left the traditional variety store and started down the street toward home. Small shops lined both sides of the road.

“That was a strange shop, but it’s good to know that there are more people like me out there,” Minato said, gazing vacantly at the places they passed by.

“There seem to be a fair number. Although I know little about such matters.”

The strolling kami sounded unconcerned, and Minato glanced at its face pointed resolutely forward.

“Yamagami, don’t you ever try to meet other kami?”

“I do not. Such things do not interest me.”

“I see.”

They chatted aimlessly until a toy store caught Minato’s eye. A group of kids were gathered in front of a row of capsule toy machines, spinning tops on the ground.

“Oh, koma! That’s a classic.”

Minato stopped suddenly, bringing the Yamagami to a halt as well.

“Aye, it is a game for the New Year.”

Koma spinning tops had arrived in Japan a long time ago, used as a form of divination in the Imperial Court as well as a game played by nobility during the Heian era. Their continual spinning eventually came to be associated with the idea of things going smoothly and the cyclical nature of money, earning them a place as a symbol of luck and, ultimately, as a traditional game played at the start of a new year.

“It used to be. No one does it anymore, but I played it as a kid. Just once, though.”

These days, very few families played koma during the New Year holidays.

Minato heard a loud cheer. A small ring had been set up at the edge of the store, where two children had thrown their tops.

They were right in the middle of a battle.

The kids had whipped away the strings wrapped around the tops, sending the koma crashing into each other. One flew out of the ring, causing a boy to shout and jump up and down like a rabbit.

“It looks like they’re having fun, but they must be really hot.”

Sweat dripped off the kids’ bright-red faces.

You had to use your whole body to spin the top, so people warmed up quickly, making it ill-suited for the current season. It made sense that the game had developed into a winter tradition.

“Well, while I do not understand the fun of simply watching koma spin, it does look entertaining.”

The Yamagami’s eyes shone as it lightly swished its tail.

It may be a lazy kami, but it wholeheartedly enjoyed games. Minato still clearly remembered their heated bouts of shogi kuzushi. That said, by the end, he hadn’t really been sure if they were fighting with shogi pieces or with wind.

“Oh, do you want to give it a try, Yamagami? The kids are playing now, but—”

The moment Minato turned from the Yamagami to the store, the children dispersed, leaving behind the ring, some koma, and some strings. A sign on a nearby wooden box read FREE FOR ANYONE TO PLAY. RETURN THE KOMA AND STRINGS HERE WHEN YOU’RE DONE.

The kids had probably gone because Minato wished to play. That also explained why they hadn’t cleaned up before they left.

As Minato stood there conflicted, the Yamagami looked up at him.

“Shall we?”

“…Sure.”



The crowd outside parted as the Yamagami and Minato made their way toward the toy store. When they reached the ring, a sphere of air seemed to surround them. It was unnaturally large, probably reflecting the Yamagami’s eagerness.

Now they wouldn’t attract undue attention or disturb anyone if the match grew heated.

Minato retrieved a koma and string from the ground. The flat wooden toy was shaped like an inverted cone with an iron rod driven through the apex.

“It’s been so long I’m not even sure I can do this anymore. If I remember right, you wrap it like this…”

He sounded uncertain, but his hands moved easily. Pressing the string on one side of the koma with his thumb, Minato wrapped it around the iron rod and up onto the wooden top.

The Yamagami watched closely from the other side of the arena.

Standing near the ring, Minato tried a couple of warm-up swings.

“…Is this it? Yamagami, you might not want to get too close. It could go flying off anywhere.”

“Hmm.”

The Yamagami moved next to Minato, its eyes never leaving his hand.

“All right, here goes.”

Crouching low, Minato threw the koma and yanked hard on the string. It landed in the ring, spun in a large circle, then righted itself and kept spinning.

“What do you know? I did it.”

“…It looks as though it will stop soon.”

The koma toppled as soon as the Yamagami finished its sentence.

“No good. I need to practice a bit more. How about you, Yamagami? Do you think you can do it?”

“Of course,” it said with a nod.

Like its kin, the Yamagami could use its paws for incredibly detailed work.

Sitting in front of the arena, the large wolf deftly wrapped the string around the koma.

“You really are quite dexterous, Yamagami.”

“This is child’s play.”

“But how are you going to throw it? You can’t move your paws sideways.”

Its body structure made the motion impossible. Those front legs couldn’t do much more than move forward and backward. The wolf also had difficulty twisting its body.

“Like so.”

The Yamagami gripped the end of the string between its teeth. Stuck in its mouth like that, the string wouldn’t come loose. It also seemed to be applying some divine power, but who could blame it?

Minato didn’t say anything and simply stepped back from the ring.

He kept an eye on the foot traffic, waiting for a break in the flow of pedestrians. Soon enough, a space appeared in the direction where the Yamagami was going to throw the spinning top.

“—Now. Go for it, Yamagami!”

The wolf titled its head back and to the side. It swung the koma down forcefully, then quickly lifted its head back up, pulling the string.

But the spinning top slammed to the ground outside the ring, toppling without even a single rotation.

“Hngh…”

The Yamagami glared at the toy as if it were its mortal enemy. Minato chuckled.

“It’s okay. No one gets it on their first try.”

“Hrrrngh… What did I do wrong? Was it the way I wound the string? Or perhaps the throw?”
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“It could be both. There’s a knack to it all; you just need to practice.”

The Yamagami wrapped the string again and bit the end. It adjusted the position of the koma, trying a vertical approach rather than a diagonal one. Its fur stood on edge, and its eyes burned bright.

It was fired up.

Minato felt a little worried at seeing that, but the sheer force of the energy robbed him of the ability to speak.

When the passersby parted again, the Yamagami made its second throw. It lifted its head high and swung down, pulling forcefully on the string.

Whoosh! The koma zoomed behind the Yamagami, raced through the crowd of feet and slammed into a store on the other side of the road. It bounced against the sidewalk and stopped.

No one noticed. It had traveled too fast for human eyes to register.

Minato spun around to face the Yamagami.

“Yamagami, that was way too much power! It’s a miracle you didn’t hit anyone!”

“Hmm, I may have miscalculated the force required.”

“You’re way too extreme…”

It was all or nothing when it came to this kami.

Minato picked up the poor, battered koma and wrapped his string around it.

“Watch closely while I practice.”

“Aye!”

A few attempts later, Minato’s koma spun for longer in the ring.

The Yamagami studied every movement from the other side of the circle.

“Hmm, you do it well.”

“Why, thank you.”

With that, Minato stepped back from the ring.

Eyes ablaze, the Yamagami carefully wound its string around the koma and waited for the coast to clear before letting it fly. Pulled at the speed of light, the string left a wavy white line in the air.

Minato relaxed at seeing it land safely in front of the large wolf. It was still a fair distance from the ring, but at least it had avoided people this time.

“Look, it is spinning!” the Yamagami’s booming voice echoed.

“Hey, that’s great! Look at it go!”

Minato praised the kami, but the koma toppled to the ground a couple of rotations later.

The grumble that emanated from the Yamagami’s throat would have put a thunderstorm to shame.

“Hmph… This koma surrendered already?! What a disgrace!”

“Don’t be so harsh. It might not have spun that long, but at least it spun.”

The Yamagami swished its tail once, then threw the top again.

“—This time it will spin longer! And faster!”

“Oh wow, nice work! Now try to get the next one inside the ring.”

It still hadn’t landed one on target.



The Wind Spirits flying in the air above called down greetings, but the Yamagami was concentrating too hard to notice. Eyes brimming with determination, it dressed the koma in its string.

Minato stood next to the wolf, his own top spinning on his thumb. The easily rotating koma had the same inverted cone shape as the previous one, but with the rod running through its polyacetal resin base. It was sturdy and spun well, while also being cheaper.

It isn’t just the ground that koma can spin on.

The spinning top jumped from Minato’s thumb to his forearm. Then, with a flick of his arm, Minato tossed it to his knee. It arced through the air, moving from right to left and left to right as he juggled it like a soccer ball.

Minato was just playing around.

The Yamagami, on the other hand, was caught in the middle of a solitary battle. It whipped the string time and time again, releasing the spinning top, but the koma always landed outside the ring.

Complaints flew from the divine beast as it tightly rewrapped the string.

“This koma will not land in the ring because it is deformed.”

“You’re just making excuses. It’s fine. It doesn’t wobble and spins well… Why don’t you try a different one anyway?”

It made no difference.

String gripped firmly in its mouth, the Yamagami swung the koma like a Kabuki actor whipping their hair around.

“Nay, it is the string that is faulty. Look at this feeble thing. It is too weak.”

“Don’t be silly! It looks new… Then how about you try a different string, too?”

No change whatsoever.

The Yamagami scratched the ground with discontent. It looked beyond frustrated.

Minato, meanwhile, played gracefully with his koma. He laid a loose loop around the rod of the koma spinning on his palm, then pulled the string to make the top slide up and down—the Tightrope.

Next, he flicked the top into the air. Minato caught the rod of the falling koma with the string, then quickly wrapped it around the top. Tilting the string vertically, the koma climbed effortlessly up to his hand where it spun easily—the Elevator.

The dexterous Minato masterfully went through the list of tricks posted on the store window.

Unfortunately, no one saw this display of skill.



Several failed attempts later, the Yamagami’s eyes snapped open, and a shiver ran through its body.

“But of course! I was such a fool! I just realized…!”

It glared at the circle below them.

“—The problem is this ring. That is most certainly the issue. Such a small arena does not suit me.”

The simple ring had been made by laying a thin rope in a circle on a square board.

Minato wordlessly set down the koma he was playing with and exchanged the ring for the one hanging on the wall. This one was a size bigger than what they’d been using.

“…You’ll get it with this one.”

“Indeed. This ring shall serve me well.”

A short while later, the Yamagami’s koma finally hit the mark.



Everything was ready—and the battle commenced.



Man and wolf faced off on either side of the ring in front of the toy store.

People passing by avoided them, but a dome of Wind Spirits huddled in tight, their dancing creating blasts of wind. The gusts flamed the determination swelling in both the Yamagami and Minato.

Feet braced at shoulder width, Minato readied his koma.

“Yamagami, no using any wind this time.”

The breeze around them stopped, and Minato’s hair fell flat against his head.

Whistles and cheers erupted from the onlooking Wind Spirits.

The Yamagami sat up straight, koma ready in its front paw. It pointed the toy at Minato. “That goes without saying. This is a serious match.”

“—You understand, right? This is the middle of town, not our house,” a dubious Minato clarified.

The Yamagami hated losing and always gave its all when it came to a competition. Minato couldn’t even begin to imagine what it might do.

“That matters not. Let us begin.”

Seeing the Yamagami thrust its chin toward the ring, Minato let out a sigh.

“Fine. The rules are simple: Either push the other person’s koma out of the ring, or keep spinning the longest. Last one standing is the winner.”

“Understood.”

“Also, your koma’s allowed to go on top of your opponent’s.”

“Ahh. Then I can run amok.”

“—The koma can. So long as it stays near the ring.”

The Yamagami could control it well enough. It wouldn’t fly off in some random direction.

The giant wolf gripped the spinning top in its mouth.

“With this, I shall exact my revenge for the shogi match.”

The Yamagami clamped down on the string, koma pressed tightly against its lips. With nearly fifty tries under its belt, it looked like an expert.

Minato had won the shogi game last time. The Yamagami yearned for revenge.

“Okay, Yamagami, you go first.”

“Hrah!”

It raised a paw, swung its head, and flung the koma downward. The wolf’s paw smacked the ground just as it snapped its head backward, leaving the bare string writhing in the air like a snake.

The koma spun gracefully inside the ring.

“Nicely done.”

As he spoke, Minato set one leg behind him, lowered his center of gravity, and swung an arm. His koma smacked into the Yamagami’s, sending it flying out of the ring.

Minato was the victor.

The Yamagami frowned at how easily it had lost.

“…This time, you shall go first.”

“You got it.”

Minato spun his top, followed by the Yamagami. The koma clashed once, then steadied themselves a safe distance from each other.

Koma that collided in such a large ring hardly ever met again. Players would have to wait until the tops stopped spinning, but they didn’t lose momentum all that easily.

The Yamagami stomped the ground in frustration as it watched the spinning toys.

“The match is still not decided?! How excruciatingly slow!”

This kami lacked the patience for games.

Minato chuckled to himself.

“That’s how this game is… But we can’t stand here playing forever, so let’s push them together.”

“Ah, and how does one do that?”

“You take the string like this…”

Holding his string taut, Minato pushed the axel of his koma, sending it toward the Yamagami’s. It smacked into the kami’s top, flinging it outside the ring.

Having watched the cruel fate of its koma, the Yamagami turned toward Minato, its golden eyes full of scorn.

“—And that is not cheating?”

“Not as far as I know; that’s just how the game’s played. Usually people take turns, but you might find it a bit hard to do.”

Even the Yamagami couldn’t hold the string in both front paws while standing on its hind legs.

After a brief pause, the Yamagami tapped the ground.

“Then we shall alter the rules.”

“Sure. Lots of people use house rules. So what are you thinking?”

“We toss the same number of koma, and whoever has the most left spinning wins.”

“Sounds good to me. How many?”

“Ten.”

Minato checked the box and found an even twenty koma inside. There were two different colors, so it would be easy to tell them apart.

From there, man and wolf seemed to move in fast-forward, each quickly wrapping the string around their koma and tossing them into the ring. However, the Yamagami complained bitterly as it readied the spinning tops.

“Oh, these pests! They do not spin without me having to wind the string around them each and every time. It is such a hassle! …There, now go.”

Bringing his arm back after a swing, Minato grabbed a new spinning top.

“No complaining. That’s half the fun of koma. Sometimes whether you win or lose all depends on how you wind the string… Hah!”

Koma flew in from both sides, gathering inside the ring for a brutal death match. Hit or be hit, topple or be toppled—each one fought valiantly inside the arena.

However, even before either combatant had thrown their ten, some fallen koma had already dragged others down.

A feverish Yamagami threw its last koma. The top pushed the toppled ones aside and knocked some spinning ones over, reigning supreme over its domain.

Then came Minato. Down on one knee, arm almost touching the ground, he launched his final top. Trailing a phantasmal white arc, the koma sent others flying, friend and foe alike.

It catapulted the Yamagami’s dominant koma out of the center of the ring.

The top had hit like a break shot in a game of pool—leaving Minato’s koma spinning alone in the now empty ring.

“Yes! I won!”

Still kneeling, Minato pumped a fist in the air. Wind Spirits swirled around his arm.

The Yamagami glared at the man celebrating joyously, then growled low.

“You knave… We go again, but with an adjustment.”

“Sure, but let’s make this the last one. It’s getting late.”

Minato stood, catching sight of the sun hanging just above the store’s rooftop.

The Yamagami glanced at the sky as well, then solemnly declared, “Very well. Just throw. At the same time as I.”

“Sure.”

Two koma dashed out simultaneously, spinning inside the ring as if they would continue forever.

“So what now, O Impatient Yamagami?”

The wolf held up a front paw to silence Minato as he reached for another koma.

“There is no need to throw more. Next comes this.”

Staring from outside the ring, the wolf slammed its front paws down.

The battleground undulated and warped. Gentle slopes formed across the once flat arena, causing the two koma to shake, wobble, and almost fall.

“…That’s a much more difficult battlefield,” Minato murmured, sounding stunned.

He glanced over at the Yamagami, who sat with a deadly serious glare. It watched intently and began talking in a clear voice.

“Koma. Humans often shower you with wishes that you stand of your own volition. So overcome a challenge such as this! As koma, you shall encounter many difficulties during your chaotic lives. The path that awaits you is decidedly not flat! Survive this arena and valiantly live on!”

“That’s absurd,” Minato retorted—but the emboldened toys wobbled, then tackled the hills with Sisyphean resolve. They never relented, even as they were pushed or knocked backward.

Such stout, intrepid warriors.

“They are good. I expected nothing less from koma subjected to the continuous pleas of humans to hold their ground,” the Yamagami said, its tail wagging contentedly.

Minato crouched and cupped a hand around his mouth.

“—Come on, koma, you can do it.”

Spurred on by his lackluster cheer, the two koma spun and spun, at times slamming together, at others touching as if to urge each other on.

Unfortunately, however, fate did not accommodate. The first axel to waver was Minato’s, then the Yamagami’s gave in.

Making the winner…the Yamagami!

The giant wolf closed its eyes and pressed its feet squarely into the earth. It resolutely lifted its head skyward.

“Arrroooooooooo!!”

Minato clutched his head in defeat as the victorious howl rang through the shopping street.



Those who heard the sound named the incident “The Strange Case of the Howling Dog in the Shopping Street at Midday” and spoke of it for generations.






Chapter 11
The Being Knew All Along




Their outing came to an end without incident, and Minato and the Yamagami took a taxi home. This driver, however, could sense the Yamagami’s presence and spent most of the ride restless and antsy, his driving gradually becoming more erratic.

With little other choice, Minato and the Yamagami decided to disembark a short distance from home, with the Kusunoki residence just visible in the distance.



The sun was poised to dip below the horizon, making the path winding between the rice paddies feel desolate. Birds flew through the blue sky in a V. Below them, only Minato’s shadow stretched across the road. The Yamagami cast none.

“…It’s gotten really late.”

The pair shared a look, illusory sparks flashing between them.

The prolonged koma battle had delayed them significantly. Minato had won more games, but the Yamagami had managed to snatch victory in the last match.

Minato gazed down at the Yamagami’s nimble paws as they walked.

“We’ll play again some other time.”

“I have no objection. However, I have had my fill of koma.”

The Yamagami was dragging its feet, and its tail was drooping. It looked completely worn out. The sight made Minato smile.

“Because you can’t wait for them to stop spinning?”

A big truck flew by, the wind ruffling the divine wolf’s fur. The Yamagami narrowed its eyes, watching the billowing black smoke as it shrunk into the distance.

“…Aye. But more so, there is still so much I do not know that I have yet to try.”

Honesty filled its voice and countenance. It rarely paid attention to the human world, preferring to sleep long and often.

The Yamagami viewed the world so differently from the busy mass of humanity that wakes and sleeps every day. Going back to visit a place it hadn’t been to in a long time and meeting the people there must have given it a lot to consider.

That thought spurred Minato to reflect on their day.

“I’m glad we went to the south part of town today,” he said softly with a contented look. “We discovered a nice restaurant, and I got a string for my carving…though I might have made a few strange connections.”

He’d only briefly met the reporter Towada, but the man at the Japanese variety store was someone he was going to see again.

“I know not what that encounter may bring, but it will certainly be beneficial.”

“I hope so. I chose to take him up on his offer.”

“Do not worry. The Four Spirits have bestowed you with their blessings, so no ill fate shall befall you.”

“—Right. I really should thank them…”

The paper bag in his hands only contained a gift for the kin because the alcohol the Four Spirits so favored was too heavy.

As Minato made a mental note to buy them some liquor the following day, he saw the Yamagami’s home in his periphery. The mountain’s dignified presence couldn’t be ignored. It had been the same way no matter where they went in the south side of town.

They’d had an interesting, fun-filled day.

But one thought persisted in the corner of his mind.

“I want to find out who owns the mountain. I’ll have to look it up…”

The moment Minato muttered those words, the air in front of him warped.

A few short steps separated them from the narrow path leading to the Kusunoki residence. Beyond the distortion, Minato could just discern the blurry figures of Jizo statues.



An entrance to a kami realm had suddenly appeared.

It gaped wide enough for him to pass through without ducking, hanging there like an invisible gate. Aside from the unusual size, nothing about its appearance seemed any different than any other kami realm. However, it didn’t try to pull him in. Minato steeled himself, but no force tugged at him.

Minato stood there perplexed, and the Yamagami spoke softly to him from the side.

“Peer into it. See whether a kami resides in there.”

“…Okay.”

No one was around to witness Minato staring into the blurry rift in the air. No cars were coming, either. He could concentrate without any distraction.

After focusing for a little while, Minato came to a decision.

“There is a kami inside.”

“Correct.”

“And something’s different from all the other ones. A little black dot sometimes appears in the steady wave.”

“That is because a human is in there as well.”

Minato whipped around to face the Yamagami, moving so fast it seemed like his head would go flying off his shoulders.

“Did they get sucked in?”

“I know not. Whether they were sucked in or willingly entered a call from inside, I cannot say.”

“So there are some things not even you know.”

“Of course. I am not omniscient.”

The invisible gate still gaped before them, as if to say that Minato could enter or not; the choice was his.

The Yamagami looked toward Minato as he stared at the portal.

“Are you going inside?”

“…Yeah. I feel like I should at least go check it out.”

A moment later, the Yamagami swung its tail.

“The person inside may be there willingly.”

“True. If so, then I’ll just say hi and come right back.”

“You will not convince them to return to the human world?”

“There’s not much I could say to convince them if they want to be there. Changing someone’s mind is never easy, and frankly, it’s none of my business.”

“Then you should go.”

It was another kami’s realm. The Yamagami had no intention of trespassing into a fellow deity’s home.

That made sense. In one part of his brain, Minato knew that, but he still felt nervous. Something like this might happen when he was alone one day in the future, so he needed to know how to handle it on his own.

Next to the resolute Minato, the Yamagami maintained its silence, simply sitting up straight on the side of the road. Its sturdy presence mirrored the stalwart mountain. It would stay there, ready to act if anything went wrong.

The realm’s entrance staying open meant that it wasn’t rejecting him. The chances were low that it would suddenly try to gobble him up.

Minato looped the handle of the paper bag over the Yamagami’s nose.

“All right. Be back soon.”

“Be cawrffl.”

The giant wolf’s voice, muffled by the bag, made Minato smile.

It staunchly refused to stay serious even at a time like this. Though, that did help Minato loosen up and relax.



Golden light painted the sky as Minato stepped through the entrance of this kami’s home.
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His feet crunched onto solid ground.

The very moment he passed easily through the invisible gate, golden light flooded his vision. Row upon row of drooping rice stalks stretched out as far as he could see.

Minato was standing on a small path surrounded by an unending sea of rice paddies.

He looked up at a sunless sky covered in cottony white clouds.

A chill wind blew, causing him to shiver through his thin clothes.

“—It’s cold. And this place is huge.”

Minato had been drawn into many vacant realms and seen the homes of multiple kami, but he hadn’t seen anything this expansive in a while.

Not since Amaterasu’s home.

Kami realms vary in size. There were many nice—though small—places with realistic mountains, fields, wetlands, or palaces that anyone would feel sad to see abandoned.

Minato had destroyed them all to avoid any victims like himself from being sucked inside.



He stood still, slowly surveying the landscape.

Directly behind him, he saw what looked like a building far off in the distance. A path stretched straight toward it, looking like a road floating atop a golden ocean.

Minato focused his senses, identifying the building as the most potent source of divine energy.



That was where he’d find the kami.



He continued down the path—which was a little hard to walk on—until he could see the entire building clearly. Standing in the center of a square of cleared land was a one-story Japanese-style house with a sliding door protecting the entrance, just like a traditional farmhouse.

“It seems like the sort of place that has a big room with one of those old dirt floors,” Minato murmured to himself, picturing the space just behind the entrance.

At that moment, the door glided open, revealing a human figure.

It was a slender woman who appeared to be about his age. She was so far away it was hard to make out the expression on her face, but he didn’t see anything abnormal in the way she walked. The only strange thing about her was her clothes, as she was dressed for the middle of winter with a thick, knee-length coat and long boots.

She didn’t appear exhausted or as if there was something affecting her mental state.

She’s probably here by choice.

It was only as that thought went through his mind that the woman noticed him. She jogged toward Minato with a bright smile, her long hair bouncing behind her.

Against the autumn backdrop, a man dressed for summer met a woman ready for winter. None of it made sense.

The woman stopped and spoke in a voice filled with joy.

“Someone else has wandered in here!”

“Yes, that’s right. Good…afternoon?”

It may be evening, but Minato was choosing to play it safe.

The woman looked puzzled. “Oh, uh, good morning…? It’s morning now, isn’t it?”

Minato wasn’t actually sure. In his experience, time flowed differently inside every realm. He had no way of telling how quickly it would pass here without checking outside.

More importantly, did she know that this was a kami realm?

He hesitated to ask.

The kami that ruled this realm would know everything they said and did. A careless comment could invite their wrath.



Minato glanced at the building. Nothing about it seemed out of place.

It’s watching us. I can feel it.

Well, there was no going back now. He had no choice but to ask.

“It’s evening now… Outside.”

“It is…? I thought that the sun was just starting to rise.”

“Do you know that you’re in a kami realm—a god’s domain?”

She cocked her head, one hand holding her windswept hair.

“Oh, yes. Something like that. The kami said as much, but I don’t quite understand what it all means.”

She seemed unconcerned. It was clear she didn’t fully grasp the situation.

The woman said she’d only arrived the previous night. A friend had dropped her off near her house, and she’d started walking home, only to find herself here.



But when had that actually happened?



Even Minato—who’d only just met her—was terrified the truth would break his heart.

The woman’s appearance, fashion, hair style, and makeup seemed recent enough. So it didn’t seem too much time had passed.

Steeling himself, Minato quietly told her the date. “Today is _____.”

“What are you talking about? It’s _____.” She replied with a date from four years earlier.

The look on Minato’s face told her he wasn’t making fun of her.

“—You’re serious…? But…!” She frantically snatched her phone from her pocket. “See, look at this! It stopped when I came here yesterday and…”

The time and date frozen on her screen matched what she had said.

Minato wordlessly took out his own phone.

As a strange coincidence, they had the same brand of phone, but Minato’s sleek device was from four generations later. Just like with the woman’s phone, the clock had stopped, but the date was from four years further in the future.

The weight of the truth hit home, leaving her unable to speak.



Facing the downcast woman, Minato suddenly remembered something.

It was a newspaper article he’d seen at Musashi Publishers:

WOMAN IN HER TWENTIES VANISHES ON THE WAY HOME. STILL MISSING FOUR YEARS LATER.

The dates matched. That missing person might very well be this woman standing in front of him.

Even if it was, what could he say to console her?

Across from the conflicted Minato, the woman raised her head. The expression on her face surprised him.

She didn’t look sad or mournful, but full of determination.

“I have to go home.”

It was a declaration filled with resolve. She must be an extremely strong person. That relieved Minato; he wouldn’t have had any idea what to do if she’d started crying.

“Though, this still doesn’t feel real, and I don’t quite understand what in the world’s happening,” she said with a puzzled look.

She was probably the kind of person who never thought too deeply about things. But who knew whether she could muster the same composure if she escaped from here and faced the real world again?

Four years is no short amount of time.

“I’ve never seen you before, though,” she said to Minato. “Did you move here recently?”

With only one elementary, middle, and high school in the north side of town, everyone around the same age knew each other.

“I moved here last year. I’m looking after the new house by the mountain.”

“The new house…? Wait, so they finally finished it without any more problems?”

A mysterious pause passed between them.

“The one close to the mountain, right?” the woman asked. “With the large grounds?”

“Yes, the Japanese-style house with the black exterior.”

“I don’t know what it looks like. Last time I saw it, they’d just finished the foundation and were putting up the framework…”

Minato told her the name of the man who’d inherited the Kusunoki residence—the wealthy nephew of the person who’d originally had it built.

Hearing that Minato had been tasked with caring for the house, the woman turned serious.

“—So the person who built it passed away, too.”

She understood without him explicitly saying it.

That “too” meant that someone else other than Minato’s distant relative had also died.

It was something that had crossed his mind. The house had been overrun with enough evil sprits to drain even the Yamagami of its strength. It wouldn’t be surprising to hear that a tremendous amount of human suffering had accompanied the work before, during, and after construction.



The woman seemed unwilling to divulge any more information.

They had only just met, after all. Neither knew anything about the other, nor whether they could trust what they said. There was no easy way to confirm the veracity of their claims, and country folk tend not to trust out-of-towners.

Minato understood that. The people who lived near his parents’ house were the same way. People rarely discussed local scandals with outsiders.

The woman looked him over from head to toe, relaxing when she saw that he seemed healthy.

“Well, I guess that makes us neighbors. My house is at the other end of the road.”

Even with the considerable distance between them, it was the same area.

“It’s close, as things go. Though, you probably wouldn’t hear me even if I screamed at the top of my lungs.”

The woman flashed a brief smile, then almost immediately, her expression hardened.

“Can I ask you something? Do you know anything about my grandmother?”

Many things must have changed over the course of four years. It was possible that some of her family members had passed away.

“She’s a small woman in her seventies—no, she’d be in her eighties by now… She likes to visit the Jizo statues at the head of the path leading to your house and pray to our mountain there…”

“So it’s your mountain…,” Minato involuntarily murmured, her words catching his attention.

“Well, not all of it. But most of it’s in my grandma’s name.”

That was when Minato realized.

He had been able to enter this realm because he so desperately wished to know who owned the mountain. And here he’d met this woman who was connected to it.

He shivered at the enormous power of the Four Spirits’ blessings.



The woman continued describing her grandmother, oblivious to Minato’s slight trembling.

“—One of her legs is bad, so she uses a cane.”

Ah. That old lady, Minato thought.

Her grandmother had likely been praying to the Jizo statues and the mountain for her granddaughter to come home. Just the memory of that serious, heartfelt action made his heart swell.

“I saw her in front of the Jizo statues just the other day. Someone calling her ‘mother’ drove up in a minivan and took her home.”

The moment she heard that, the woman brought a hand to her chest and let her shoulders fall.

“Okay… I really have to go home then,” she repeated determinedly, before announcing that she would go to the house here to bid farewell to the kami.

Minato decided to go with her. The invisible portal had disappeared, and he couldn’t just slash the realm open with his divine wind to leave.

He explained to the woman that he also needed to see the kami in order to leave.

As they walked side by side toward the main house, she gasped and turned to face Minato.

“I still haven’t introduced myself. I’m Urashima. And you are?”

Lost for words, Minato took some time before he could stammer a reply.



With that, they set off toward the kami’s house.

Based on Urashima’s attitude, this kami might not pose any danger. But he couldn’t let his guard down.

Minato steeled himself, but was only met with a normal, peaceful sound—the rattle of the sliding door.

The kami was about to emerge.

Minato and Urashima stopped, still some distance from the house.

Urashima held a hand up to her mouth and whispered to Minato.

“The entrance never makes that noise when I open or close it. How strange.”

Minato didn’t know how to react. A few short hours ago, he himself had suggested that the Yamagami announce itself in some way, but he wasn’t sure about a sound like this.

Something about it felt oddly out of place.

Minato studied the house with mixed feelings, but the gaping entryway was dark, and he couldn’t make out any details.

Would the kami take the shape of a human or an animal?

A one-footed being hopped out in a great bound.

Its slim body resembled a human with both arms held wide. It wore farmer’s clothes and a straw hat, resting atop a crudely drawn, cartoonish face.



It was a scarecrow.



The dense fog of divine energy surrounding it clearly identified it as a kami.

Minato stood dumbstruck, staring at this unique type of being he’d never encountered before. Urashima, however, didn’t even flinch. She walked straight up to the scarecrow, which stood in front of the door as if to block it.

“Mr. Scarecrow, I must return home.”

“…I see. That’s too bad.”

The mouth never moved, but the kami sounded male.

Neither too high nor too low, its voice was a pleasant tone.

“I’m really very sorry.”

Urashima gave a deep bow. The sincerity behind her words and actions conveyed her regret at this unfortunate eventuality.

In the few short hours she had spent here, four years had passed in the outside world. Yet she didn’t seem angry or upset with the kami.

They must get along well.

She had also affectionately addressed it as Mr. Scarecrow.



Minato stayed quiet the entire time. The kami paid him no mind, and he wasn’t about to interrupt without good reason.

“In that case, you should collect your belongings in your room.”

“Yeah.”

Urashima called out to Minato, saying she would be back soon, then walked past the scarecrow and through the door.

Once her feet crossed the threshold, the sliding door slammed shut.

Urashima hadn’t done it. The kami had—to keep her from getting out.

That was the only explanation for the speed with which the door had closed.

Minato tensed, suddenly fully alert, as the kami turned its attention on him.

They faced each other, separated by the length of a house.

Silence filled the space between them. The kami didn’t speak, and its face never changed.

The next moment, a wave of divine might pressed against Minato. The kami’s power was as strong as he’d expected, given the vast size of its domain. Yet it couldn’t match the Yamagami, Tenko, or Seiryu—the Azure Dragon of the East that had recently visited the Kusunoki residence.

“—It’s nice to meet you, Great Kami.”

Minato broke the tension, feeling the being out.

“It does not feel like the first time to me. You seemed quite surprised when the gray heron squawked at you the other day.”

It swayed slightly as if laughing.

The kami was referencing something that had happened a few days ago. Minato had been talking to an elegant gray heron only to jump in shock when it cawed back at him.

Minato’s eyes widened slightly.

“You were watching me.”

“Yes. I am the rice fields themselves.”

“You’re the kami of the rice paddies…?”

“That’s right.”

That explained its appearance. Sort of.

The Yamagami had told Minato that most nature kami could take any shape. This rice paddy kami could probably do the same.

As that thought crossed his mind, Minato looked over the scarecrow’s shoulder.

No sound came from the house. He wondered what had happened to Urashima.

“Great Kami of the Rice Fields, did you summon that woman here?”

“No. Our frequencies just happened to align, and she wandered in.”

“Then will you let us leave?”

“What if I say no?”

“Well…”

The scarecrow’s unchanging expression was unsettling. The only movement came from the wind filling its wide sleeves.

“It’s been quite a long time since someone wandered in here. And I can’t remember the last time a visitor spoke to me without being afraid… I want to talk with her some more.”

The scarecrow smiled gleefully, its head swaying left and right.

“She has a family out there waiting for her.”

Fists balled, Minato tried to keep his voice calm.

“What do I care?” it said flippantly. “I don’t understand why that matters. I have no family.”

The kami seemed to be enjoying this conversation with Minato. He thought about offering himself up in exchange so that Urashima could go free—but he wasn’t self-sacrificing enough to actually say it out loud.

Aware of how fast time passed outside even as they stood here talking spurred Minato to action.

If he kept company with the kami here until it decided to let him leave, who knew how many years would pass in the outside world before then? The thought alone terrified him.

Nothing might change with the Yamagami and other beings, but he would never see the mortal members of his family again.



Minato stood firm as the scarecrow nimbly did a backflip in front of him.

“This is my domain.”

“…Yes. I know.”

“I can do whatever I like here. Even a kami of the rice fields like myself can create wind. Like this.”

It spun around quickly on its one leg, creating a gale that attacked Minato.

“—!”

The cutting, oppressive dust cloud was filled with rice plants.

But Minato did nothing more than shield his face with his arms, deciding not to counterattack.

“What’s this? You’re not doing anything? You’re quite strange for a human. Come on, show me this power Fujin lent you.”

“…You’re telling me to fight you?”

“Nothing as grandiose as that. I just want to play is all. I’m curious. I’ve never met a human with Fujin’s power.”

Would other kami he met in the future take an interest in Minato and challenge him just because he’d been given divine power?

Minato was racked with worry, but the scarecrow ignored it.

“And you have the power of two kami,” it added casually. “You’re quite the novelty.”

“I’ll take your word for it…”

Minato was incredibly grateful for the power Fujin and Amaterasu had granted him. However, no one had mentioned all the trouble those gifts would invite. It wasn’t as if he could hide it, either; kami could tell just by looking at him.

Minato silently lamented his fate.

The scarecrow swayed like a balancing toy.

“I’m bored. I have so much time on my hands…so please, play with me.”

“…Will you let us leave if I do?”

“Oh, sure.”

Minato stood up straight and flexed his neck.

It was a flippant answer, but the kami had said it would let him go. That should be good enough.

The Yamagami had once told him that kami always keep their promises. Anything could happen, though, like when Amaterasu had fallen asleep before letting him out.

He was looking forward to his next encounter with that goddess.



Bathed in golden rays of light with the house at its back, the scarecrow faced off against Minato. The distance between them had widened to the length of two houses. They both just stood in place, neither adopting a battle stance.

There was no tension or nervousness from either side.

“Okay then, I’ll go first.”

The scarecrow said it without any hint of maliciousness or hostility and started spinning. It picked up speed, creating an aerial vortex around it. The force swept up enough rice stalks to hide the scarecrow from sight, yet the gale-force wind didn’t affect the house at all.

It just wanted to play. True to its word, the kami of the rice fields seemed uninterested in harming Urashima in the house. That might even be why it had made her go inside.

Minato was glad. He didn’t want anyone to see him do anything inhuman.

A jade-colored wind encircled Minato as he guarded himself with the utmost calm. Something like that was easy enough to do, given how adept he had become at using his protective wind.

He’d fought the savage Susano’o the other day, so he wasn’t too worried. Even if the training had been unintentional.



But how had he come to face off against Susano’o, one of Japan’s Three Precious Children?

A few days ago, Susano’o had emerged from the Ryugu Gate in the Kusunoki residence, recognized Fujin’s power in Minato, dragged him into his realm, and forced him into a wind battle.

The kami had easily evaded his attacks, leaving Minato feeling frustrated, but they’d ended up sharing a meal afterward as friends.

Susano’o had said he would return one day, so Minato could expect another visit from the kami at some point in the future.

He hoped with everything he had that Susano’o would just come for dinner.



Susano’o’s head-on barrage of ferocious gusts of wind had been annoying, but this vortex seemed fairly troublesome in its own right.

Minato fired off gusts of wind almost without thinking anymore, and he could now detect the jade light they were infused with. This ability naturally extended beyond his wind to the letters filled with elimination power. He saw the color more clearly with every day that passed.

According to the Yamagami, Minato’s ability to see his power came from him witnessing the jade color firsthand and recognizing it as his own.

In that case, it was all thanks to Tenko.



“Hup, hup.”

The scarecrow made listless sounds as it approached, shrouded in swirling wind. The tornado had expanded to the width of the house, and those few steps had brought it in contact with Minato’s wind.

Minato jumped back as his jade wind was immediately torn apart.

“Oh, wow. Your wind’s really brittle.”

Minato didn’t respond, instead focusing on calmly calculating the kami’s power.

While he had no intention of underestimating it, the scarecrow wasn’t a kami of war, but of rice fields. Knowing that, Minato had tried seeing if he could stand his ground using only wind devoid of divine might.

The results, however, were clear. The kami had easily vanquished it, proving Minato’s own wind couldn’t measure up.



As expected, only divine might could match a kami’s power.



Light emerged from Minato’s hands, shining from each fingertip.

This pure, pale blue light belonged to Fujin—proof that it contained his divine might.

“Here I come.”

Returning his opponent’s declaration from earlier, Minato swung out an arm.

A pale blue line traced the path of the large wind blade, which cut through the tornado and raced toward the scarecrow’s solitary leg.

The kami leaped just before it could hit, arcing high over Minato’s black hair. Minato spun, releasing a second blade right where it landed.

“Whoa, almost got me.”

The scarecrow jumped again into the air, nimbly avoiding the second strike as well.

It looked at him askance as it hopped on the ground.

“You react quickly. It seems you’re used to fighting.”

“Not really… But I did have to fight someone like you, who was interested in Fujin’s power, for a long time once.”

“I can tell. Of course everyone is interested in you.”

“Everyone…?”

“Kami.”

Were all the kami in Japan itching for a fight?

Minato’s expression clouded over as he watched the scarecrow sway precariously on its one leg. That balancing act was probably meant to show off how composed it was.

“I am the kami of the rice fields.”

Still swaying, it spoke as if voicing a universal truth.

Unfortunately for Minato, its tone remained as light as a feather. It was a free-spirited kami like the Yamagami, though in a different way.

“Well, yeah, you are.”

Minato couldn’t think of anything else to say.

The scarecrow stopped swaying and stood up straight.

“It’s hard for me to control the wind, so I’m going to play where it suits me best.”

“By that…you mean the rice paddies?”

“Precisely.”

The scarecrow rotated, and as it turned, rice plants were harvested wherever its gaze landed. It finished with surprising speed, leaving not even the roots in the soil.

Frowning, Minato surveyed the scene.

“It suddenly looks so empty.”

“Yes. Paddies really do look their best covered with stalks of rice.”

“I agree. I also like the way flooded paddies look, though.”

The scarecrow spun, carried by its momentum, then stopped and faced Minato. Its expression hadn’t changed, yet its aura seemed to have sharpened, and Minato steadied himself, moving one leg back.

“I saw a very unpleasant person not too long ago.”

The kami’s tone had changed dramatically. The air around them billowed as its low voice boomed, scattering the clouds and crashing against Minato’s eardrums.

But he couldn’t cover his ears.

Veins popped on his tightly clenched fists.

“What sort…of person…?”

“A man said that rice paddies stink, and that someone should get rid of them. All while emitting a most foul stench himself…!”

The kami of the rice fields raged, the dirt around it whipping up into a series of tornados. Minato backed up a couple more steps.

It seemed furious.

Bracing himself, Minato was at a loss for words.

Just today, the Yamagami and Tsumugi had discussed how people with rotten souls emit a horrible odor.

The scarecrow grew more frenzied, its leaps sending cracks running through the ground in all directions.

“How could he say such thing…?! I was right there!”

“Most people don’t realize when a kami’s nearby…”

He knew it didn’t help, but he had to say it. Though, that didn’t mean people could say anything they wanted when kami weren’t around.

The scarecrow leaned toward Minato, now five house-lengths away.

“It is a well-known fact that I, the kami of the rice fields, live here. All the locals know it. They affectionately call me Mr. Scarecrow and even offered me this body.”

“…I see. I didn’t know that.” Minato strained his voice to cover the now considerable distance.

That explained Urashima’s lack of surprise at seeing the kami of the rice fields and her friendly way of addressing it. As a local, she must have grown up hearing all about this kami.

“Of course you don’t. You hardly talk to anyone around here,” the scarecrow said matter-of-factly.

Minato had never even noticed its existence, but with the rice paddies so close to the Kusunoki residence, the kami knew all about him.

Though placated slightly, the scarecrow still bristled. Every square of farming land in the realm rippled violently in response.

“So then I had an idea: Why not make it so that miscreant can never eat rice again?”

Minato listened silently, constantly readjusting his footing on the unsteady ground.

It reminded Minato of when Raijin had told him to be careful around kami because they were quick to curse people. He’d said it casually, but the seriousness in the lightning kami’s face at the time told Minato that the warning was no exaggeration.

When a kami says they’re going to do something, they do it.

The kami of the rice fields was serious. Minato turned pale, even though the threat had been leveled against someone else.

Then, out of nowhere, all the anger drained from the scarecrow.

“—But I’ll overlook it this time. The beings of the mountain did something interesting before I had the chance to curse him.”

It chuckled giddily, its body swaying like a metronome.

Who are those “beings of the mountain” it’s talking about?

Ignoring the confused Minato, the kami of the rice fields casually said, “Okay, here I go.”

Minato switched gears and readied himself.

The kami had said something about the place that suits it best. Having the dirt here must mean it was going to use that.

The scarecrow lowered its center of gravity slightly, and the ground around it swelled. The next moment, a gigantic human hand appeared. Rising up to the elbow, its shadow covered Minato’s entire body.

The unexpected shape froze him momentarily, but he quickly fired off a wind blade. It sliced the pointer finger off, but the other four digits remained intact, and the hand came down where Minato had been standing, as if trying to swat a bug.

The kami of the rice fields hadn’t been exaggerating that this environment suited it best. The hand had moved faster than the wind and was far more powerful.

However…

The scarecrow’s white face turned to the side just as Minato landed on the ground. One hand resting in the dirt, his hair and sleeves billowed under the pressure of the wind.

“Oh? You can fly…with a human body?”

The Wind Spirits’ meddling had proven useful. Accustomed to flying, Minato had sent out a gust of wind to launch him off the ground.

That said, he hadn’t even traveled ten meters. It was more of a jump than flight.

“I can’t go that far.”

He steadied himself then quickly fired off a barrage of wind. The blades retained their sharp edge and deep color, and Minato showed no signs of tiring.

He’d been getting pulled into abandoned kami realms and destroying them on a daily basis, as well as splitting divine camphor wood nonstop. And on top of all that, Susano’o had forced him to draw out his powers.

The experience accumulated from these ordeals had drastically extended the length of time Minato could wield his power compared to when he’d first acquired his abilities.



Reduced to a ragged lump of soil, the tattered earthen fist collapsed to the ground. Before it sank back into the earth, however, another giant hand rose up from the soil to replace it.

But this time several more joined it: the wrinkled hand of an elderly person, the muscular fist of a young man, a woman’s slender fingers, and a baby’s palm that looked like a Japanese maple leaf.

Minato dodged, ducked, and jumped, evading the multidirectional barrage. He kicked off the dirt hands as he fought them with wind blades, but they kept coming.

He could keep cutting them down, but they were made of dirt. He would never land a fatal blow. They kept coming back in equal—no, greater numbers.

He had to deal with the source.

The scarecrow never moved, always swaying like a balancing toy, not put out in the slightest.

The kami of the rice fields had called this “playing,” so that’s what Minato would do. If kami really do always keep their promises, then it shouldn’t curse him.



Minato dodged the groping hands, heading toward the ground. He leaped from finger to finger, focused on the scarecrow.

Its spirit… Where would that be?

The kami had a human form, so the core of its being should be its heart. Or maybe its torso.

No—the head.

It was glowing faintly.
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After slashing through the wrist of an oncoming hand with a gust of wind, the pale blue light faded from Minato’s fingertips.

In its place, a soft glow grew in his palm. It shone with all the colors of the sun—Amaterasu’s colors.

Minato turned his palm toward the scarecrow and shot out a net.

The hexagonal weave resembled the nets cast to catch large schools of fish.



It was one part of the power Amaterasu had lent him: her sealing power. It could confine not only physical objects but ideas invisible to the human eye, meaning it should be capable of trapping the spirit of the kami of the rice fields inside its scarecrow body.

Based on that assumption, Minato was using a divine power other than his own elimination ability for the first time—and on a kami at that.



The net spread wide, covering the scarecrow.

Minato immediately clenched his fist, and the net flew closed, catching the scarecrow’s head. The string of light snapped off where it extended from his hand.

Every earthen hand instantly froze.

They began to fall apart. Even the one Minato was standing on crumbled to dust.

“Whoa!”

He was tossed into the air from a height much greater than a one-story house.

It looks like I might’ve gone a little overboard…

His first time using Amaterasu’s power to its fullest had left Minato overcome with fatigue. The sunlight dissipated from his palm.

He had no power left for any more wind blades.



Minato tumbled head over heels toward the hard earth, eyes shut tight.

But just before he smacked into the ground, the dirt transformed into a flooded rice paddy. Minato splashed into it, kicking up a giant column of water. As he felt himself sink, the softest mud caught his body.

A moment later, something pulled him out.

Minato sat in the rice paddy, covered in mud. It streaked his hair and clothes as he dazedly tried to figure out what had happened.

Just then, a single leg hopped in front of him.

“You sure surprised me!”

Minato looked up at the laughing scarecrow, framed from behind by blue sky. He only heard the voice; the face, of course, remained unchanged.

“It didn’t seem to affect you at all…”

“I was trapped in this body for three seconds.”

Though the amount of time disappointed Minato, at least now he knew he could do it. The effort hadn’t been all for naught.

“I really enjoyed myself today. Well, I guess it’s about time…”

The kami of the rice fields turned its white face toward the house and the front door slid soundlessly open.

Urashima emerged holding a handbag, looking as if she’d just gone inside seconds ago.



The kami of the rice fields’ specialty seemed to be manipulating time.

As he considered this, Minato closed one eye to keep the dirt out. Urashima stared in disbelief at the mud-caked man.

“M-Mr. Scarecrow! Is that a doratabo next to you?!”

Seeing Minato’s confused look, the kami explained.

“Doratabo are one-eyed yokai that look like old men with bodies made entirely of mud. They haunt people, demanding the return of their rice fields. I haven’t seen any recently, though.”

“…I see.”

Minato staggered to his feet, the mud vanishing instantly from his body as he rose.

Examining his now dry hands, Minato approached the scarecrow.

“Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure. I appreciate you playing with me. Come again anytime.”

The scarecrow turned its pale face toward the house.

It didn’t seem like the sort of invitation he could refuse, so Minato nodded, stone-faced.

“…Okay.”

In a cheerful tone of voice, the scarecrow said, “You call the kami of the mountain Yamagami, so you should call me Tagami. We’re neighbors, after all.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tagami.”

His new divine neighbor hopped lightly and turned a full circle.

Rice seedlings rained down from the blue sky. They landed in every paddy except the one in which Minato and the scarecrow were standing. The air warmed, and a gentle breeze blew. The seedlings formed ruler-straight lines and shot upright.

In seconds, the fields had been planted.

Neat rows of green seedlings swayed in unison with the spring breeze.



Minato and Urashima left the realm together.

Outside, everything looked exactly the same as when he’d gone in. The twilit street, the sun just dipping below the horizon, the humid air—nothing had changed.

And of course, the Yamagami was still there. The dignified giant wolf sat on the roadside.

However, the paper bag hanging from its nose had disappeared.

It couldn’t be…

Minato asked in a taut voice, “Yamagami…how long has it been since I went in? What’s today’s date?”

Beside him, Urashima gasped. She couldn’t see the big wolf just a few steps away. But having heard the conversation between Minato and the kami of the field, she understood.

The grand kami that inhabited her family’s mountain, about whom stories had been passed down for generations, was sitting there right in front of her.

“Not even a minute has passed since you entered,” the Yamagami said flatly, looking up at Minato.

Even then, Minato didn’t show any visible signs of relief, but simply looked down at the ground.

“I see…”

It was good news for him, but it was still four years in the future for Urashima. Although no more time had passed, he could hardly play it off as something she should be happy about.
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Minato walked Urashima back home.

Having waited to see her again for so long, her family heaped gratitude upon him, and he saw his chance to ask permission to clean up the mountain.



They happily agreed.



According to the Urashimas, they had let the mountain run wild because they lacked the funds to care for it properly.

Maintaining a mountain is a never-ending job. A ceaseless battle against nature and plants that costs a lot of money and requires a lot of work.

They apologized profusely for burdening him with such a task.






Chapter 12
Relaxing at the Kusunoki Residence




Why am I fighting again today?

Silently lamenting his fate, Minato jumped from the roof of a low building to the one beside it. His blast of wind carried him farther than he could jump even with a running start.

The neighboring buildings provided plenty of footing. Structures of every height surrounded him, and no pedestrians roamed the streets below. No vehicles, either.

The only sound filling that strange space came from Susano’o as he ran atop the tall buildings alongside Minato. The sword in his hand shone in the sunlight.



They were in Susano’o’s home.



The kami had changed the country landscape dotted with thatched roof houses to a modern city filled with skyscrapers.



How had Minato wound up here, you ask? Late that morning, he’d walked in through the rear gate of the house after sweeping outside, only to find himself in this realm. Even though there had been no entrance in sight.

Susano’o had welcomed him with a huge smirk, apparently having learned some completely unnecessary trick.

Unable to avoid it or escape, Minato had been forced to fight. Because he had just played with Tagami the day before, his movements were sluggish, but there was no denying they were still beyond the capabilities of normal humans.



Minato had been planning on checking out the mountain path that afternoon, but he probably wouldn’t be able to go now. Most likely, he’d be too worn out.

With a deep internal sigh, he dashed from one rooftop to the next, all while slashing the wild gusts of wind released from Susano’o’s sword.

The kami launched himself high into the air from the top of a skyscraper, the sword gripped tight in his hands releasing a violent blast of wind.

Minato stood directly beneath it.

Before the sword reached him, an explosive blast of air decimated the surface of the low building, shattering its windows and raining glass onto the street below. Minato jumped across to a faraway rooftop covered in a cold sweat.

“He’s merciless…!”

Gone was the man’s composure from the day before. All he could do was run.

This king of destruction pursued him, gleefully destroying this new landscape.

“After I made all these places for you to stand, all you’re doing is running around on the low buildings?!”

Susano’o swung his sword behind the fleeing Minato, and a horizontal line arced through the building he was standing on. Minato leaped off, the top half of the structure sliding away just as the soles of his shoes left the roof.

He landed on the ground in a cloud of white smoke.
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“I’m not used to jumping around on top of tall buildings! I’m just a human!”

Susano’o lifted his chin and let out a loud, mocking laugh. When he looked back at Minato, however, his expression was serious.

“Okay, then play here till you get used to it.”

“You’re out of your mind…!” Minato snapped as he dashed inside the smoke screen.

While he was certainly capable of jumping from building to building, not only did it require a certain kind of death wish, it also completely terrified him.

Nothing provided more relief than feeling his feet touch solid ground.

But an instant later, that relief met a bitter end.

As he ran past a steel tower, Susano’o approached from behind, slashing at the smoke. The tip of his sword sought Minato’s heart. The stubborn kami was deliberately targeting him, even though he had no intention of actually stabbing the poor man.



Minato glanced behind him and swung out a hand. Wind blades raced through the air, leaving pale blue streaks. They weren’t sharp, nor particularly big, but with every strike, the color deepened. Their divine power was increasing.

Susano’o came to a stop just inside the range of Minato’s attack. He held his sword upright in front of him, ready for whatever came next.

A blade of wind rushed toward his sword and was cut cleanly in two. Half of the wind blade grazed a building, while the other half crumpled a steel tower, sending glass shards flying everywhere. The attack only ruffled Susano’o’s hair and clothes, leaving him without so much as a scratch.

Amid the cacophonous roar of the crumbling tower, Susano’o rested his sword on his shoulder and put a hand on his chin.

“Huh, your wind has a decent amount of power, but—”

He was cut short by the shimmering net spreading out above him.

It snared the surprised kami and quickly snapped shut.

This particular net couldn’t restrain physical, real-world objects. It contracted, working its way inside Susano’o’s body—into his heart.

He didn’t move, but simply watched it unfold.



A moment later, Susano’o’s sword sliced through the string extending from his chest.

The net hadn’t worked. It hadn’t even stopped him for a second.

The kami regarded the exasperated Minato.

“Being able to use my sister’s power is real progress. But it’s waaay too flimsy. It didn’t seal me at all. And that hexagon weave was too uneven.”

“…I’m tired.”

It might have been an excuse, but he said it anyway. Susano’o just stared at Minato’s heart—his soul.

“Maybe, but I bet you just don’t have enough of her power.”

“She said she only gave me a little bit. But that’s enough for me.”

“You’re kidding. She hardly ever lends her power to anyone, so when she does, she needs to be more generous with it. What a tightwad.”

Minato didn’t answer. He brushed the dirt from his clothes.

Say the wrong thing and he might find himself cursed. So instead, he asked, “Susano’o, are you saying that you give a lot of your power when you lend it to someone?”

“Nah, I’ve never done it. Why would I lend my power to some human?” he said with a grimace. The very idea seemed to revolt him.

“Then you can’t criticize other people, or other kami.”

“Right, let’s head back.”

Pretending not to hear, Susano’o tossed his sword into the air, where it transformed into golden particles. This arrogant kami releasing his sword meant that the fight was over.

Minato finally relaxed, eager to go home and rest.

As thoughts of home dominated Minato’s mind, Susano’o sauntered over to him.

What’s he doing?

Susano’o looked into Minato’s confused face.

“Hey, don’t you know? Extreme situations bring out extraordinary abilities in humans.”

“Oh, like how an adrenaline rush can give a person superhuman strength?”

“Yeah, just like that. So you do know about it. Well then, see ya later,” he said, slapping Minato on the back.

What was meant to be an encouraging gesture sent Minato staggering forward. But when he looked down at where his foot should have landed, the cracked asphalt and towering buildings in front of him had already disappeared.

“Huh?”

Instead, a thoroughly confused Minato tumbled head over heels.

Somehow, he was now in the air above the Kusunoki residence—skydiving from ten stories high. He couldn’t believe it. He didn’t even have enough power left to send out a blast of wind.

Minato forced himself to look up at Susano’o drifting away, a huge grin plastered on his face.



Susano’o was a strict teacher.

The kami’s ruthlessness rivaled a lioness pushing her cubs off a cliff. He must have decided to do this once Minato was completely exhausted to try to help further improve his divine power.

That was the problem with having a battle junkie as a teacher.

Minato felt a bitter emotion bubbling up inside of him, but he first needed to deal with the speed at which he was approaching the Kusunoki residence. The cunning storm kami had set him on a crash course with the garden.

Minato had no choice but to squeeze out some last drop of power inside himself.



He stretched out one arm, grabbed his wrist, and tried to release a blast of wind from his palm.

All of a sudden, a cocoon of soft, warm air embraced him. Clump after clump of wind collided with his body, and his speed diminished rapidly, slowing him to a graceful decent.

It was the Wind Spirits. These typically mischievous beings were now helping him.

“Thanks, everyone.”

They purposely ruffled his hair with the wind.



A few minutes earlier, at the Yamagami’s home on the mountain.

Deep in the mountain forest, giant trees surrounded a cluster of boulders. The Yamagami rested on the central rock. Whether in the Kusunoki residence or its own home, the lazy kami loafed about.

As it dozed, a telepathic message from Seri jolted it awake.

“Yamagami! Minato is falling from the sky!” he yelled in a panic.

The marten shared his view instantly, letting the Yamagami see for itself.

From his position by the Kusunoki residence rear gate, Seri could see Minato falling from Susano’o’s airborne realm. Arms and legs akimbo, Minato looked even more spent than he had the previous day. He couldn’t release any wind in that state.

The residence’s outdoor onsen could ease physical fatigue, but it couldn’t restore Minato’s elimination power or any of the powers from the kami. The Yamagami had made it that way. Otherwise, the overzealous Minato would use his powers constantly.

No human anywhere in the world can keep going nonstop. The man needed to learn the importance of rest firsthand. If he didn’t, it would even wear away at his soul.

Yet even so, the beings around him never let Minato rest. Trouble always seemed to find him.

“Seri, if worse comes to worst, catch him.”

“Roger!”

The Yamagami heaved a heavy sigh, then idly rose.



Heedless of the Yamagami clan’s worries, the Wind Spirits worked to set Minato safely on the ground.



The small beings floated away into the sky on a great gust of air. Minato waved them farewell.

After his hair and clothes settled, he looked behind him.

“Oh.”

A white lump ducked back inside one of the stone lantern flame housings, quickly shutting the glass window.

He couldn’t make out any details, but it was the divine spirit.

“It’s so quick…”

The same thing had happened when Minato and the Yamagami came home the other day. He realized that the spirit left the flame housing when he wasn’t around.

It might not want to meet him face-to-face, but seeing it return to the flame housing meant that it probably didn’t despise him.

Kami always stay true to themselves. If it really hated living here, it would have already gone back to the mountain by now.



There was also the mandarin he’d placed in front of the flame housing the other day.

“Destroyed” was the only way to describe the current state of the offering. It wasn’t an act of spiteful destruction, however; the divine spirit had scratched, stabbed, and poked it with hand and claw in its attempts to consume the fruit.



Minato understood. The spirit couldn’t peel it.



So, he decided to try interacting with the spirit while it was awake.

Minato stood in front of the flame housing, holding a mandarin in one hand. He quietly peeled the skin, releasing its tangy, sweet scent.

The glass window cracked open slightly like a shutter window.

The tip of a nose tapped against the glass, causing it to rise and fall. Its twitching snout was barely visible, and Minato saw black whiskers extending from one side.

It looks sort of like a chipmunk, but a bit different. Maybe a mouse?

Minato carefully removed the pith from the mandarin as he mulled this over, then pulled the segments apart, keeping the impatient spirit in the corner of his vision the entire time.

A tiny hand—no, a paw—emerged from the opening.

The paw ended in distinct fingers that moved up and down, begging for the fruit.

Maybe it is a chipmunk.

Minato placed one piece of the mandarin near the paw. It quickly snatched it up and retreated to the other side of the frosted glass window. The tangy, sweet smell intensified.

It was eating.

Minato smiled, imagining the sight.

He loved watching animals eat. What he wouldn’t give to see it, to watch it munch on the fruit. But he couldn’t rush it. He would wait until it asked for more.

A short while later, only one piece of mandarin was left. As he passed that last piece over, the glass window opened wider, finally revealing the entire spirit.

It nestled on a small cushion, tiny enough to fit in the palm of his hand. The spirit’s pure-white coat made it look like a daifuku, but those large, round eyes were its most striking feature.

“—An Ezo flying squirrel. It’s adorable…”

He didn’t even realize he’d said it out loud.

The squirrel’s front paws held the orange to its mouth as its puffy cheeks munched away. He assumed the animal was savoring the treat, but it suddenly stood up straight.

The flying squirrel staggered just as its hind legs came into view.

“Huh?”

Bam! The window callously slammed shut.

“Something about it seemed off…”

Either Minato had been imagining things, or its movements had been strange.

The flame housing fell silent, and he couldn’t see anything inside anymore.



Minato waited for a while, but nothing else happened. Eventually he gave up and walked away from the stone lantern.

The Four Spirits watched him go from their spot behind the camphor tree. They sat in a circle, their gazes sharper and more serious than normal.

Even the usually drowsy-looking Reiki was wide-eyed.

“The blessings we granted Minato are still working.”

“Indeed,” agreed Oryu.

“Yes,” said the ho’o, its wings spread wide. “They’re almost as strong as when we first blessed him.”

“You’re right. Everything is fine.”

The kirin nodded, immediately drawing skeptical looks from the others.

“You were so mean to him back then,” Reiki lamented.

“I thought you were trying to kill him,” Oryu hissed, bristling its whiskers.

“I admit that you did your best…”

Only the ho’o offered anything like support.

The kirin deflated like a wilted flower.

“…I deeply regret how I did it and will never do anything like that again.”

The Four Spirits were discussing when they had granted Minato their blessings.



At the time, the camphor tree had been humongous, and the garden’s water feature a gourd-shaped pond.

The first to give Minato its blessing had been Reiki, the Kusunoki residence’s inaugural citizen.

Early one morning, Minato was crouched over the water, checking the bottom of the pond as part of his daily chores.

A shadow crept up behind him.

Pat. A front leg touched Minato’s lower back.

Feeling a slight pressure, the man looked back.

“Huh? Did something touch me just now…?”

He looked around but only saw the back of Reiki’s shell as it ambled away.

Minato assumed it was taking its daily walk. He didn’t see the turtle’s smug look.

As he turned back to the pond, the faint outline of a distinctive footprint was glowing near his lower back.



No normal human would ever see that pearly hue.



Next came Oryu, who joined the Kusunoki household shortly after Reiki.

As Minato diligently swept the grounds with a bamboo broom, another shadow noiselessly approached him from behind.

Tap. Sharp claws spread wide, a front leg graced Minato’s right shoulder.

Sensing a slight trail of wind, Minato looked behind him.

He only saw Oryu’s back getting farther away as the auspicious beast drifted lazily through the sky. Aside from the happily swishing tail, everything seemed normal.

“Maybe it’s just my imagination…”

He might have been too absorbed in his sweeping.

As he readjusted his grip on the broom, the camphor tree rustled its leaves overhead.

“You seem quite happy.”

Face turned upwards, Minato smiled along with it.



Third up was the ho’o, the spirit captured cruelly enough to be the trapped princess in a fairy tale.

As Minato got ready to go out, he opened a window and called out to the stone lantern.

“Bird, I’m going to run some errands. Do you want to come?”

“Chirp!”

The ho’o elegantly jumped off the stone lantern.

It flew straight over, gripping Minato’s left shoulder in its tiny claws. A pearly light flashed.

The pair of small footprints on his shoulder firmly imprinted the blessing. It freely gave its blessing to people all the time, but this one was five times as potent.

“Whoa, you seem really fired up today…”

The response was understandable, since Minato had only felt the force with which the ho’o flew over to him.

The Yamagami, however, had witnessed it all from its cushion and narrowed its eyes.

“That was rather generous.”

“…You think so?”

“What was?”

The ho’o feigned ignorance, and Minato remained clueless, but they both cocked their heads at the same angle.



Finally came the kirin, the last of all, as seemed appropriate.

It happened the morning after the other three granted their blessings. The Four Spirits had gathered in the shade of the camphor tree, with Reiki, Oryu, and the ho’o all offering their advice to the final auspicious beast.

Reiki looked across at the kirin and said in no uncertain terms:

“Kirin, listen. Don’t put too much force behind it.”

“…I know.”

It was an impudent response from the kirin, but every hair on its body stood on edge, and its tail flicked restlessly. Everything, from its facial expression to its general air, was rigid with tension.

It was nervous because it had never granted its blessing to a human directly.

“However, you can’t do what you did with the washi; I wouldn’t call that granting a blessing. It requires precision and proper execution. You need to control it so that the blessing lasts for a couple of years, or even decades,” the ho’o explained diligently, its wings spread wide.

“…Ho’o, you’re overcomplicating things.”

Oryu snorted lightly as it faced the downcast kirin.

“What about this is complicated? It’s easy.” The kirin reflexively bristled, but soon calmed.

It was looking at the veranda. Oryu’s footprint was firmly affixed to Minato’s shoulder as he walked by. Two other pearly lights complemented the faint glow emanating from his shoulder, creating a tricolor wake of luminescence.

Each shone equally bright, indicating that Reiki and Oryu had affixed their blessings as firmly as the ho’o.

“I hate to admit it, but your blessing was perfectly executed, Oryu. Even though you hardly ever give it out, just like me…”

A sigh underscored the kirin’s compliment, and Oryu shook its head and flexed its whiskers.

“Of course it was.”

Wings spread wide, its serpentine body glimmered like the dragon kami’s.

The three footprints affixed to Minato as he diligently hung laundry out to dry would bring him good luck for several decades at least.

Taking a deep breath, the kirin stared at Minato’s back.

“All right, here I go.”

The camphor tree rustled its branches and leaves as if cheering it on.



Minato felt a gaze as sharp as a spear pierce him.

Who’s that?—was something he didn’t ask himself anymore, because it happened far too often. It’s strange what a person can get used to.

He continued whacking the wrinkles out of a towel.

“Is there anything I can help you with, Kirin?” he asked without looking, removing a shirt from the laundry basket.

No answer.

It normally either made sure he heard its footsteps or teleported into view.

The piercing gaze remained unchanged.

Maybe it wasn’t the kirin, but another being.

Growing anxious, Minato started to turn when the kirin sank its front hoof deep between his shoulder blades.

“Oww!”

Minato cried out as Reiki, Oryu, and the ho’o all turned and looked away. The panic-stricken kirin escaped to the roof.

However, a set of hoofprints shone clearly on Minato’s hunched back.



That was how the Four Spirits had granted him their blessings.

Even with that last hiccup near the end, the four footprints still graced Minato’s back.

“Well, you can chalk up any mistakes to experience. Right, Kirin?”

The ho’o’s cheery voice cleared the heavy air.

The kirin swiftly raised its head.

“…You’re right, Ho’o. I’ll do better next time. I swear it!”

Its glimmering eyes stared at two wood carvings beneath the small table on the veranda.

They featured a chick with its characteristic crest and a brazen wolf. Naturally, they had been modeled after the ho’o and the Yamagami respectively.

“The next carving should be one of me, so I’ll grant it a perfect blessing once it’s complete.”

Reiki and Oryu objected to the kirin’s bold statement.

“Kirin, I’m next. Don’t make me say it again!”

“What’s this? How many times do I have to tell you? It’s my turn next!”

“Give it up, already. It’s meeeee!”

“Don’t yell in my ear!”

Oryu and the kirin locked horns. The ho’o stayed silent below the spray of sparks, having already been the model twice in a row. It looked skyward with Reiki, catching sight of a hawk soaring through the blue expanse.

Minato—the cause of the conflict—walked by the horn-locked pair as they roared and clashed.

“A little bickering is just proof that they’re getting along.”

The camphor rustled in agreement as Minato walked toward the waterfall.



Minato was the first human to ever receive blessings from all four auspicious beasts.
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The white-streaked waterfall at the Kusunoki residence sparkled with unending grandeur, as the abundance of water falling into the basin created a mist that soothed the surrounding area.

Minato was often drawn there. Shrouded in the fine mist, he would slowly breathe in and out. Simply repeating that basic action calmed his mind and eased his weary body. He even felt like he could breathe easier.

Today, once more, he found himself near the waterfall, poking a finger into the thin stream of cascading water.

“It must feel nice to get hit by the water.”

“Then I shall make it higher and increase its volume.”

The voice came from above. Minato looked up to see the Yamagami sitting on the wall. It was supposed to be on one of its rare visits back home but had already returned.

“Welcome back, Yamagami.”

“Hm. So, would you like to go under the waterfall?” it asked, watching Minato shake the water from his hands.

“I was joking. I was just a little sweaty, and a dip suddenly sounded nice.”

“You can bathe in it as much as you desire.”

“No, I shouldn’t go in the river. It’s reserved for kami.”

The fur on the lounging wolf swayed, its eyes narrowing to slits.

“Minato Kusunoki.”

A startled Minato shot upright. The kami had never addressed him by his full name before.

Resting atop the wall like a small mountain, the big wolf looked calmly down at him.

“You, Minato Kusunoki, are the master here. You live here, care for the property, and most importantly, protect it from harm.”

Its deep voice shook Minato’s eardrums as well as the air around him.

“Names, ownership—these human customs do not concern me. I care nothing for them. I recognize you as the master of this abode. Therefore, do not worry about others and spend your time here as you see fit.”

Its exalted tone and delivery brought a wry smile to Minato’s face.

No matter how much the kami might wish it, human society operated differently.

However, inside the kami realm, its rule was law.



Minato decided to go in the river.

He avoided the basin, since Oryu slept there, opting instead for the base of the arched bridge.

He rolled up his pants and slowly dipped a foot into the water.

“It’s cold, but not too cold…”

Cooling your feet rapidly cools the whole body. It felt nice after how hard he’d worked himself. Minato put both feet in, and the water just covered his knees. He’d always assumed it was shallower.

The Yamagami had claimed the outdoor onsen. It bobbed, resting its chin on a rock. It preferred warm water to cold.

“Is it deep enough?”

“Yeah.”

The Yamagami hummed, and Minato cupped some water in his hands. Sunlight refracted rainbows in the droplets dripping from the cracks between his fingers. He didn’t mind if his clothes got wet.

“It feels somehow softer than other water…”

“That’s because it’s divine water!”

Utsugi came dog-paddling up from downstream—from the mountainside.

This river and the onsen were connected to another dimension, which was where Utsugi had emerged from.

“You swam here today. That’s rare.”

“Yeah. I do it every once in a while. This water’s really tasty, too.”

“Is it safe for me to drink?”

“Of course!”

Even with the reassurance, Minato didn’t feel like drinking river water.

He let it drain from his hands and began to wade through the stream, when Torika and Seri swam in, too. As they reached Minato, they hopped out onto the bank. Torika shook herself, sending water flying.

“Isn’t it the perfect temperature? Anything too cold wouldn’t be good for you.”

“Yeah. The Four Spirits aren’t young anymore, either,” Seri said knowingly.

Uncharacteristically, the kin chose to stay soaking wet. Without shaking themselves dry, their thin frames made them look like completely different animals.

“You guys really do have wonderfully thick fur.”

“We keep our winter coats because they’re fluffy!”

Utsugi swam easily, turning once he reached the arched bridge.

Just then, a large splash echoed through the garden.

“I wonder if that was Turtle jumping in.”

Reiki would do a big dive into the river from time to time, but this sounded louder than that.

Minato looked at the waterfall and saw a fruit floating in the basin.

“A peach? And it’s—it’s huge…!”

The sheer size of it had caused him to cry out in a strange voice.

The big peach rode the current down the river. It bobbed, turned, and rolled. But it never touched the banks, no matter how the river bent.

There was something clearly strange about its movements.

Minato couldn’t take his eyes off this bizarre fruit.

The giant peach was large enough to hold a human baby inside.

Cut it open, and a lively young boy might just pop right out. And as he grew, he might hand out the kibi dango Minato had eaten the other day and gather a trio of animals to storm an island controlled by oni.

“Momotaro—?! No, it can’t be! There’s no way…”

Minato was left stunned by his own overactive imagination. Torika and Seri watched his peculiar reaction with smirks.

Utsugi climbed the bank and took his place next to his siblings.

“It just came floating by, so I let it in. You’ve been really curious about it lately, Minato, so I thought you might want to see it!”

“This isn’t the one from the story, though…,” Seri said with a grin, before launching into an explanation.



Apparently, the famous folk tale “Momotaro” had been inspired by a certain kami.

Susano’o’s father, Izanagi, the kami that created Japan, once visited the underworld to bring back his late wife, Izanami. However, upon seeing his wife completely transformed, he immediately fled in fear.

The enraged Izanami sent some beings after him in pursuit, but Izanagi threw peaches at them to drive away the armies of the underworld.

Their success in this task led Izanagi to declare peaches as a divine fruit, elevating them to the status of kami.



Its name was Okamuzumi-no-mikoto.



The peach kami floated over to Minato and stopped. It spun around happily.

Minato carefully examined it. The scarecrow had surprised him—but this peach blew his mind. That said, it didn’t have much divine power and looked like a normal peach, only exponentially bigger. If the fruit that contained Momotaro looked like this one, no one could blame the old woman in the story for cutting it in half without a second thought.

The golden peach from Tsumugi had looked far more divine. Admittedly, this one did smell wonderful. It wasn’t that sweet, ripe smell capable of captivating people’s minds, but the refreshing scent of a peach still young.

It seemed to be greeting him, so he had to answer.

“Um, nice to meet you.”

In the back of his mind, Minato though about the peculiar scene this made.

A young man and a floating peach exchanging pleasantries in the middle of a rushing river as divine beings watched on. Three martens standing on rocks on the riverbank. A gigantic wolf soaking in the outdoor onsen. A turtle, dragon, chick, and deer-looking creature resting in the shade of the camphor tree.

None of them seemed bemused by the scene, but simply watched on warmly. It made Minato’s skin prickle slightly.



The peach kami never made a sound. It simply bobbed in the water, turning as it drifted down the river until it appeared to melt into the wall.

Minato watched it leave, a confused look on his face.

“Did I offend it somehow?”

Seri smirked and interpreted.

“Not at all. It said, ‘Hey, mister. Sorry for bothering you. I’m in the middle of a trip. Anyway, see ya later!’”

“What a refreshing, unimposing being. Just like how peaches taste.”

“Exactly!”

Utsugi jumped into the river, his splash soaking Minato. Seri and Torika followed suit. Water came at Minato from three directions, and although he tried to fight back, he was left looking like a drowned rat.

It was always spring in the garden, not the height of summer. Unfortunately, the temperature didn’t lend itself well to water fights.

Minato shivered in the spring breeze.

The Yamagami cracked one eyelid open where it rested in the outdoor onsen.

“Why not soak in here to warm up?”

“I think I will. The river was really fun, even if I was only in there for a couple of minutes,” Minato muttered. He scooped up the boisterous martens, who felt warm.

They dangled from his arms all the way to the onsen.



Once everyone was nice and toasty, it was time for a long-awaited lunch.

Minato chopped vegetables while the kin prepared some food they had brought from home and lit the barbeque. The Yamagami curled up to doze on its favorite cushion without even glancing at the kin.

It would probably skip lunch today.

If the Yamagami was planning on eating with them, it used its power to carry things over without even moving from its usual spot. If it didn’t, then it likely wasn’t going to. It usually only joined because it didn’t like seeing Minato eat alone, but there was no need when he could share a meal with the kin.

“Yamagami, do you think Tagami would come if I invited it?” Minato asked, setting plates on the table.

“Unlikely,” it answered evenly, eyes half-shut. Minato stopped just as he was about to place a glass down and looked toward the Yamagami.

“Is Tagami the type of kami that doesn’t eat or drink?”

“Nay, it simply does not enjoy interacting with other kami.”

“Even a neighbor like you?”

“The distance is immaterial. I have never once encountered it in all my many years. We know little of each other.”

“…Oh. Okay.”

The Yamagami leisurely raised its neck and looked at Minato.

“It does enjoy interacting with humans, however. It may come were it just you.”

“Then it would probably be better if I went over there. I’ll take some sake next time.”

“You are quite peculiar… Going so far despite the chilling memories you have from there.”

The Yamagami released a long sigh and closed its eyes, all four legs spread out across the floor.



Minato and the kin huddled around the grill. The charcoal crackled and sparked.

Seri turned to Minato as she spread the coals with a pair of tongs.

“Minato, the fire’s almost ready.”

“All right, then let’s grill some meat.”

Short ribs sizzled on the wire mesh. On it, the kin had placed the things they wanted to eat most. Meals with the kin were always buffet style. Without the demands of serving, Minato could take his time and eat slowly.

A short while later, his phone chimed just as the first batch was ready to eat.

“Oh, a text.”

He passed the tongs to Torika, who had her arms out, then checked his phone. It was from Saiga.

Returning to the grill, Minato said, “Saiga’s on his way over.”

“Popping by suddenly, just like always. Can’t he ever give you more notice?” Seri muttered like a disappointed parent as he loaded meat onto his plate.

“Yeah. Isn’t that what those devices are for? It’s lunchtime. Most people avoid dropping by at this time of day,” Torika agreed, demonstrating impressive skill with the tongs.

Utsugi lined up wild vegetables from their mountain next to the meat and added casually, “I’m sure it’s not his fault. He probably needed more talismans all of a sudden and now’s the only time he could come. He seems like a really organized person.”

“That’s most likely it,” Minato chimed in. “And it’s hardly any trouble.”

Saiga used to not even send a text, so he’d improved on that front. Still, Minato would appreciate at least a day’s notice. Oddly enough, though, Saiga somehow only ever contacted him when he was already home anyway, so he’d never had to make him wait.

“You always keep the house clean and ready for visitors anyway, Minato,” Utsugi said with a smile, before digging in to a pile of cooked meat.

Divine beings prefer cleanliness, hence why the ever clean and tidy Kusunoki residence is one of their favorite places.



Saiga’s text meant Minato didn’t have much time, so the considerate kin piled his plate high with food.

The three martens all turned simultaneously to the wall facing the rice fields.

“He’s here.”

“The tank must’ve driven him.”

After those few muttered words from Seri and Torika, they returned their attention to the grill. Utsugi just nodded, his cheeks too stuffed with food to say anything.

The “tank” that Torika had mentioned was, in fact, a man named Yura, one of Saiga’s underlings and someone who could see even hidden kami. The first time that broad-shouldered man had entered the Kusunoki residence and laid eyes upon the imposing wolf, he’d immediately fallen to his knees and bowed, giving a formal greeting and introducing himself.

His reaction had made a strong impression on the kin even though they’d never actually met him, which shocked Minato.



Minato walked back to the garden after buzzing in Saiga at the front gate.

He returned to find only Seri and Torika around the grill.

“Hey, where’s Utsugi? Did he go home already?”

“He went out for a walk to help digest lunch. He’ll be back soon enough,” Torika answered coolly as she picked up a piece of meat.

“We still have lots of food left… I guess that’s fine. I was hoping to eat a little more, anyway…”

Seri watched Minato as he frowned and took his seat.

“Then why not ask him to eat with us?”

“…You don’t mind?”

“It doesn’t bother us.”

“Okay then, I will,” Minato replied happily, picking up a tray.
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Opposite the garden filled with lively conversation and the sound of grilling food…was the front gate.

The atmosphere there was tense.

Saiga stood before the lattice door. He carried no paper bag with sweets. But he did have a bag with him.

He stared at the marten standing on the gate’s roof.

Even Saiga could clearly see its white body.



Utsugi was showing himself, looking down at Saiga.



Yura, meanwhile, was back at the car, hands pressed together in a heartfelt prayer.



“Hey there. Welcome,” Utsugi said with an inviting smile to the man below him.

Saiga, on the other hand, was utterly confused.

Saiga Harima could sense divine beings. He’d felt the presence of the kin leisurely enjoying their free time at the Kusunoki residence, and the kin acknowledged that he could sense them—but they’d never revealed themselves before.

Why were they showing themselves now?

Uncertain and on guard, Saiga asked, “Is it okay if I come in?”

“Of course. Minato said you can, so feel free.”

The kami’s kin set his front paws down on the roof. His black eyes creased in a smile.

“You, who have kami blood in you.”

The comment set Saiga on high alert.

The marten was right.

Saiga had never met a kami’s kin in the flesh before. He had only ever come face-to-face with his kami.

That was why he hadn’t known they could easily detect the faint kami blood running through his veins.



Utsugi hospitably led him into the garden.

Saiga readied himself for the intense pressure that would certainly oppress him once he passed through the gate, but he felt nothing. He preferred this welcome, but it was still a bit disappointing.

He walked down the side of the house, the savory scent of grilled meat tickling his nose.

“Were you having lunch?”

“Oh yeah. We’re having a barbecue!”

“I’m sorry for interrupting.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll keep eating anyway.”

“…Okay.”

The beings in the garden had once eaten and drunk freely while the humans conducted their business, but they’d stopped at some point. Saiga assumed that Minato had made them stop because he felt uncomfortable about the whole situation.



They entered the garden to see Minato sitting by the grill. He held the tongs and a tray piled high with meat and vegetables.

He was in full-on barbecue mode.

There were three other chairs. Seri and Torika occupied two of them, though they remained invisible, so Saiga only saw chopsticks and glasses floating in the air.

He glanced quickly over to the veranda.

The resident kami dozed on its large cushion, leaving his glance unanswered. Probably because Saiga hadn’t brought any sweets for it to enjoy.

He looked down at his hands. The bag held something Minato had requested—talismans made by other people.

The Yamagami showed zero interest in them, and its unambiguous message impressed Saiga in a way.

“Saiga, care to join us for lunch?”

Minato asked so naturally that Saiga blanked for a moment. The incidents involving evil spirits had recently been keeping all the onmyoji extremely busy.

Saiga opened his mouth to decline, but the marten jumped on top of a chair and looked over at him.

“Minato’s hardly eaten anything. He’s hungry.”

“…Then I’d be happy to join,” Saiga answered simply, quickly changing his mind.



Minato was impressed at Saiga’s adaptability.

“I bet you could live anywhere without issue, Saiga.”

“People often say that to me for some reason.”

Minato offered him a seat, which Saiga accepted with a professional demeanor.

“Let me go get another chair.”

Minato handed him the tongs and tray, and Saiga turned to face the grill. One marten was munching away happily, while food simply disappeared over the other two seats.

“Cook as much as you’re going to eat.”

“Pick whatever you want.”

He only heard those kind words.

“Okay.”

As instructed, Saiga picked up some wild vegetables with the tongs.



The massive wolf snored loudly, while in the shade of the swaying camphor the Four Spirits were already drunk.

And so, under a clear sky in the middle of the rainy season, the leisurely days continued at the Kusunoki residence against the background of the constant rush of the waterfall.



Thank you so much for reading Volume 4!

Please enjoy this extra chapter as an afterword.

   


The Musashi CEO’s Dream…Is Forced Upon His Reporters


After the Yamagami and Minato made their quick exit from Musashi Publishers, an emergency afternoon meeting had been held in the conference room.

Three people sat around the table, all of them men. The successive generations of wagashi editors—otherwise called the Yamagami Division—gave a collective moan.

The source of the three mutual headaches were the large words scrawled on the whiteboard as though watching over them:

Next month’s Yamagami article.

“What are we going to do?” the previous editor’s predecessor—a man in his forties—moaned, fidgeting constantly.

“I think we just do what we always do,” the current editor, Kaoru—just barely still in his twenties—said from deep in his chair.

“We can’t. The Yamagami is…well… It’s male…,” the sensitive previous editor—in his thirties—remarked gloomily.

Though the meeting had convened some time ago, the men had made little progress.

It was mainly due to one man.

“It’s the Yamagami’s fault I’m not married yet…,” the previous editor lamented, chin resting on intertwined fingers.

“Hey, cut that out! Don’t blame the Yamagami!” his predecessor bellowed. He’d become a huge fan of the Yamagami.

“But it is!” the younger man snarled, teeth bared. “I spent my entire twenties adoring some mountain goddess, pouring my heart and soul into every article for her!”

“It’s just because you’re too inflexible,” Kaoru criticized harshly. “How’s that stopping you from getting a girlfriend? I mean, I got married.”

The other man was about to retort, but a cough from his predecessor shut him up.

“Anyway, it doesn’t really matter what gender it is. Not compared to the fact that it actually exists.”

No one refuted Kaoru’s point.

“That’s true,” the other men agreed with wonder, nodding repeatedly.

None of these men had ever thought they would actually get to meet the Yamagami. They had even begun to doubt that it was real.

The forty-year-old man looked at his two juniors.

“Did you see how rugged and imposing the Yamagami is?”

“Yeah. And it’s huge. It felt like it was exerting its presence as the kami of the mountain.”

Kaoru and his grand-predecessor gazed at the ceiling, reliving the memory.

“And its voice was amazing…! It was like an avalanche. I got goose bumps when I first heard it.”

The previous editor hugged himself and trembled.

“That’s the perfect way to describe it. I can still hear it… That stern voice…”

Kaoru massaged his ears, having been closest to the kami and therefore the most affected.

“But enough about that for now. We need to focus on next month’s articles…,” the oldest of the trio said, getting them back on track.

“The CEO is willing to do whatever it takes to make his longtime dream come true.”



It was a dream he’d had since he was a young boy.

He wished to chat with the Yamagami over sake, just like his ancestor had once done.



To make that a reality, he’d ordered his staff to write about izakayas, but every single employee had disapproved.

The Yamagami himself, after all, had told them, “I eagerly await each article on wagashi.” Hearing that, it made sense to feature wagashi even more, not cut back on them in favor of izakayas.

All the writers believed that these izakaya articles were unnecessary.

Kaoru felt that more keenly than anyone. Having heard the Yamagami’s wishes directly, he was eager to continue writing more on wagashi. But instead…

“I seriously doubt his ancestor ever actually drank with the kami in the first place… Do you really think the Yamagami would share drinks with a human?”

“I doubt it.”

His predecessors both agreed. In fact, everyone did, aside from the CEO. The Yamagami had spoken and acted with such dignity, it was hard to imagine it ever flattering a human like that.

“It’s like a game of telephone,” Kaoru reasoned. “The message changes each time someone passes it down the line, right? In the same way, each generation embellishes the story a little more.”

“You’re probably right, Towada. Our CEO’s flair for exaggeration runs in the family.”

His grand-predecessor agreed emphatically, having known the previous two CEOs. But then his expression turned serious.

“That might be true, but this is an order from the boss. We have to do it.”

“…Yeah, you’re right. Okay, I’ll read the memo out loud. The CEO requests—” Kaoru’s predecessor started reading off the list in his hand. “—a cool and stylish restaurant with a spacious private room. Somewhere clean and quiet, with an extensive sake selection and superb food. It must fulfill all of those requirements. It must also have good wagashi, including lots of different types that use smooth bean paste…”

“That’s way too much to ask! It would take a miracle to find somewhere like that…!”

Kaoru held his head in his hands, face pressed against the table.

The Yamagami editor usually worked alone, not only writing the articles, but also taking the pictures. It required a lot of research, making appointments…

On top of all that, they also had their other work assignments. It was too much.

As Kaoru writhed in his seat, someone tapped him on the shoulder. It was his grand-predecessor. Kaoru looked up to see a bright smile on the older man’s face.

“I’m back in the Yamagami Division.”

He’d volunteered to return.

A quick talk with the CEO was all it had taken to get permission. That was their CEO, always mixing his private life with business.

Regardless, the forty-year-old man seemed driven and full of determination.

“By the way, who was that young guy with the Yamagami?”

The older pair looked at Kaoru, since he was the only one who had talked with Minato.

“I don’t know… He’s a master in his field,” Kaoru said, before adding softly, “I just don’t know what that is.”

His grand-predecessor crossed his arms and gave a deep nod.

“You’re a keen judge of character, so I know it must be true. I have to wonder… How is it then that you have such bad taste in women?”

“Please, just drop it.”

Kaoru cursed quietly. He’d already been divorced twice and wasn’t even thirty yet.

He looked at each of the other men.

“Whoever that guy is, he talks to the Yamagami like an equal. They seemed to get along.”

“In that case, we should write something that will lure that young man over here. We’re not going to get anywhere if the Yamagami doesn’t come back to the south.”

“Watch your mouth there.”

The oldest of the bunch tapped his pen irritably on the table.

Kaoru, on the other hand, calmly spoke his mind.

“Well, it does make sense in a way. He didn’t seem to know much about this area and thanked us for how useful the walking map was. Maybe the Yamagami came down here to show that guy around.”

Murmurs of surprise escaped the two older reporters.

“But we don’t know what he likes. So we should probably keep running wagashi articles… Or do you think we should change things up a little?”

“Let’s make it geared more toward a male kami. Something really macho.”

The previous editor hung his head dejectedly as Kaoru and his grand-predecessor swapped ideas. The older man plowed on.

“But what about the izakayas…?”

“Why don’t we also include an article on izakaya and supplement it with information on liquor stores?”

Kaoru leaned in as he spoke, but his grand-predecessor frowned at the suggestion.

“Why all the extra info?”

“To showcase what the south has to offer. There are lots of liquor stores around here, including some famous ones.”

“Then we could add stuff about sweet shops that do more than just wagashi,” Kaoru’s predecessor chimed in, getting his second wind.

“That’s a good idea, too. I’d honestly like to get the Yamagami interested in something more than just smooth bean paste.”

“Agreed.”

Two resolute voices supported Kaoru’s forthright opinion.

The confectionary world offered endless variety. Sweet bean paste represented only the tiniest fraction.

That was the constant struggle that had plagued these poor reporters.



Getting sidetracked only a few times, the men continued talking until dark.



Soon after, that local magazine filled with all-new articles for the Yamagami hit the newsstands.



A short time later, at the Kusunoki residence.

“Yamagami, I picked up this month’s magazine. It’s oddly thick, though…”

Minato, having just returned from shopping, handed the magazine to the Yamagami. Sitting on its cushion in the center of the veranda, the large wolf blinked.

“Why so thick? It is more than twice the usual size.”

“Right?”

Setting the magazine on the floor, the Yamagami flipped it open with a front paw.

Curious, Minato sat down next to the divine wolf and looked on.

Right off the bat, it started with a feature on wagashi. The black backgrounds to all the pages made this issue feel tough and rugged.

“It looks totally different. Like the whole thing is geared toward men.”

“It is because they learned that I am a male kami,” the Yamagami replied coolly.

Minato knew that the Yamagami had been messing with the shell-shocked employees, speaking in a deeper, more intimidating voice when it revealed to them that it wasn’t female.

“They’re highlighting stores in the south again this month. They usually alternate with the north… Oh, and here’s an article on European desserts. I’ve never seen that before.”

“…Indeed.”

“The kin would like a lot of these cakes… And look, here’s something on an izakaya in the south, too. It mentions their large variety of wagashi made with smooth bean paste. That font is almost annoyingly big.”

The Yamagami silently flipped through the pages.

“Huh? Is it just me, or are there a lot more articles on stores with clothes and accessories for young men…?”

“…”

“Exclusive reports on cars and motorcycles… Fishing and camping goods?”

“…”

“There’s everything in here from air guns to plastic models. It’s total chaos… Young people might like it, though.”

Seeing through the editors’ transparent intentions, the Yamagami squinted its eyes.

“—Well, I care not.”

One more flip of the page revealed an article on liquor shops. Naturally, it included a map, making it easy to hit all the stores without getting lost.

“Whoa, there are tons of liquor stores in the south. I never knew,” Minato said, leaning in eagerly. “I might check them out. I’m starting to get a little too famous at Tanba.”

“What would you expect? You frequently buy expensive liquors and always win the raffles.”

“You’re right. Tomorrow I’ll head to the south.”

“Hmm…”

The Yamagami knew the people at Tanba would be heartbroken, but it kept silent.

“Do you want to come with me? You liked that kibi dango shop.”

“—Indeed I shall.”

Having successfully hooked their big fish, the editors at Musashi Publishers would undoubtedly yell with joy and pump their fists in the air.

“Well done, writers.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing. The daifuku you brought home smell delicious.”

The Yamagami stared intently at the shopping bag at Minato’s side, barely able to stop itself from drooling.

“Your nose is as good as ever. Today’s daifuku are supposed to be so soft you can practically drink them. I’m going to make some tea.”

The fluffy, fur-covered tail wagged up a storm, but the magazine stayed put, secured by two front paws.

[image: ]

I offer my most heartfelt thanks to everyone who helped make this fourth book a reality.
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