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  Prologue


  

  “You fell into Hell because of a case of mistaken identity.”


  So this was what a cloudless sky looked like.


  After enduring endless torment—so long that not even a fragment of such a sight remained in the corners of his memory—the man stared blankly up at the blue expanse, as though seeing it for the first time in his life.


  “You intervened to save a woman who was fleeing through the mountains. You struggled with the man pursuing her, and the two of you fell from a cliff together. Your bodies were shattered and mingled, and your souls were exchanged.”


  The Arbiter’s words passed through the hollow shell of the man’s heart.


  He had rushed to help after hearing screams while camping. Hoping to assess the situation, he had carelessly gone alone.


  “The one you were mistaken for committed mass abduction and imprisonment, rape, and murder. He was the one who should have fallen into the Great Scorching Hell, and you? You committed no sin that warranted descent into Hell.”


  The Great Scorching Hell stood one level above Avīci, the lowest of the Eight Great Hells.


  To fall there required breaking all the precepts.


  In other words, it was the hell reserved for those who had committed all of the following—murder, theft, adultery, deceit, drinking, and the rape of nuns or young maidens.


  There, flaming blades flayed the skin from one’s body, and boiling molten iron was poured over it. The suffering inflicted was ten times that of Scorching Hell, the level above.


  The span of torment lasted 430,065,516,800,000,000 years.


  He had long since lost any sense of how long he had been burned. His soul had worn down ages ago. Into that shattered, vacant spirit, the Arbiter spoke once more.


  “You have been steeped too deeply in defilement. In your current state, you cannot enter the Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss. Therefore, until your defilement is fully purified, your soul will undergo the cycle of reincarnation.”


  Defilement, in Shinto and Buddhist thought, referred to a state in which the body or soul was no longer pure.


  If the defilement he had absorbed in Great Scorching Hell were brought into the Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss, the Buddhas—lacking strong resistance to such corruption—would fall one after another. For that reason, the Arbiter refused to admit the man into the Pure Land he should originally have been permitted to enter.


  “To suppress the defilement that has seeped into your soul, I will grant you a sufficient quantity of ki. And in your next life, your memories will remain.”


  For some, being reincarnated with one’s memories intact might have sounded like a gift.


  But to live was suffering. He still retained the memory of the torment he had endured in the Great Scorching Hell. He should have been allowed to enter the Pure Land after such long torment. Why was he being made to suffer again?


  “Kill… me. It’s your… fault…”


  He shaved away what little remained of his soul and forced out the plea as though carving it.


  “That cannot be done. Nor is there any place that will receive you after death.”


  The Arbiter shook his head and refused.


  “The world into which you will be reborn teems with yokai and shapeshifting beings. The defilement clinging to you will strengthen such demonic entities, and those who perceive that defilement will likely target you. However, if you use great curse power to exorcise evil, the defilement embedded within your soul will be purified more quickly.”


  Then you should purify it yourself and take responsibility, the man thought.


  Yet if it were cleansed with overwhelming power, his fragile sense of self—so faint it seemed it might vanish in a passing breeze—might truly be erased. Even an Arbiter likely could not kill someone who had committed no sin.


  And so, the Arbiter laid out his demand.


  “If your soul is devoured by a yokai, it will be absorbed and become one with it. Should that occur, you may share in the sins of the calamities it brings forth and fall into hell once more. Purify the defilement within your soul.”


  The decree was utterly one-sided, absurd in its injustice, yet the Arbiter’s stern expression never wavered. He showed no sign of reconsidering his decision.


  Perhaps the Arbiter did not regard those he judged as equals.


  “I’ll forgive you… then… double it.”


  Realizing the futility of protest, the man made one final, token act of resistance and demanded that the amount of ki granted to him be doubled. He could think of nothing else to ask for.


  The Arbiter accepted his demand.


  “Very well. Such power is not ordinarily be granted, but I shall pardon you as well.”


  He had committed no sin that required forgiveness.


  If anything, it was the Arbiter who ought to have been judged.


  That was what he thought, and yet he understood just as clearly that voicing such a grievance was meaningless.


  No human recognized the rights of an ant. The relationship between the man and the Arbiter was precisely like that.


  An ant of a different classification had wandered into the hell he administered, so it would be returned to its proper world. In doing so, measures would be taken to ensure that the defilement it had absorbed in the Great Scorching Hell did not scatter and adversely affect that world. Ki would be supplied, and the contamination would be cleansed.


  That was likely the extent of it. The man had no choice but to accept that understanding.


  I should have said triple… or even quadruple.


  He thought so, yet he no longer possessed the strength to voice the two syllables—“three” or “four”—before the words even reached his lips.


  Then he might have asked for fivefold instead, but he lacked even the clarity of mind to reach that thought.


  After his demand had been granted, relief drained the last of his tension. Only then did his strength finally give out.
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  Chapter 1: The Ushi-Oni and the Yamauba


  

  “That Arbiter clearly hasn’t forgiven me.”


  Fourteen years had passed since the man reincarnated.


  In this life, he was given the name Kamo Itsuki.


  His father, Kamo Kazunori, was one of the Onmyoji—government-licensed exorcists—who held a national license. Itsuki was still considered an apprentice, yet to obtain certification himself.


  Both his previous life and this one saw the era name change twice after the war, but the times themselves seemed, by and large, unchanged.


  The major difference was that in this world, yokai and monsters existed, along with figures such as Onmyoji and magicians who opposed them.


  Japan’s population in this life stood at roughly eighty million—fewer than in his previous one.


  Humanity had likewise declined on a global scale, and since the era and technology had changed little, it was reasonable to infer that the rampant yoai and monsters of this world had exerted significant influence.


  After all, two-thirds of the land Japan claimed as its territory belonged to the domain of yokai; there were approximately ten thousand nationally licensed Onmyoji.


  They were ranked, and under international standards, Kazunori held a C-rank. In terms of ability, that was considered “upper-middle,” a position that allowed him to earn quite well.


  That said, before Itsuki began assisting him, Kazunori had been a D-rank Onmyoji.


  D-rank was regarded as “lower-middle.” While one could earn steadily by handling lower-class yokai, Kazunori had insisted on taking intermediate-level jobs and had poured large sums into cursed tools. His finances often fell into the red, and juggling multiple loans had reduced him to a hand-to-mouth cycle of debt.


  As a result, Itsuki’s parents divorced.


  School lunch fees went unpaid, and there were days when the only meal he had was the lunch provided at school.


  He always brought home desserts served at school and gave them to his little sister.


  Due to this, he often grew lightheaded from hunger and could only stand through P.E. class.


  Given that kind of life, it was hardly surprising that his mother chose to divorce his father.


  But Itsuki needed to remain by his father’s side in order to learn the art of shikigami.


  The Arbiter had declared, “If you exorcise evil with great curse power, the purification of the defilement embedded in your soul will progress proportionately.”


  If the defilement soaked into Itsuki’s soul amounted to one million, then exorcising one million evils unrelated to his own soul would likely do nothing to cleanse what had seeped into him.


  But if it were ten times that—ten million—then perhaps it might.


  He absolutely refused to be devoured by a yokai, merged with it, and cast back into hell. He wanted to master onmyojutsu and exorcise evil.


  Because Itsuki refused to leave his father’s side, his mother left with his only younger sister.


  And so, he had lodged a complaint against the Arbiter for choosing such an impoverished place for his reincarnation, asking to at least let him be reborn into a household where purifying defilement would be easier.


  “Itsuki, did you say something?”


  “I didn’t.”


  Kazunori had caught the muttered complaint, and Itsuki replied that it was nothing.


  They were currently in the middle of a commission. It was Itsuki’s fault for letting his focus slip.


  After questioning his son, Kazunori turned back to the client and thanked her once more.


  “Thank you very much for requesting the services of the Kamo Kazunori Onmyoji Office. Now then, Aikawa-san, you said the yokai is an ‘Ushi-Oni’?”


  “That’s right. It’s been rampaging—vicious thing. See that river over there?”


  The white-haired old woman who had hired them pointed with the slender cane in her hand. Beyond it flowed a river through the depths of the mountains. It was broad, with no small volume of water. The current ran clear enough that even the colors of the stones on the riverbed were visible.


  “I saw it standing on the far side of that river, just before the cedar grove. It was enormous. Its head was about as high as the roof of a two-story house. I have a granddaughter living with me. Please, —you must do something quickly.”


  The elderly landowner spoke with ill-concealed resentment etched across her wrinkled face.


  Then she turned to her granddaughter, her expression softening into a gentle smile.


  “Aoi, they’ll take care of it right away.”


  “Yes, Grandmother.”


  Aoi, who had accompanied her grandmother, was a girl well-suited to the phrase Yamato Nadeshiko.


  The term Yamato Nadeshiko likens a woman to the delicate nadeshiko flower and is used to describe someone fair-skinned, black-haired, modest, and well-mannered.


  She appeared to be about the same age as Itsuki, with skin as white as a snow and fine, lustrous black hair. She had a quiet, reserved aura. Her build was classically Japanese—one that seemed better suited to a kimono than Western clothes—and that only deepened the impression of modesty she gave.


  Seeing her frail granddaughter, Kazunori answered the elderly client with certainty.


  “Leave it to us. Even if it truly is an Ushi-Oni, you’ll be safe.”


  An Ushi-Oni was a monster with the head of an ox and the body of an oni—or, in some depictions, the head of an ox and the body of a spider.


  It appeared in Sei Shonagon’s The Pillow Book as a “frightfully named creature” and was often said to emerge along riverbanks or seashores to devour people.


  In The Pillow Book, however, the term referred to the “Ox-Head” of Gozu and Mezu, the wardens of Hell. Gozu bore the head of an ox and the body of a human, while the Ushi-Oni was derived by retaining the ox’s head and replacing the body with that of an oni.


  The spider-legged Ushi-Oni depicted during the Edo period stemmed from Ushi Gozen no Honji, an early joruri tale popular in that era, in which Minamoto no Yorimitsu, who was famous for slaying the Earth spider, featured prominently. In that story, the Earth spider and the Ushi-Oni were conflated for Yorimitsu’s exploits.


  Appearing along a riverbank? That much fits.


  The Ushi-Oni Itsuki had studied was not something a C-rank Onmyoji could confront.


  That much was evident from the description of its height reaching the roof of a two-story house.


  For an ordinary two-story home, that meant a total height of eight meters.


  The African elephant, among the largest of land animals, stood under four meters tall at the shoulder. From the old woman’s account, the Ushi-Oni was more than twice that size.


  If one were to compare the difference in build between an Ushi-Oni and an African elephant, it would be akin to that between a human and a dog.The Ushi-Oni would look down upon an African elephant as easily as a human looks down on a dog.


  An Ushi-Oni wasoften depicted wielding a massive iron club rather than fighting barehanded. And the one standing against an Ushi-Oni was not a beast but a human being.


  The difference in size was eight meters to one hundred sixty centimeters.With hands that large, an Ushi-Oni could seize a human torso in one grip.


  From the disparity alone, it was obvious this would not even qualify as a fight.


  If one intended to battle an Ushi-Oni, one should deploy a Self-Defense Force unit or at least a B-rank Onmyoji.


  Even so, Kazunori accepted the request because he knew the scale of Itsuki’s spiritual power. With Itsuki’s strength, he had risen from D-rank to C-rank with ease.


  “Itsuki, locate the Ushi-Oni,” Kazunori said.


  “Understood, Father,” Itsuki replied.


  At his father’s instruction, Itsuki drew five shikigami talismans from his pocket.


  Balancing them across both palms, he began to chant.


  Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance.
All that exists between heaven and earth is shaped by yin and yang.
Life returns to death; form returns to emptiness.
By that same law, death gives rise to life, and emptiness gives birth to form.


  This was the Nine-Syllable Invocation—an ancient Taoist ward against evil.


  It declared that all things in heaven and earth consisted of opposing forces. Life returned to death and existence to void, and by the same principle, life emerged from death and form from emptiness.


  That something arose from nothing was not strange when one considered the origin of life itself.


  The cycle of life was the ultimate law.


  That was the principle Itsuki invoked through his chants.


  “This one has passed from wood into the yin of nothingness. I now grant it my yang energy and guide it once more toward life. By the law of yin and yang, become my shikigami. Swiftly, in accordance with the sacred decree.”


  If living wood could pass into the nothingness of paper, then paper—devoid of life—could in turn become a living shikigami. Such was the revolving law of yin and yang.


  As Itsuki intoned the words of power and poured his spiritual energy into the talismans, the five shikigami charms shone with five-colored light, and from that radiance had burst forth five beautiful doves.
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  Each one of those five doves carried within them the power of the Five Phases governed by yin and yang.


  The doctrine of Yin–Yang and the Five Phases were the laws of the world that applied equally to the stars of heaven and the countless things that filled the earth. It governed the four cardinal directions and all points between them and extended across time itself, from past into future.


  During the Warring States period, the Theory of Onmyoji Sovereign Fortune classified wood and fire as yang, metal and water as yin, and earth as a balance between yin and yang.


  Because yin and yang cycled endlessly, an Onmyoji—whether a man aligned with yang energy or a woman aligned with yin energy—could wield all five phases.


  When a man employed the Metal or Water phase, its effectiveness diminished. Itsuki, however, was an exception.


  What he possessed was enough yang energy to suppress the defilement he had endured in Great Scorching Hell, along with an equal measure of divine aura granted by the Arbiter. A slight loss in efficiency meant little to someone with that level of spiritual power.


  “Find the Ushi-Oni,” Itsuki ordered.


  “Poppo-po!” the five doves cried in unison.


  Newly born into the world, the five doves obeyed their creator’s command and launched into the sky all at once, like warriors advancing in formation.


  The paper Itsuki had used was nothing more than copier paper taken from a middle-school computer lab. Even so, he had infused it with immense spiritual power and drawn the binding circle using a classroom brush and bottled ink.


  Ordinary shikigami talismans were not made that way.


  They were written on handmade washi paper, using a calligraphy brush and vermilion ink.


  Beyond that, proper procedures required selecting an auspicious date, undergoing ritual purification, offering prayers and tributes to the Guardian Deity of the Household, and performing a rite of ensoulment.


  Itsuki had ignored every one of those steps and created functional shikigami charms from scrap paper simply by saturating them with immense spiritual power. In that regard, his power surpassed that of any modern Onmyoji.


  In truth, he used cheap materials only to keep expenses down.


  That overwhelming spiritual power was precisely why Kazunori spoke with such confidence.


  The elderly client stared wide-eyed in astonishment and asked Kazunori, “Is your son an Onmyoji as well?”


  “He is,” Kazunori replied. “The Kamo lineage traces back a very long way…”


  The Kamo family was mentioned in The Tales of Times Now Past, a late Heian-period collection, as the teachers of the Onmyoji Seimei Abe.


  Within the world of yin-yang arts, the Kamo were renowned for calendrical studies, while the Abe family stood foremost in celestial observation. Together, they stood as the two great orthodox lineages.


  Up until the tenth century, the Kamo were lower-ranking court nobles, roughly equivalent to Junior Fifth Rank, Lower Grade.


  But under Tadayuki Kamo and his heir Yasumori Kamo, the family prospered.


  Through a divination rite, Tadayuki correctly identified not only the number but even the shape and container of a crystal rosary that Emperor Murakami (r. 946–967) had concealed inside a bamboo basket.


  Yasumori surpassed even his father in ability, serving as Master of the Calendar, Court Astronomer, and eventually Head of the Onmyoji. He was also the famed Seimei Abe’s teacher.


  Even so, the Kamo lineage had already existed for more than a thousand years.


  Including collateral branches, their descendants could be found throughout Japan. Kazunori Kamo, Itsuki’s father, barely qualified as a mid-tier Onmyoji. As a house, they had fallen into considerable decline.


  The heir to that long current of history spoke up soon after.


  “I’ve located the Ushi-Oni. It’s about twenty minutes away on foot,” said Itsuki Kamo.


  “What? Already?” the elderly client exclaimed.


  Though she had hired a C-rank Onmyoji, she clearly had not expected the creature to be found so quickly.


  Even so, Itsuki found her surprise somewhat theatrical.


  The Ushi-Oni I found is a divine spirit dwelling within the roots of a camellia tree.


  In written records and folklore, the Ushi-Oni was widely regarded as a vicious yokai that devoured people.


  However, the legends were not entirely consistent. Among them was a tale of a Ushi-Oni rescued by humans shortly after its birth. In gratitude, it drove away malevolent spirits that plagued the area and eventually came to reside within the roots of a camellia tree as a guardian spirit.


  In this world, yokai generally conformed to the legends passed down about them.


  Which meant that a camellia spirit once saved by humans turning against them made little sense.


  And yet the old woman had declared, “It’s been rampaging—vicious thing.”


  “What’s wrong? We’re going there right now!” Kazunori Kamo said.


  “We’ll come along and confirm it too. We are the clients, after all,” the old woman replied.


  Prompted by his father, Itsuki Kamo stepped into the cedar grove with the elderly client and her granddaughter.


  The high, bright trills of small birds echoed overhead, and faintly beneath them came the murmur of the river.


  It was a privately owned hill, too small to truly be calleda mountain. They pushed deeper into the cedar forest that blanketed it, hacking through the undergrowth with a machete as they advanced.


  The grove, stretching as far as the eye could see was one of the many cedar-covered hills common in rural Japan, planted on a large scale by government directive back when the nation’s utility poles had been made of wood.


  Carrying her slender cane and walking with steady footing, the old woman began to explain the origin of the mountain she owned.


  “In the old days, utility poles were mostly cedar, coated in coal tar. Did you know that?” she asked.


  “I wasn’t aware,” Kazunori Kamo replied politely. “I’ve never seen a wooden utility pole myself.”


  As he answered the client courteously, Itsuki found himself wondering how old the white-haired woman must be.


  “Back then, utility poles all across Japan were cedar,” she continued. “They said we needed vast numbers of them to put up and replace poles nationwide, so cedar plantations were expanded.”


  That could not have been the only reason. Still, given testimony from those who lived through it, it was undoubtedly one of the factors behind the increase in cedar forests. It took decades to grow cedars tall enough to be cut into utility poles.


  Since a cedar utility pole lasted only about fifteen years, replacing poles across the entire country required more than twice that number of trees when accounting for the growing period.


  In an era when poles were made of cedar, expanding cedar production in anticipation of demand would have been only natural.


  “But once concrete poles appeared, cedar wasn’t needed anymore,” the old woman said bitterly. “They had us plant them, then turned around and said they wouldn’t buy them. A fine mess that was.”


  “That must have been difficult,” Kazunori said.


  Itsuki understood the grievance. Concrete poles lasted more than forty years and required less maintenance than cedar. They did not need decades of cultivation and could be produced even in urban areas.


  As a result, utility poles across the country were replaced with concrete, and cedar lost its demand.


  When supply and demand reversed, unwanted cedar began to flood the country.


  If cedar had blanketed Japan since ancient times, the Japanese, who had long adapted to their environment, would not be suffering so severely from cedar pollen allergies.


  Was this vast spread of cedar forests the result of national policy that was expanded beyond control and left unmanaged? Itsuki wondered.


  Land incurred taxes simply by being owned.


  Yet even if one tried to make use of the land by selling the cedar, there were no buyers. It barely sold at all, and even cutting it down resulted in heavy losses.


  Such property had come to be known as a “liability estate,” a burden rather than an asset.


  Itsuki and the others soon arrived before the Ushi-Oni.


  Just as I thought, it’s a camellia spirit.


  In a quiet corner of the hill, a camellia bloomed with vivid red flowers.


  From that tree, Itsuki sensed the same divine aura that resided within himself.


  When it came to sensing spiritual currents, he believed few could rival him.


  After all, in Great Scorching Hell he had been exposed for what felt like an eternity to an overwhelming presence of yin energy.


  There’s no defilement in it. It isn’t some rampaging brute.


  Should he trust his own experience or the claims of a woman he had just met?


  The answer required no deliberation.


  “Father, I’ll attempt to subdue it,” Itsuki said. “It’s an extremely powerful Ushi-Oni. I can’t guarantee I’ll win, but if we don’t defeat it, the client could be in danger. I’ll leave two of the shikigami doves with you. In the worst case, they should buy you time. Be careful.”


  Itsuki was not reckless enough to force a battle against a truly dangerous opponent.


  Unexpected complications arose in the field, but if he knew before a fight that he might lose, then the proper course was to admit it and withdraw. He could always prepare thoroughly and challenge it again.


  The shikigami doves he had created were hardly mere distractions.


  Kazunori, having understood the intent behind Itsuki’s conspicuously strange declaration, paused for a moment before replying, “Understood.”


  After exchanging a nod with his father, Itsuki turned to address the client.


  “Ms. Aikawa, it’s dangerous, so please stand back. I’ll take care of the Ushi-Oni.”


  “I see. Then I’ll leave it to you,” the old woman replied.


  Once the grandmother and granddaughter had withdrawn to a safe distance, Itsuki set about preparing a ritual circle.


  However, what he formed was not just a simple circle but one meant for binding the spirit into service as a shikigami.


  There were broadly three methods of employing shikigami.


  First was the yin–yang tradition method, in which oni or divine spirits were bound through spiritual power and ritual technique.


  The second involved summoning guardian deities from other realms, such as the Inari enshrined at shrines or the Nio guardians of Buddhist temples.


  The third was the Taoist talismanic method, in which one’s own spiritual power, or that of the other, was infused into paper or wood.


  The dove shikigami fell under the third category. The method he intended to use on the Ushi-Oni was the first.


  To bind a spirit through the first method, the practitioner had to continuously supply it with his own spiritual power. If the shikigami expended power in battle, that too had to be replenished.


  For a practitioner with low reserves, merely sustaining a shikigami would consume most of his strength.


  As a result, he would be forced to devote himself entirely to maintaining and directing the spirit, unable to perform other techniques effectively. Because of that disadvantage, shikigami users were not the mainstream among Onmyoji.


  The second method likewise required extensive preparation and appropriate offerings in order to summon a powerful entity from another realm. It was not a technique an ordinary Onmyoji could employ lightly.


  For that reason, Onmyoji who did not specialize in shikigami typically relied on the third method—disposable talisman spirits.


  But even if the Ushi-Oni proved formidable, Itsuki possessed more than enough spiritual power to bind it.


  “Now then, I will subdue it,” Itsuki declared.


  Strictly speaking, this was not a subjugation but a binding.


  Forming a seal with his hands, Itsuki began chanting in a low voice, too quiet for the old woman to hear.


  “Warriors who stand before me, form ranks and advance. All things between heaven and earth are shaped by yin and yang. In accordance with that law, I designate you, spirit that you are, as the yin half of this balance, and I, a living being, offer my energy as its paired yang. Let us forge this pact. By this principle, become my shikigami. Manifest, and lend me your strength. Swiftly, by sacred decree.”


  As Itsuki chanted and poured spiritual energy into the ritual circle, a vortex of spiritual force formed near the center where the camellia’s roots lay. From within it emerged the face of a colossal Ushi-Oni, its expression stern and awe-inspiring.


  “Incredible!” Kazunori exclaimed, staring up in shock.


  The Ushi-Oni towered nearly as high as a two-story building.


  True to its name, it bore the head of an ox and the body of an oni, its frame monstrously muscular.


  Its entire body was crimson like camellia blossoms. A waistcloth hung about its hips, and in its right hand it gripped a massive iron club.


  It was like a house-sized gorilla looming overhead with a gigantic weapon in hand.


  Kazunori instinctively stepped back.


  A creature of such size could easily bring down an African elephant—it might even overpower a Tyrannosaurus.


  The Ushi-Oni, which had shaken even a veteran Onmyoji like Kazunori, leapt into Itsuki’s shadow the instant the stream of yang energy reached the level required to seal the pact.


  In that same instant, the ritual circle, having lost its target for the flow of power, scattered into nothingness amid a violent gust of wind.


  “Ah!” Aoi cried as the sudden gale caught her off guard. She stumbled and dropped to the ground.


  After a brief silence, the birds resumed their songs, and the murmur of the stream returned.


  The camellia blossoms had vanished from the area where the wind had raged.


  Meeting the old woman’s gaze, Itsuki calmly delivered his report.


  “Using my own spiritual power and the secret techniques passed down through my family, I managed to seal it. My energy is spent for now, but later I will examine the Ushi-Oni’s memories to determine why it appeared to be rampaging.”


  “You can do something like that?!” the old woman asked in astonishment.


  Itsuki, the liar, gave her a firm nod.


  “If I gather my energy for a few days, I’ll be able to confirm it. Just to be safe, there isn’t a second one, right? I’ve already exhausted my energy, and my father is only a C-rank Onmyoji. If a second one appears… we won’t win,” Itsuki said, letting unease show on his face.


  The old woman’s lips curved slightly.


  “I see. But you can rest easy. The Ushi-Oni won’t appear again.”


  “That’s a relief. To be honest, I can barely stand it.”


  With that, Itsuki turned his unsteady back to the old woman and faced Kazunori, his steps unsteady.


  “Father, the seal is fin—”


  The rest of his words were swallowed by a dull, resounding crash.


  Itsuki sprang away on instinct and spun around.


  He saw the old woman wielding a massive mountain blade. That blade had collided with the iron club of the Ushi-Oni emerging from Itsuki’s shadow, sending sparks all around.


  “You brat, how did you know!?” the white-haired crone shouted, her irritation laid bare as she swung the enormous blade like a sword.


  Itsuki leapt back behind the Ushi-Oni, as if using it for cover, and turned to face her, forming a hand seal. He offered her no answer.


  No one would volunteer information about their own combat abilities to a powerful yokai.


  I was cast into Great Scorching Hell by mistake. I despise false accusations.


  The word “despise” was used lightly by many.


  For Itsuki, however, his hatred of wrongful condemnation ran far deeper than most.


  That was why, even if the opponent was an Ushi-Oni, he did not condemn it as an evil demon without proof.


  The old woman had offered no evidence, yet she had slandered what should have been a benevolent camellia spirit as something wicked. Itsuki had felt strong distrust toward her from the start.


  And I can sense demonic energy.


  In Great Scorching Hell, Itsuki had endured the presence of the oni who carried out the endless tortures.


  Because of that, he no longer needed his eyes to track such things—he could sense their aura directly.


  When hostile energy rushed at him from behind while he was already on guard, there was only one possible response.


  Itsuki would not condemn a client simply for being a yokai.


  But the moment she struck, she became his enemy.


  “So let me guess. A yokai that preys on humans tried to weaken a rival by siccing a human Onmyoji on it, hoping to profit while the two fought. A cunning creature… You’re a Yamauba, aren’t you?”


  What image did people hold of a Yamauba?In the Illustrated Compendium of a Hundred Demons (published in 1737 by Takayuki Sawaki and held by the Fukuoka City Museum), the Yamauba was depicted as a white-haired crone with long, tangled hair, a deeply wrinkled face, tattered robes, and a slender staff in hand.


  This portrayal later influenced the well-known Illustrated Night Parade of a Hundred Demons (published in 1776 by Sekien Toriyama), becoming the archetype most Japanese people associated with the Yamauba.


  Aside from replacing tattered robes with worn modern clothing, the elderly client matched that depiction almost perfectly.


  She had even produced a massive mountain blade and attacked a human.


  With that level of similarity, the conclusion was obvious.


  The old woman’s lips curled upward as if splitting her face, forming a deep, grotesque smile.


  “You’ve studied well, haven’t you? Impressive, boy. Shall I reward you by devouring you?”


  Itsuki answered her hideous grin with a look of disgust.


  “The Yamauba is sometimes called a mountain goddess. You don’t look like a goddess to me.”


  According to one theory, the Yamauba originated from Izanami, the mountain goddess of Japan.


  Izanami was born at the dawn of creation alongside her brother—and husband—Izanagi. Together they descended upon Onogoro Island, the land formed by the gods, and gave birth to many children who shaped the Japanese archipelago.


  After bearing many children, Izanami gave birth to Kagutsuchi, the god of fire. The birth inflicted fatal burns upon her womb, and she died… According to The Kojiki, the oldest chronicle in Japan, she was buried on Mount Hiba.


  When her husband Izanagi later came to the land of Yomi to bring her back, tragedy unfolded.


  “Do not look at me. I must consult before I can return to the world above,” Izanami had insisted.


  But breaking his promise, Izanagi looked at her anyway.


  What he saw was Izanami’s body in decay, crawling with maggots.


  Having been seen in that state, Izanami lost her husband’s love. She pursued him in anguish, but he cast her off thrice.


  It was said that her rotting form became the hideous Yamauba.


  The tale of being cast aside thrice later influenced The Three Ofuda. Thus, the Yamauba was understood as Izanami transformed into an ugly crone, and the episode of being thrice rejected became woven into the Yamauba legends.


  Abandoned by her husband, Izanami had uttered a curse.


  “I will kill one thousand people each day.”


  “Then I will build birthing huts and cause fifteen hundred children to be born each day,” Izanagi had retorted.


  In time, the forsaken Izanami, known thereafter as Izanami-no-Mikoto, became Yomotsu-Okami, the Great Deity of Yomi and the ruler of the underworld. The Yamauba’s attacks upon humans were said to stem from resentment toward the husband who had abandoned her.


  Another theory claimed the Yamauba originated from elderly women abandoned in the mountains, but such women would not possess the strength to prey upon young men.


  Therefore, the Izanami-origin theory remained the most coherent.


  “The Yamauba is a fallen mountain deity, said to be the cruel form of Izanami. The goddess who vowed to kill a thousand people a day divided herself in order to fulfill that curse. But let me tell you this, don’t drag strangers into your marital quarrel.”


  Having nearly been killed from behind by her mountain blade in a fit of displaced rage, Itsuki had every right to say so.


  But the Yamauba silenced his entirely reasonable argument with a bark of fury.


  “Silence!”


  Enraged, the Yamauba raised her massive mountain blade and charged once more.


  The flashing arc of steel was intercepted and knocked aside by the Ushi-Oni’s iron club.


  Knocked backward, the Yamauba twisted through the air and landed with both feet against a tree trunk. Using it as a foothold, she kicked off and lunged forward again.


  The Ushi-Oni met her charge by swinging its iron club and driving her back once more.


  From Itsuki’s perspective, the divine Ushi-Oni and Izanami’s divided manifestation were almost evenly matched.


  That was precisely why she had tried to pit a human Onmyoji against it—to weaken the Ushi-Oni that existed to protect humans. Forcing a camellia spirit devoted to protecting people to act against them would naturally weaken it.


  The flaw in the Yamauba’s calculation was Itsuki, who had bound the Ushi-Oni as his shikigami.


  As a divine spirit in shikigami form, the Ushi-Oni was a spiritual entity. Even if injured, it could restore itself using the spiritual power. So long as Itsuki continued supplying it with spiritual power, the Ushi-Oni effectively possessed limitless stamina and regenerative ability.And the battlefield did not belong to the Ushi-Oni and Yamauba alone.


  Itsuki, an Onmyoji, summoned another shikigami from the void.


  “Kaya!” he called.


  What settled into his grasp was a Japanese longbow.


  It had once been a yokai known as “Cheek-Stroker,” said to appear in Tatamigahara in Kawaguchi Village, Tokyo (present-day Hachioji). Passersby at night would feel a pale hand reach out to stroke their cheek. Long ago, a samurai had reflexively slashed at it with his sword. When he returned the next morning to investigate, he found a cut in a kaya tree, from which something like blood had flowed.


  A similar tale was told in Yamanashi Prefecture, but the true identity of the phenomenon was an aged kaya tree that had become a yokai.


  Previously, a request had come to Kazunori to subdue it. “It feels unpleasant when it strokes you,” the client had complained. Itsuki had resolved the matter by binding the spirit into service. Though Kazunori insisted on taking intermediate-level work and the kaya tree had possessed D-rank strength, Itsuki had bound it without difficulty.


  After being bound, it manifested through Itsuki’s spiritual power—its trunk forming the bow, its branches becoming arrows, and its fibers serving as the string.


  An unvarnished whitewood bow was also a ritual instrument in the yin–yang tradition, used to drive away yokai. The twang of its string carried the power to dispel evil.


  Itsuki raised the pale wooden bow, drew back the unvarnished white string, and released it with a sharp snap.


  The divine aura Itsuki had wrested from the Arbiter rode upon his onmyojutsu and rang out across the battlefield.


  “Arghhh!”


  Bathed in divine aura, the Yamauba writhed as though she had been scalded with boiling water. The Ushi-Oni pressed the attack with its iron club, driving her entirely onto the defensive.


  “Curse you, wretched brat!”


  Unable to endure it, the Yamauba spat a curse. Itsuki paid her no heed and traced a star-shaped sigil in the empty air.


  Seiman.


  Within the yin–yang tradition, there were two principal arcane sigils: the Seiman, a star derived from Seimei Abe, and the Doman, a nine-character grid of five horizontal and four vertical lines associated with Doman Ashiya.


  The star-shaped sigil, formally known as the Seimei Pentagram, represented the Five Phases and astral faith. It possessed the power to dispel evil and ward off misfortune. When used in spellcraft, a point was added at its center, though releasing an arrow or technique from the center served the same purpose.


  Accustomed to drawing the star, Itsuki completed it in a single second. In combat, it proved invaluable.


  Checked by the floating sigil before her, the Yamauba found no opening to strike at Itsuki.


  Instead, she hurled abuses at him.


  “You side with an Ushi-Oni when they’re known to devour people? What kind of Onmyoji are you!?”


  “What did you say?”


  Itsuki lowered his gaze, drew the bowstring taut, and released it, letting it resound.


  After all, it was the Resounding Bowstring.


  The vibrating string suddenly gave voice to a scream that seemed to tear through the world itself.


  The trembling air warped, saturated by Itsuki’s spiritual power.


  “W-What is this!?”


  Into the colorless world, a single drop of Itsuki’s soul, steeped in the defilement of Great Scorching Hell, fell on the ground.


  He knew full well that it was a deadly poison to the world. It was not something to be used lightly. But…


  The air blanketing the world began to stain like paper drenched in spilled water, taking on Itsuki’s hue.


  The pale, starlit white of the world, once faint and beautiful like the night sky, mingled with searing heat and blood-dark red. As if seized by a sense of impending catastrophe, the world repainted itself in crimson.


  And within that grotesquely transformed world, grotesque inhabitants stirred.


  “I…”


  There were things a person could never forgive.


  Itsuki drew in a deep breath and expelled it with a curse.


  “I hate false accusations.”
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  “Ahhh!”


  The Yamauba had falsely accused the Ushi-Oni and mocked the very way of life Itsuki pursued as an Onmyoji in his current life. Her words struck a nerve he would never tolerate.


  With a shriek, she sprang backward. From the ground at her feet, countless hands of the dead burst forth.


  Pale, bloodless, and tattered hands stretched desperately upward—whether to seize her or to beg for salvation, nobody could tell. They were the hands of the damned clawing their way out of the Great Scorching Hell. Once they grasped something, they would never let go, even if their fingers tore away or their bodies were ripped apart.


  Itsuki knew that suffering very well. When the Yamauba sensed the danger on instinct, she struggled frantically to escape the grasping hands.


  The Ushi-Oni no longer mattered, nor did she wish to approach the incomprehensible Onmyoji who had summoned such horrors. Instead, she lunged toward Kazunori, who until now had remained an observer.


  The Yamauba possessed B-rank power. Kazunori was only C-rank. Rather than contend with the evenly matched Ushi-Oni or the grotesquely powerful Itsuki, she chose to seize the weaker C-rank Onmyoji as a hostage.


  Kazunori was Itsuki’s father; that meant leverage. If she restrained Itsuki, the bound Ushi-Oni would also be forced into submission.


  The moment the Yamauba sprang at Kazunori, the two doves stationed at his side darted between them.


  Aoi, standing still and witnessing everything like a bystander, clearly saw one dove intercepting her grandmother’s mountain blade and the other clinging to her and bursting into fierce flames.


  “Ahhhhh!!!”


  The Yamauba’s ghastly scream tore through the cedar forest, forced from the depths of her throat—a cry of pain hurled outward in desperation, as if to stave off death itself.


  The two doves Itsuki had assigned to Kazunori were the ones that had struck her. More precisely, they were shikigami imbued with the Earth and Fire aspects of the Five Phases.


  The Earth spirit raised an earthen barrier, blocking the mountain blade, while the Fire spirit generated searing heat, engulfing the Yamauba’s body in flames.


  The Yamauba rolled desperately across the ground, writhing as she tried to extinguish the flames clinging to her body.


  But the spiritual power Itsuki had infused into them wasn’t that easy to deal with. Even a Yamauba could not withstand it.


  As she writhed in agony, Itsuki nocked another arrow to his longbow and fired a final shot.


  “Fire phase, purge.”


  The arrow tore through the air sharply as it streaked toward the Yamauba.


  Though it was merely a branch of the Cheek-Stroker yokai, it had manifested through Itsuki’s spiritual power. The instant the Yamauba’s mountain blade tried to swat it aside, the arrow burst into flames, scorching the hand that held the weapon.


  “Ahhhhh!”


  Her face twisted in agony, and the Ushi-Oni followed with another merciless blow from its iron club.


  The Yamauba’s mountain blade swung wildly, but as Itsuki’s flames seared her, the Ushi-Oni struck her again and again.


  Certain of victory at last, Itsuki swept his gaze around and addressed the granddaughter.


  “There were five doves in total. Three are still active. Don’t you dare try anything.”


  If Izanami had turned evil and decided to kill a thousand people every day, then Aoi might possess strength similar to her grandmother’s. The yin energy around Aoi was unusually strong, so Itsuki remained wary of her as well.


  Aoi, surrounded by the three remaining doves, met his gaze and gave a stiff nod.


  The Yamauba leapt onto a tree branch to escape and shouted in fury.


  “Damn you, whelp!”


  Itsuki, clearly displeased at being insulted again, shot back, “The Cheek-Stroker is a yokai that reaches out and strokes people’s cheeks. You lured an Onmyoji here, and my shikigami simply struck back.”


  Even if he stated the obvious, someone capable of killing a thousand people every day out of spite would never be swayed by reason.


  Without pause, Itsuki continued.


  “Listen, Yamauba! I’ve marked you with my spiritual power. If you come near me again, my shikigami will sense it and attack. If you don’t like that, leave Japan. Maybe then I won’t be able to pursue you.”


  The Yamauba glared at Itsuki and his shikigami, then flicked her gaze swiftly toward Aoi.


  Itsuki raised his right hand to his chest, formed a hand seal, and pressed back with equal force.


  “I can kill you, but you cannot kill me. Only the stronger one wins. Go now.”


  At his warning, the Yamauba stepped back once, then again, before finally leaping into the cedar forest behind her and fleeing.


  The tension lingered for several long seconds before it gradually loosened.


  The Yamauba had lost to Itsuki and retreated. It was merely one scene in the commonplace struggle that had repeated for over a thousand years between Onmyoji and yokai.


  Certain now of the Yamauba’s escape and his son’s victory, Kazunori turned to Itsuki.


  “Itsuki, why didn’t you finish her? You still had plenty of spiritual power left.”


  With another thirty airborne dove shikigami, he could have prevented her escape and finished her off. Itsuki certainly possessed the reserves to do so.


  But when asked for his reason, he gave the unavoidable explanation.


  “The school only allowed five sheets of copier paper per student. So I only had five talismans.”


  No matter how much spiritual power he possessed, he had no means to pursue her further.


  When Itsuki explained this, Kazunori hesitated, then said to his son, “Take some from school.”


  To defeat a Yamauba that killed and devoured humans, one might borrow copier paper from a public middle school funded by taxpayer money. From the standpoint of public good and cost-effectiveness, it might even be justifiable.


  But what kind of father tells his child to steal?


  Itsuki shook his head at the thought and refused.


  The Great Scorching Hell, to which he had once been cast, was reserved for those who violated the Five Precepts: no killing, no stealing, no sexual misconduct, no falsehood, and no intoxicants.


  As an Onmyoji, he might kill hostile yokai, lie in battle, and drink sake in ritual. He had already lied to the Yamauba about being able to read the Ushi-Oni’s memories.


  But theft was something he might never commit, not even once in his life.


  The Arbiter carefully weighed good deeds against bad in a person’s life. If one’s good outweighed the bad, there would be no issue. But even if someone devoted himself to wrongdoing, so long as he refrained from theft, he would not be cast into Great Scorching Hell.


  For Itsuki, that was a matter of the utmost importance.


  “Father, let’s earn more money. At the very least, please buy some paper.”


  “Very well.”


  No wonder Kazunori’s wife had divorced him.


  As the father and son continued their pitiful argument, Aoi, still restrained, watched them with a troubled expression.


  “And what will become of me?”


  Having regained her composure after their embarrassing dispute over copier paper, Aoi addressed Itsuki directly.


  Three shikigami doves circled her.


  They were the remaining trio from the five Itsuki had created—the same kind that had blocked the Yamauba’s ambush and burned her mercilessly. Since all five had been formed at once, it was obvious that these three possessed power equal to the two already used.


  Even if she broke through them, the Ushi-Oni that had battled the Yamauba stood ready for her. Besides, Itsuki still held his longbow and could unleash his techniques at any moment.


  If she attempted to flee now, she would either be hunted down and killed by the shikigami or be marked like her grandmother and pursued across Japan.


  Aoi had no way to escape.


  Still on guard, Itsuki addressed her.


  “I’m going to ask you some questions. To avoid false accusations or misunderstandings, I’ll give you every opportunity to explain yourself. But the moment you followed the Yamauba and helped lure us into the mountains, you forfeited the right to refuse. You must answer honestly.”


  The Yamauba had begged for their help, saying “I have a granddaughter at home. Please, do something quickly.”


  Aoi had stood there without objection, allowing herself to be used as part of the deception. At the very least, she had passively cooperated in luring Itsuki and the others into a trap.


  And since they had intended to kill them once lured in, she could reasonably be regarded as an accomplice to attempted murder.


  Aoi offered no resistance. Instead, she gave a meek nod.


  “Then I’ll begin with a question,” Itsuki said. “A Yamauba typically appears as a white-haired crone, with long, disheveled hair, a deeply wrinkled face, ragged clothing, and a slender staff.”


  That form existed because the Yamauba was said to be a divided manifestation of Izanami, abandoned by Izanagi. Her body had decayed, crawling with maggots, and in that hideous state she had lost her husband’s love.


  Aoi, however, was a fair-skinned girl with refined features and beautiful black hair.


  Each strand of her hair shone softly, like fragile snow crystals catching the sunlight. Her skin was as pale as fresh snow, young and full of life. A person with such an appearance would never lose her husband’s love, nor become a Yamauba.


  For that reason, Itsuki believed Aoi herself was not a Yamauba.


  “And yet you’re beautiful,” he continued. “You don’t match the characteristics of a Yamauba at all. So what exactly are you?”


  Itsuki carried memories of a previous life, but his soul had been heavily damaged. His emotional state therefore remained close to his physical age, and calling a girl who looked about the same age as him “beautiful” made him feel slightly embarrassed.


  After a brief hesitation, he forced the words out, only to look faintly flustered by what he had just said.


  Aoi let out a small breath of relief before answering.


  “I’m the granddaughter of a Yamauba.”


  Itsuki tried to mask his embarrassment with a grim expression as she continued.


  “The Yamauba scattered across Japan are descendants of earlier Yamauba. A half-human, half-yokai who carries that blood becomes a Yamauba if they eat someone they have killed.”


  Considering the legend of Izanami scattering her divided forms across the land, what this girl said isn’t impossible…


  The goddess Izanami had cursed her husband, Izanagi: I will kill one thousand people each day.


  Then she scattered her own divided forms across the land of Japan to accomplish that.


  Izanagi and Izanami had given birth to the islands Honshu, Shikoku, Kyushu, and others. The legends of the Yamauba spread more across those regions.


  However, even with those manifestations scattered across most of Japan—excluding Hokkaido and Okinawa—killing a thousand people every day would hardly be easy.


  If there were a mountain where anyone who entered would surely be killed, who would willingly step inside?


  Some mountains must have seen earlier Onmyoji dispatched to hunt down and destroy those Yamauba manifestations.


  To fulfill Izanami’s curse, the Yamauba and their divided forms increased their numbers through descendants who were merely pawns meant to make up the shortfall.


  So there are men who’ve been attacked by Yamauba in… another sense.


  The image began to form in Itsuki’s mind, but he quickly shook it away, his body shuddering at the unpleasant thought.


  Regaining his composure, he turned his thoughts toward something more reasonable.


  “Izanami was a goddess. She was called Izanami-no-Mikoto, and even her name contains the word for ‘beautiful.’ It makes sense for her to have beautiful daughters. Before becoming Yamauba, they existed as mountain maidens—Yamahime.”


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  Some Yamauba were indeed beautiful, and those were treated as Yamahime.


  Until hearing Aoi’s explanation, Itsuki had never understood why beautiful Yamauba could exist despite the legends surrounding Izanami. Now that he did, he moved on to the next question. It was about the mother who should have stood between the grandmother and granddaughter.


  “What happened to your mother?”


  If she attacked him out of resentment for her grandmother’s defeat, it would be disastrous.


  For Itsuki, it was a matter of survival. Even if it concerned private family matters, he needed to know.


  After a brief hesitation, Aoi answered.


  “My human father, who had served his purpose after creating me, was eaten by my grandmother. My mother was told to eat him as well, but she defied her, so my grandmother killed her.”


  Hearing such a grim story, Itsuki frowned in open displeasure.


  Of course it was unpleasant—her father murdered by her grandmother and her mother killed for resisting.


  When Itsuki did not continue his questions, Aoi offered further explanation on her own.


  “My mother was still a Yamahime. In Japan, family registries and identification systems are strict. If you want to own land or houses or raise a family, everything has to be consistent. In our case, we live among humans as Yamahime until we reach about sixty years of age.”


  Itsuki found himself impressed by the thoroughness of the Yamauba’s methods.


  If they blended into human society until around sixty years of age, no one would notice if they later became Yamauba.


  Even if a Yamauba’s face grew deeply wrinkled, officials would hardly question the appearance of someone over sixty. In that way, they could maintain their mountains and their descendants while steadily feeding on humans.


  Once they lived past a hundred years or so, their deaths could simply be attributed to a yokai attack. Freed from the duty of preserving their households and bloodlines, they would devote themselves entirely to devouring humans in the mountains across Japan.


  “So it’s a generational cycle designed to keep killing humans even in modern society.”


  Don’t take your marital issues so far! Itsuki thought, exasperated by Izanami’s relentless obsession.


  Of course, he already understood that gods did not bend to human convenience. His own reincarnation had taught him that much.


  “But why was your father killed? If you were blending into human society, wouldn’t it have been more convenient to keep him alive?”


  “We’re beings who feed on humans. Apparently, we have to consume human flesh to absorb life force. My mother had grown quite weak.”


  Aoi’s explanation revealed an important aspect of the Yamahime’s nature. Itsuki simply nodded, prompting her to continue.


  “My grandmother sometimes mixed it into our meals, but my mother disliked it because she cared about my father a lot. So my grandmother tried to ‘fix’ that by killing him.”


  “That’s horrible.”


  Removing the cause of her refusal to eat human flesh had technically solved the problem, but trying to make her eat her own husband had clearly gone too far.


  Yamauba hated their husbands, but before becoming Yamauba, Izanami had loved hers.


  Perhaps killing him alone would have sufficed, though even that was hard to say. Still, Itsuki could understand both the grandmother’s reasoning and the mother’s refusal to accept it.


  He studied Aoi again.


  Her skin was pale, tinged faintly with red, giving her an unhealthy appearance.


  “You haven’t eaten many humans either, have you?”


  “But my grandmother mixes it into our food, so I must have eaten some. And I knew my grandmother was a Yamauba, yet I hid it. What will you do with me?”


  Having heard everything about the situation, Itsuki fell silent and considered it.


  His father was a licensed Onmyoji, but he lacked the power to deal with a Yamauba or a Yamahime.


  That meant the responsibility fell to Itsuki.


  You can’t blame a minor for obeying their guardian.


  If Aoi had spoken the truth, she would likely have been killed just like her mother. Under those circumstances, it was only natural for her to not say anything.


  Aoi had been used as bait to lure them into the mountains at her Yamauba grandmother’s behest. Given the circumstances, there was room for leniency. Whatever the future might hold, the girl standing here was not a vicious yokai that deserved to be killed.


  The real problem lay in her need for spiritual energy.


  Her grandmother had been the one supplying it, and Itsuki had driven that grandmother away.


  He believed his actions were justified as self-defense and saw no reason to regret them. Even so, his actions had left Aoi with only two paths—starve to death or begin attacking humans herself.


  A half-human yokai who carries Yamauba blood becomes a Yamauba after killing and devouring a human.


  That was how Aoi herself had explained it.


  If the beautiful middle school girl standing before him transformed into a white-haired Yamauba, she would no longer be able to live in human society.


  She would retreat into the mountains and survive by killing people.


  Understanding her situation, Itsuki reached a conclusion.


  “Alright. I’ve made my decision. I’ll bind you as my shikigami and supply you with spiritual energy. Yamahime nature and all. That way you won’t have to eat humans, you won’t become a Yamauba, and you can continue living among people. In exchange, you’ll serve me as a shikigami. Agreed?”


  Though Aoi was a living being, she was also a mountain deity descended from a manifestation of Izanami-no-Mikoto. That placed her within the category of entities that could be bound through the yin–yang tradition.


  When Itsuki sought confirmation, Aoi responded with hesitation.


  “If a human tried to make me a shikigami… I think their energy would run out almost immediately…”


  She meant to say it would be impossible. But remembering that Itsuki had already bound the Ushi-Oni, who had fought the Yamauba on equal footing, Aoi fell silent.


  “As things stand, you haven’t committed a crime severe enough to deserve death,” Itsuki continued. “But now I know that leaving you alone would mean either starvation or becoming a Yamauba. If that happens, the responsibility would fall on the Onmyoji who let you go.”


  That was why Itsuki could not simply overlook her.


  If he killed Aoi, it might fulfill one of the sins that led to being cast into hell. But if he intentionally abandoned her and allowed her to become a Yamauba, what kind of sin would that be?


  Faced with such a situation, Itsuki could not simply stand by.


  “You knowingly followed your grandmother when she lured us here and attacked us. Because of that, as an Onmyoji I’m making the judgment to bind you as a shikigami. You don’t have the right to refuse in this matter. If my energy runs out and I collapse, then consider yourself lucky and run.”


  “Yes… I understand.”


  Though still uncertain about the matter of spiritual power, Aoi accepted the proposal to become a shikigami without resistance.


  Having secured her agreement, Itsuki immediately prepared the ritual circle and formed a contract with her, just as he had done with the Ushi-Oni.


  “Warriors who stand before me, form ranks and advance. All things between heaven and earth are shaped by yin and yang. My clan is Kamo. My name is Itsuki, an Onmyoji who governs the laws of balance. In accordance with that law, I designate Aoi Aikawa, a Yamahime, as the yin half of this bond, and I stand as its paired yang. Let this pact be forged. Accept the energy I grant you and become my shikigami. Swiftly, by sacred decree.”


  Within the Five Phases and yin–yang cosmology, men were considered yang and women yin.


  As Itsuki chanted and poured spiritual energy through the ritual circle into Aoi, a divine aura gradually began to settle within her.


  Aoi looked down at her body as it began to shine with light, her eyes widening in astonishment.


  “So it really works…”


  “Follow me and become my shikigami. I’m sorry, but from now on, please think of me as family. I’ll do everything I can to make sure you never become a Yamauba.”


  At his words, Aoi looked surprised. Then she responded in an old-fashioned manner, like a newly married wife addressing her husband.


  “I may be inexperienced, but I look forward to serving you well.”
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  Chapter 2: The Apprentice Onmyoji and His Shikigami


  

  “Master, breakfast is ready.”


  After driving off the Yamauba, Itsuki moved into Aoi’s home.


  Aoi was a living being who remained manifested at all times. Because of that, Itsuki, as her summoner, had to continuously supply her with spiritual energy, which eventually led them to live together.


  He could conserve effort by giving her a large reserve of energy in advance so she would last until it was depleted. However, each time she consumed that energy, he would have to visit her again, and that led to an increased travel time and expenses.


  If he tried to save money by delaying, her energy might run out midway, leaving her to starve or transform into a Yamauba. In that case, the responsibility would clearly fall on Itsuki as the one who had bound her.


  For those reasons, Itsuki suppressed his lingering resistance and decided to accept the arrangement.


  “Please live with me.”


  It sounded almost like a proposal.


  Aoi looked up at him and met his gaze with a small smile.


  “Yes, I understand.”


  And so Itsuki began living with Aoi. The residence they shared, however, ended up being Aoi’s home.


  The Kamo father and son had been living in an extremely cheap apartment. It was over forty years old, with rent barely in the forty-thousand-yen range. Aoi, on the other hand, lived in a large traditional Japanese house owned by the Yamauba, recently renovated and well maintained.


  There was no way Aoi could move into Kazunori’s run-down apartment.


  As a result, Itsuki effectively became independent, partly to ease the financial burden on his struggling father. He transferred his residency registration and even changed middle schools.


  In practice, however, he was simply living as a dependent in his shikigami’s house.


  Leaving the bedroom he had acquired for the first time in his life, Itsuki headed toward the living room.


  The two-story house had a 6LDK layout on the first floor, along with additional rooms such as a formal reception room. The second floor was a 4LDK. In short, it was the sort of spacious home often found in the countryside.


  The reception room displayed a stuffed hawk and several paintings. Outside, the yard held a large barn and a workshop where numerous tools were kept—tools that looked capable of dismantling a human body.


  The parking area was large enough to hold eight cars at once.


  Looking around, Itsuki found himself oddly convinced that the place truly suited a Yamauba who lured people in and devoured them.


  In the past, the Yamauba had lived on the first floor, while Aoi and her parents had lived on second.


  After her parents were killed, Aoi had lived all alone.


  Now Itsuki and Aoi lived there together, while the first floor—where the Yamauba had once resided—remained untouched. Even after her grandmother had been driven away, Aoi still refused to spend time on the first floor.


  As for their living arrangement, Aoi showed no resistance at all.


  For her, Itsuki was the one who had freed her from her grandmother and restored the kind of life she once had with her family.


  She had always believed that she would have to continue living with the grandmother who killed her parents, help lure people into the mountains, and eventually become a Yamauba herself.


  But a different life had been offered to her—one where she would live with Itsuki, receive spiritual energy without eating humans, and continue living as a human.


  Considering how strongly she avoided the first floor, Itsuki assumed she had already chosen the latter.


  Still, Aoi could not survive on her own. Without a steady supply of spiritual energy, she would eventually perish.


  Itsuki had not intended it at the time, but the words he spoke during the contract—From now on, please think of me as family—had effectively restored a semblance of the family life Aoi had lost.


  That she was happy about it was obvious from the effort she put into the meals she prepared for him.


  This morning’s breakfast was a traditional Japanese set meal with soup and three dishes.


  There was rice and soup, grilled fish as the main dish, eggplant nanban as a side dish, and spinach ohitashi as a small side. Two identical servings were neatly arranged—one for Itsuki and one for Aoi.


  “Would you have preferred more?” Aoi asked softly. “I wasn’t quite sure.”


  “This is fine,” Itsuki replied. “Usually my breakfast is just toasted bread with butter. Thank you for this. It looks delicious.”


  When Itsuki expressed his gratitude, Aoi smiled in response.


  Even this was actually a restrained version of her cooking—something Itsuki had insisted on.


  The first time she made curry, she had not served it with rice. Instead, she had prepared naan from scratch.


  She mixed strong flour and cake flour, added salt, sugar, butter, and dry yeast, then gradually poured in lukewarm water while stirring. After that she added vegetable oil and kneaded the dough repeatedly before covering it with a damp cloth and letting it ferment for about an hour.


  Only then did she shape the naan and lightly bake it on both sides.


  If someone were cooking just for themselves, they would never go to that much trouble.


  “There are seconds as well.”


  “Got it. But don’t go overboard.”


  Itsuki picked up the newly prepared chopsticks and began eating breakfast.


  Officially, the reason Itsuki was living at the Aikawa house was that he had been assigned to protect the family from the yokai that had taken up residence in the mountain on their property.


  That request had been formally made by the old woman—the client—to Kazunori Kamo, a certified C-rank Onmyoji.


  However, before the Onmyoji arrived, the old woman had told her granddaughter, “I’ll go check the forest one more time,” and then disappeared. When the Onmyoji finally arrived and entered the forest after hearing the granddaughter’s account, they discovered traces that suggested something had happened there.


  Under those circumstances, Aoi had filed a special missing person report for her grandmother.


  Other Onmyoji had also entered the site to conduct an investigation, and traces of yokai aura were indeed detected.


  Since there was a formal record of the request, the testimony of a licensed Onmyoji who had no prior connection to the family matched the account given by the granddaughter who lived there. After the on-site investigation confirmed signs of supernatural activity, there was little room left for doubt.


  “If that Yamauba shows up again, I’ll say, ‘That’s the Yamauba who ate the client.’ So when that happens, I’ll need you to back up the story.”


  It wasn’t exactly the kind of thing one discussed during a meal, but it was better to explain it early.


  When Itsuki finished outlining the plan, Aoi asked a question.


  “What if my grandmother tells everyone the truth?”


  In other words, she was asking about the truth that Aoi herself was the granddaughter of a Yamauba and someone who might one day become one.


  After all, a Yamauba was a fragment of the being who, after being rejected by her husband, had declared, “I will kill one thousand people a day.” If she became reckless and tried to drag others down with her, it would hardly be surprising.


  While separating the flesh of the grilled fish with his chopsticks, Itsuki explained how he would deal with that possibility.


  “In that case, I’ll explain that you’re not a Yamauba but a Yamahime who possesses divine aura.”


  An Onmyoji could easily distinguish between yokai aura and divine aura.


  When Itsuki had been reincarnated, the Arbiter who doubled his spiritual power—though he never introduced himself as King Enma—was, in fact, the judge of the underworld himself. King Enma was also regarded as a manifestation of Jizo Bodhisattva.


  Jizo Bodhisattva was a deity who protected against plagues and evil spirits, and the energy associated with him was divine aura.


  That same divine aura now flowed into Aoi, meaning she herself possessed it.


  A mountain goddess imbued with divine aura would naturally never be designated as a target for extermination by the Onmyoji Association.


  Attempting to destroy a god that protected humans would be an act of arrogance, and that way the Onmyoji themselves would become enemies of humanity.


  “As long as I continue supplying you with energy, you won’t have to eat humans. And as that divine aura builds within you, you’ll eventually gain true divinity. You’ll not become a Yamauba, but ascend as a mountain goddess. Well… you’ll still be living with me as my shikigami, though.”


  “That’s fine with me.”


  Unsure how to interpret Aoi’s reply, Itsuki simply fell silent and continued eating.


  Incidentally, the assets that had belonged to the Yamauba were scheduled to be inherited by Aoi in about a year.


  Aoi had already inherited her parents’ estate, and there were also savings from her late grandfather that had been passed down to her mother before reaching her. Because of that, she had no financial worries.


  Itsuki, on the other hand, might nominally be living there as a “bodyguard,” but in reality, he was nothing more than a complete freeloader.


  For someone who was supposed to be the master of a shikigami, it was a rather embarrassing.


  “Anyway, about the future—I’m planning to become a licensed Onmyoji.”


  “A licensed Onmyoji?”


  When she repeated the phrase, Itsuki nodded solemnly.


  An Onmyoji license was a national qualification granted after passing an examination.


  Japan’s licensing system followed international standards, ranking practitioners across seven levels—from the highest S-rank down to F-rank. Itsuki was still only an apprentice and had yet to obtain any official qualification.


  “More than five hundred people pass the exam each year. The higher your rank, the more you earn.”


  Of course, higher income came with greater danger, and a certain number of practitioners died in the line of duty each year.


  When Onmyoji grew old and could no longer work in the field, their licenses were converted to retired status outside the active roster. The general benchmark for that transition was around sixty years of age.


  If someone passed the exam at sixteen and continued working until sixty, that would be forty-four years of service. With over five hundred people passing each year, there should theoretically be around twenty-two thousand Onmyoji in Japan.


  In reality, however, there were only about ten thousand.


  That meant more than half of all Onmyoji never reached retirement age—they either left the profession early or died in the line of duty.


  Even so, Itsuki had no choice.


  If he wanted to cleanse the defilement within his soul, this path was the only one available.


  If the defilement embedded in his soul was not purified, he would never reach the Pure Land and would continue cycling through reincarnation. Yet if he lived quietly without acting, there was a chance that some yokai would eventually devour him, absorb him, and fuse with his soul.


  If that happened, he might share the blame for whatever disasters that yokai caused and be cast back into hell again.


  However, Itsuki’s instincts rejected that possibility outright.


  I will never go back to hell again.


  The Arbiter had said, “If you purge evil with powerful spiritual force, the defilement embedded in your soul will be cleansed more quickly.”


  That was why, in this life, Itsuki had to become an Onmyoji who received requests to subjugate powerful yokai. Only by doing so could he purify the corruption embedded in his soul.


  If he rose to the higher ranks and handled large-scale assignments, it would likely cleanse the defilement far more efficiently than a lower-ranked Onmyoji completing countless small jobs.


  To purge it within this lifetime, he had no choice but to become an Onmyoji who regularly received major assignments.


  “The exam is in the summer. Before then, I need to prepare by binding shikigami suited for the test. So… I’m sorry, but could you lend me some money?”


  Itsuki silently cursed the Arbiter who had sent him to such a poor reincarnation.


  “Master… are you dissatisfied with me?”


  When Aoi asked the question, her face had turned pale, just as it had been the day they first met.


  Why is she so anxious.


  As Itsuki considered the reason, he remembered that Aoi was his shikigami.


  If he sought other shikigami while she was already serving him, it might sound as though he were saying she was useless.


  And if she were useless as a shikigami, then she would simply be someone receiving spiritual energy from him without giving anything in return.


  If Itsuki stopped supplying that energy, Aoi would lose the power necessary to sustain her existence.


  If that situation continued long enough, she would eventually be forced to eat human flesh again.


  She would have only two choices if she wished to survive: eat fresh corpses whose life force had not yet faded, or kill someone herself and become a Yamauba.


  If Itsuki abandoned her, it would all be over.


  This was not an equal relationship.


  Realizing that he needed to clarify his words, Itsuki turned to Aoi and began to speak.


  “Don’t worry. I’m never going to abandon you, Aoi. I told you before—think of me as family.”


  Sensing the need to ease her anxiety immediately, Itsuki spoke with unusual bluntness.


  After that, however, the very person who had said it fell silent. Aoi’s cheeks flushed red, and she did not pursue the matter further. For a while, quiet settled over the table.


  “Anyway, about increasing my shikigami…”


  Itsuki turned on the television, pretending to focus on it as a way to cover his embarrassment. After a moment he collected himself and began explaining.


  “Ah, yes. Please go ahead and add more. You said you needed money, right? I’ll get it from the safe.”


  The words Itsuki had blurted out earlier seemed to have worked a little too well. In complete contrast to before, Aoi now accepted everything without even hearing the explanation.


  “I can give you about five million yen right away. Would that be enough?”


  “No, listen to the reason first! And that’s way too much money!”


  Itsuki instinctively snapped back before continuing more carefully, as if trying to reason with her.


  “The Ushi-Oni is eight meters tall. I can’t use it for indoor requests. And since you normally live like a human, I can’t exactly present you as a shikigami either. If I want to take on assignments consistently, I’ll need other shikigami that can operate indoors.”


  If a yokai appeared inside a building and an exorcism was requested, a massive Ushi-Oni would simply destroy the structure.


  Itsuki himself could fight with a bow, using Kayaho, the supernatural Cheek-Stroker spirit born from a kaya tree, but bows were hardly weapons suited for indoor combat.


  Aoi could enter buildings, of course, but openly declaring her to be a shikigami would interfere with her life as a human.


  As things stood, any indoor assignments would likely be passed to other Onmyoji.


  “I understand. Then… would three million yen be enough?”


  Even after hearing the explanation, Aoi—still in full agreement mode—attempted to produce a large sum of money.


  Unlike her cooking, Aoi’s knowledge of finances was extremely lacking.


  After all, she had been raised by a Yamauba who talked about the days when cedar forests were planted for telephone poles. She possessed common sense, but it was the kind that belonged to a century ago.


  When she had first become his shikigami, she had said, “I may be inexperienced.” But modern people didn’t speak like that anymore.


  The gap in Aoi’s understanding was easy to comprehend once one considered that her household had belonged to a lineage of Yamauba.


  In other words, they had taken the wealth of the humans living nearby—or the property of those they had eaten—and gradually absorbed it into their family holdings. If they needed more, they could simply raid the estate of some wealthy household and take it.


  Land seized centuries ago now generated income automatically in the modern age simply by renting it out. Someone born into a family like that, who had never struggled for money, could hardly be expected to develop an ordinary sense of finances.


  The thought made Itsuki worry that Aoi might one day become the victim of a scam.


  “By the way, Aoi, how well can you actually fight?”


  Since the question of her contribution as a shikigami had come up, Itsuki asked what had suddenly occurred to him.


  The Ushi-Oni and the Yamauba had been roughly equal in strength. As a divided manifestation of the goddess Izanami, the deity of the myths known as the Birth of the Land and the Birth of the Gods, a Yamauba was far from weak.


  If that was the case, how strong was a Yamahime, the stage before becoming a Yamauba?


  The question intrigued Itsuki, but Aoi’s answer was uncertain.


  “I’m not sure. Before receiving your energy, I don’t think I was very strong. But after receiving your power… I feel like my strength has increased to about the same level as my grandmother’s.”


  As divine aura gathered around her, Aoi manifested a weapon in her hand, much like the way the Yamauba had produced her enchanted mountain blade.


  The weapon had a long shaft like a naginata, with a double-edged blade at its tip.


  “The Ame-no-Nuboko… the Heavenly Jeweled Spear Izanami used to stir the chaos when Japan was created?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Even if it was merely a replica carried by one of Izanami’s divided forms, it was still an extraordinary object.


  Itsuki wondered if, while the Yamauba had drifted closer to the realm of the dead, Aoi had moved closer to Izanami herself.


  “In that case, I definitely can’t send you out as a shikigami. Not that I planned to anyway. You’d attract far too much attention.”


  Looking at the spear, which seemed perfectly capable of clashing with the Ushi-Oni’s massive club, Itsuki spoke with certainty.


  Neither the Ushi-Oni nor Aoi was the kind of shikigami he could casually deploy.


  In Itsuki’s case, bringing a large number of spirit talismans to a subjugation site would solve most problems. However, he doubted that approach would be allowed in the national examination.


  If examinees could pass simply by bringing superior tools, then only people with money and connections would succeed, lowering the overall quality of Onmyoji.


  An exam meant to increase the number of Onmyoji capable of defeating yokai would defeat its own purpose if it produced Onmyoji who were useless in practice.


  For that reason, Itsuki assumed that even if he crafted spirit talismans himself using his abundant spiritual power, the number he could bring into the exam would be restricted.


  During the Onmyoji national exam, candidates were expected to possess shikigami suitable for testing.


  For a shikigami user, having a shikigami would naturally be considered part of their own spiritual ability.


  “My spiritual power is strong, and I can create spirit talismans, so I could probably pass the lower ranks even without a shikigami. But if I’m certified only as an F-rank Onmyoji, I won’t get any worthwhile jobs. I want to earn a good evaluation from the start.”


  At the same time, revealing his full capabilities to other practitioners—or to yokai—would also be a problem.


  The Onmyoji affiliated with the association were not friends. They were competitors in the same industry, all vying for the same clients.Itsuki would not reveal everything either. Still, if he wanted to attract clients, he needed to show that he had something to offer.


  When Itsuki finished explaining, Aoi nodded in understanding.


  “So what kind of shikigami are you planning to add?”


  Like Aoi herself, these would become beings bound to Itsuki as his shikigami.


  They might end up fighting together at subjugation sites, so the matter naturally interested her.


  “The easiest and strongest option would be to bind resentment-type spirits using spiritual power and sorcery… but I’d rather not.”


  “Resentment-type spirits?”


  Aoi was not particularly knowledgeable about shikigami, so the phrase puzzled her.


  Taken literally, it sounded like controlling spirits filled with hatred.


  But Itsuki’s explanation proved far crueler than what Aoi had imagined.


  “For example, if you wanted to create a dog-spirit shikigami… you would bury a dog in the ground with only its head exposed or bind it so it cannot move. Then you place food just out of reach and force it to focus all its hunger on it.”


  Aoi involuntarily drew in a breath. Itsuki continued, speaking even more bluntly.


  “You change the food a few times, move it around, and torment the dog like that. Then, just when it stretches its neck toward the food, you cut off its head and seal the resentment inside it before sending it against your enemy. That’s how a dog-spirit shikigami is made.”


  This was not something Itsuki had invented himself. It was a basic ritual recorded in actual Onmyodo grimoires.


  The deeper the hatred, the stronger the resentment became. Because of that, even a practitioner with weak spiritual power could control an extremely powerful shikigami.


  “The crueler the process, the stronger the hatred, and the stronger the shikigami. But if the technique is broken, the shikigami regains its freedom and takes revenge. That’s why resentment-type shikigami are considered a high-risk, high-reward form of spirit binding.”


  In many stories, when a summoner suffers after their shikigami is defeated, it is because the released resentment seeks vengeance against the person it hates most.


  If the technique is broken, the summoner is attacked from two fronts at once: the enemy who broke the spell and the resentment-type shikigami that has turned against them.


  After all, if the technique was broken in the first place, it means the summoner already misjudged the opponent’s strength. In that situation, if their most powerful resentment-based shikigami also turns against them, the summoner could easily be killed.


  On the other hand, in Daoist-style talisman sorcery where shikigami are created by infusing spiritual power into paper, no resentment returns even if the shikigami is destroyed.


  The dove shikigami Itsuki created from paper worked by circulating and transforming his own spiritual energy through yin and yang before sending it out.


  Because they were born from his own energy, they carried no resentment toward him. Even if the technique was broken, they would never turn on their creator.


  Once one understood the principles involved, it became obvious why Daoist-style shikigami could never return bearing hatred.


  “I’ve never used resentment-type methods, and I have no intention of starting either. It’s dangerous and morally wrong.”


  “That’s a relief,” Aoi said.


  Aoi felt genuine relief at Itsuki’s firm declaration.


  The kinds of shikigami Itsuki intended to use were either paper constructs made from his own spiritual energy, or beings like Aoi and the Ushi-Oni—entities that maintained a friendly relationship with their summoner.


  The former were completely safe tools whose nature he understood thoroughly. The latter could become powerful allies who would help their summoner through their own judgment.


  “The ones I’d like to bind first are oni or divine spirits known for helping humans. Beings like that tend to support their summoners. I already have one candidate in mind—the Yatagarasu.”


  The Yatagarasu was the three-legged crow said to have been sent by the deity Takamimusubi-no-Kami in the Kojiki and to guide Emperor Jimmu in the Nihon Shoki by the sun goddess Amaterasu,. It was known as a divine guide.


  In other words, it was a spirit with a legend of aiding humans.


  “The Yatagarasu guided Emperor Jimmu from Kumano, covering the region from southern Wakayama to southern Mie and the upper reaches of the Yoshino River flowing through Yamato Province, present-day Nara. So we know it appears somewhere around there…”


  Unfortunately, that area was quite far from Aoi’s house.


  “So that’s why you need travel money?”


  “I’ll also need an incubator, filming equipment, and funds for raising it. Once I get my license and start working, I’ll pay you back properly.”


  Thus, as he prepared to begin working as an Onmyoji, Itsuki, just like his father, started out by taking on debt.


  ※※※


  


  “Modern society really is convenient. Trains, the internet…”


  After borrowing money from Aoi, Itsuki ordered an incubator and other equipment through online shopping.


  A few days later, once everything was ready, he headed to Nara by train to bind the Yatagarasu.


  Sightings of the Yatagarasu were reported in the region stretching from Kumano to the upper reaches of the Yoshino River flowing through Yamato Province in Nara.


  In practical terms, that meant the area between Kumano City in southern Mie and Yoshino Town in southern Nara.


  If narrowed down further, the Nihon Shoki described Emperor Jimmu advancing along an eastern route, suggesting that the bird would likely appear somewhere on the eastern side.


  The Yatagarasu he sought was a three-legged crow.


  Because of its unusual appearance, there were always people who photographed it with their smartphones and posted the images on Twittor.


  Using the photos and comments uploaded to social media, Itsuki checked the dates and location data. From that information, he made his way to Mount Misen in Tenkawa Village.


  Thanks to people posting unusual photos online, the nest of the Yatagarasu had already been identified.


  “So there isn’t just one Yatagarasu, after all,” Aoi murmured as she looked up at the white clouds drifting across the sky.


  The clouds were not far above where she was gazing. Itsuki and Aoi had climbed Mount Misen, which stood at an elevation of 1,895 meters.


  They had taken a taxi to the west entrance of the Ascetic’s Turnback Tunnel, then spent two and a half hours hiking on foot. Passing the Okugake Trail Junction, Benten Grove, and the ruins of Shobo’s Lodge, they finally reached the area around their destination—the Misen Hut.


  Though the path had been made by human hands, Mount Misen lay within the territory of yokai.


  Yet the atmosphere was not ominous or oppressive. Instead, the air felt pure, like stepping into a shrine high in the mountains.


  It’s a sacred domain.


  As Itsuki felt the air covering the mountain brush against his skin, he sensed a shift, as though the world had quietly changed from the realm of humans to that of the supernatural.


  The Misen Hut stood at an elevation of 1,876 meters, and the clouds floated at eye level or even below them.


  Breathing in the clear mountain air, Itsuki voiced his speculation about the Yatagarasu.


  “Even if only one originally appeared, it would still reproduce if it was basically a crow. It’s called Yatagarasu, and it looks like a crow with three legs. In the crow world, it might have been considered handsome and popular with female crows.”


  The Yatagarasu of the modern age might well be descendants of the one that guided Emperor Jimmu.


  Crossbreeding between ordinary animals and magical creatures was not unusual. In fact, such unions could even occur between humans and monsters.


  One example was the legend “The Tale of the Oni Child, Kotsuna,” in which a male oni and a human woman had a child together.


  Even if the Yatagarasu had three legs, as long as it could fly long distances and possessed strength, it might have been attractive to female crows in the wild.


  Itsuki had no idea whether the original Yatagarasu had been male or female.


  “The crow in the photos was a jungle crow, right? Maybe it had chicks with one of those.”


  Itsuki thought Aoi’s guess was probably correct.


  The two crow species most common in Japan were the jungle crow and the carrion crow.


  Since ancient times, jungle crows had lived primarily in forests, while carrion crows tended to dwell closer to human settlements. In recent years, however, jungle crows had expanded into cities as well.


  “Yeah, that’s probably the case,” Itsuki said.


  Jungle crows were not particularly well liked by humans.


  They were omnivorous, eating a wide range of things—animals, insects, nuts, and whatever else they could find. Their beaks were sharp enough to peck into living mice or even kittens and tear the flesh apart.


  They rummaged through human garbage and scattered it everywhere. They built nests on utility poles that dropped droppings onto the ground below, and their loud calls often became a nuisance. During the nesting season, they even attacked people.


  They also damaged crops, which was why they were commonly regarded as pest birds.


  Even if they were descendants of the Yatagarasu that once guided Emperor Jimmu, the habits of the modern Yatagarasu closely resembled those of jungle crows.


  Because of that, they were listed among supernatural creatures capable of harming humans. They were not considered a high-priority extermination target, but Onmyoji were permitted to subdue them if necessary.


  “I can’t upload the actual capture, but I’ll secure a Yatagarasu egg, hatch it with an incubator and my own yang energy, and raise it as a shikigami. Then I’ll upload the process to YouTubo, rack up views, and use that to attract clients.”


  Itsuki planned to rely on modern technology to help bring in customers after obtaining his license.


  “Using YouTubo to attract clients?” Aoi asked, tilting her head.


  Itsuki explained how the platform could work as a marketing tool.


  “Yeah. Raising chicks is one of the type of content that reliably gets views.”


  YouTubo already hosted countless animal-raising videos, many of which drew steady audiences.


  “If the animal being raised is a supernatural creature, the view counts should go even higher. And once my name gets out there, people will start sending requests directly.”


  If enough requests came in, he could keep the most profitable jobs for himself and pass the less desirable ones on to the Onmyoji Association.


  Itsuki’s father, Kazunori, was an unknown Onmyoji who was always on the receiving end of referrals, taking whatever jobs the Association sent his way—most of which were far from lucrative.


  Keeping that in mind, Itsuki had devised his own countermeasures.


  Even if he accepted requests directly, he could still route the contract through the Onmyoji Association and pay their official commission. Doing so would help avoid disputes over contracts or payments.


  From several perspectives, the Yatagarasu was the ideal shikigami for Itsuki.


  “It might get a lot of views,” Aoi said, “but won’t there be criticism?”


  What concerned her was the possibility of backlash for raising something that looked like a crow from an egg, and a supernatural creature at that.


  However, supernatural beings were not covered by the Animal Welfare Act or the Wildlife Protection Act.


  In other words, since a three-legged Yatagarasu was not the same species as a crow, there was no legal issue with Itsuki raising it and turning it into a shikigami.


  There were also no laws specifically regulating the binding of yokai as shikigami. Onmyoji were recognized as providing a public service by defeating supernatural threats.


  A shikigami was considered a practitioner’s tool. If that tool caused harm, the responsibility fell on the summoner who controlled it. So it was no different from someone stabbing another person with a kitchen knife.


  “Legally it’s fine,” Itsuki said. “But just to be safe, I won’t upload the part where I secure the Yatagarasu egg. I’ll edit the video and cut out anything inconvenient.”


  If the videos gathered enough views, he would eventually become well known, and once that happened, people would begin sending requests directly.


  “So that’s why you’re raising it from an egg,” Aoi said.


  “Yeah. There are other reasons too. If you raise it from an egg, it’ll think of you as its parent and follow you naturally.”


  Raising the creature from the moment it hatched would drastically reduce the risk of the shikigami turning on its summoner in anger. That was why Itsuki intended to obtain the Yatagarasu as an egg.


  Jungle crows typically began building their nests between mid-March and April.


  In colder regions or at higher elevations the timing could be slightly delayed, but in the mountains of Nara it would not deviate much from the normal season. Egg-laying generally occurred between late April and early May, and the eggs hatched about twenty days later.


  Inside the taxi, he had already loaded an automatic incubator and a large battery.


  At Aoi’s house, food for the hatchling had been prepared in advance.


  All that remained was to secure the egg.


  The money spent did not become Itsuki’s debt; it simply became another favor he owed Aoi. Even as he wondered with some dread what she might eventually ask in return, he pushed the thought aside and set off from Misen Hut toward Mount Hakkyo.


  “Aoi, are you okay?” Itsuki asked.


  “Even if I don’t look it, I’m still a mountain princess. And you’ve given me yang energy as well,” she replied calmly.


  While they climbed, Itsuki checked on her just in case, but Aoi answered without the slightest sign of fatigue.


  In fact, despite his large reserves of spiritual energy, Itsuki himself was only an ordinary human physically. Having grown up without particularly good meals, he considered his stamina to be average at best for a middle-school boy.


  Wiping sweat from his forehead, he took longer than a typical climber, but eventually reached the Yatagarasu nest that marked their destination.


  “There are quite a few of them.”


  Peering through binoculars from a distance, he spotted the nest built between the trunk and thick branches of a tall conifer.


  The ones incubating the eggs were ordinary female jungle crows. But the one delivering food to several nests was the three-legged Yatagarasu.


  It carried prey such as adult cats and puppies. With its sharp beak, it tore open a puppy’s belly and offered the entrails to the incubating female.


  A red collar still hung around the puppy’s neck.


  Because they sometimes attacked pets, the descendants of the sacred bird were still classified as a type of yokai rather than being protected by humans.


  The sight before him did not disturb Itsuki the way it might disturb an ordinary person.


  He had already experienced far worse during the torment he endured in the Great Scorching Hell after being condemned there by mistake.


  Compared to that, every cruelty in this world felt like lukewarm water.


  Besides, animals eating meat was simply a natural part of survival. Even the gods themselves consumed offerings of mountain, river, and sea in the form of sacred food.


  Just as humans ate beef or pork, this was merely a male bringing food to a female incubating her eggs.


  Why should anyone consider it cruel?


  In the first place, the idea that eating beef was acceptable while eating dog meat was forbidden likely did not exist in Emperor Jimmu’s era.


  Food culture varied even among people of the same species, and it also changed across different eras.


  Japan’s pro-whaling culture, for example, was viewed negatively in many Western countries. On the other hand, while eating dog meat was widely condemned in Japan, it was accepted in parts of West Asia.


  If Japanese people insisted that others respect their whaling traditions, then logically they should also respect West Asia’s dog-eating culture.


  Itsuki believed in respecting the food traditions of others.


  That said, to avoid future criticism for subduing the Yatagarasu or taking its eggs, he decided to record footage of the creature attacking and eating a domesticated puppy.


  The Yatagarasu nests they located were not limited to just one.


  “There are three of them,” Aoi said. “Do you think they’re part of the same flock?”


  Aoi, who was also the granddaughter of a Yamauba, showed little discomfort even at scenes that could never be shown on YouTubo. She helped identify the nests and record footage without hesitation.


  “A Yatagarasu flock might be closer to a lion pride,” Itsuki said. “More importantly, are you okay with what you just saw?”


  He asked just to be sure. Aoi nodded.


  “Eating is only natural.”


  Aoi had once hunted a wild boar that wandered into the mountain her family owned, butchered it, and cooked it for Itsuki.


  She had killed the boar with stones.


  Because of experiences like that, her sensibilities differed somewhat from those of an ordinary middle-school girl.


  She did dislike the idea of Yamauba eating humans, but that likely stemmed from the fact that the mother who raised her had rejected that practice, and that conflict had eventually led to the grandmother killing both of Aoi’s parents.


  Once he confirmed she was fine, Itsuki turned back toward the Yatagarasu.


  “Well then… time to eliminate the handsome one.”


  Half of what Itsuki said was simply a joke meant to ease the guilt of stealing the eggs.


  In truth, there was no need to show restraint toward a supernatural creature that kidnapped and devoured people’s pet puppies, but feelings were feelings.


  After steadying his resolve, Itsuki summoned a shikigami from the empty air.


  “Kaya.”


  Gripping the Kaya, the cheek-stroking spirit that had taken the form of a Japanese longbow, Itsuki next summoned the divine spirit Ushi-Oni from his own shadow.


  “Come forth, Ushi-Oni.”


  A gigantic figure appeared, gripping a massive iron club. The moment it manifested, the male Yatagarasu that had been distributing food to the harem of females cried out in warning.


  “Ushi-Oni, approach slowly.”


  At Itsuki’s command, Ushi-Oni advanced toward the nests with its club raised.


  As the Yatagarasu screeched, Itsuki plucked the string of his bow.


  Bing!


  The sharp vibration of the string rang through the air, carrying Itsuki’s onmyodo technique with it. The invisible strike slammed into the body of the Yatagarasu mid-flight.


  “Resonant Bowstring.”


  The bird faltered in the air, frantically beating its wings to regain control. But each time Itsuki sounded the bowstring, the force struck it once more.


  After being battered a second and a third time, the Yatagarasu glanced between Itsuki and the approaching Ushi-Oni.


  Finally, with a harsh cry, it fled.


  The females followed immediately, taking flight and scattering into the sky.


  “That call might’ve been a warning telling them to run,” Itsuki said.


  “They’re intelligent, then,” Aoi replied.


  Crows were famously clever. Videos often appeared online showing them placing walnuts on roads so passing cars would crack them open. They could even recognize individual humansand sometimes harassed those they disliked.


  “Before they come back, let’s collect the eggs.”


  Using Ushi-Oni’s towering height, Itsuki retrieved the eggs from the three Yatagarasu nests high in the trees.


  In total, he secured ten eggs.


  He carefully placed them into a padded carrier bag, and then left Mount Misen in Tenkawa Village.


  ※※※


  


  After returning home with the ten eggs, Itsuki transferred them into two artificial incubators designed for birds—he had purchased both in advance as a precaution.


  “Let’s split them,” he said. “Some will receive yang energy, and the others divine energy.”


  Although the Yatagarasu was categorized as a yokai, it was also considered a sacred bird.


  Since Itsuki did not know which type of energy would be more appropriate, he decided to test both methods.


  Since Itsuki also did not know which of the Five Phases the Yatagarasu leaned toward, he decided to vary the nature of the spiritual power infused into each egg according to the Five Phases of yin–yang cosmology: wood, fire, earth, metal, and water.


  If all the eggs were raised under identical conditions and something went wrong, they could all fail at once, leaving him to face the national certification exam without a single shikigami. By varying the conditions, he ensured that even if one method failed, the others might still succeed.


  Aoi approached with the equipment in her hands.


  Aoi asked, “Master, where should I place the camera for filming?”


  Itsuki raised his right hand to point toward a corner of the room.


  Instead, his hand brushed against Aoi’s chest as she happened to be standing beside him.


  The soft sensation pressed against his palm. Startled by the sudden contact, Itsuki stiffened and reflexively curled his hand slightly.


  Realizing the situation had only worsened, he quickly pulled his hand away while his mind raced.


  That was unintentional.


  So should he pretend nothing had happened or apologize?


  Glancing at Aoi’s expression, Itsuki saw her staring up at him with narrowed eyes.


  He chose the honest option.


  “Sorry.”


  Aoi was slim, probably because she had often refused to eat things she did not want to eat.


  She could hardly be described as particularly well-built, yet her body was far softer than Itsuki had imagined.


  “Master, it seems a shikigami can feel their summoner’s emotions through the energy connecting them. Just a little,” Aoi said quietly.


  Itsuki lowered his head slightly.


  “I’m really sorry.”
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  Still being stared down with that upward glare, Itsuki tried to drive away his distracting thoughts by focusing on the Yatagarasu’s upbringing instead.


  Crows typically fledge by August at the latest.


  They would need to be cared for at least until then. But Itsuki had school, and he could not devote all his time to it. Aoi attended school as well, which meant the times she could not care for them would overlap with his own.


  “While Aoi and I are home, we’ll take care of them together. When we’re at school, I’m thinking of asking my father to help.”


  Sensing that he was trying to change the subject, Aoi went along with it.


  “Understood.”


  Kazunori would never do anything harmful to his son.


  The shikigami would be passed down through the Kamo family after Itsuki.


  Raising the Yatagarasu would strengthen the Kamo family. As the current head who hoped to restore the family’s fortunes, Kazunori would gladly take part in caring for them.


  Of course, Itsuki planned to pay him for the help, with money he had borrowed from Aoi. Kazunori also needed to earn a living.


  “If I want to pursue higher education, I have to attend school seriously.”


  After moving, Itsuki now attended the same public middle school as Aoi.


  He was currently in his third year. Now that he had a way to borrow the money needed for further education, he intended to continue on to high school.


  “I’ll help with your entrance exam studies, so please do your best,” Aoi said.


  “Yeah, I’ll do my best with that too. I hear the academic level is pretty high.”


  Aoi’s home stood in a rural village that had been merged into the neighboring city of Hanasaki during a municipal consolidation.


  Several public high schools were available in the area. In addition to general academic tracks with different entrance score levels, there were also specialized schools: an agricultural high school, a commercial high school, and a technical high school.


  There were also several private schools, but locally Hanasaki Academy High School was usually the first choice.


  High school was not compulsory education. However, an Onmyoji who had only graduated from middle school might be looked down upon by clients and face disadvantages. For that reason, Itsuki studied with a reasonable degree of seriousness.


  “Until they hatch, the incubators will handle most of the work. All we need to do is supply them with energy.”


  The automatic incubators handled everything necessary for hatching—turning the eggs every hour, regulating temperature and humidity, and maintaining the proper conditions throughout incubation.


  The temperature and humidity remained constant, and two or three days before hatching the machines automatically stopped turning the eggs and increased the humidity to assist the chicks in breaking out of their shells.


  The only thing Itsuki needed to do was supply his own energy.


  The greater the amount of energy he infused, the stronger the Yatagarasu would become. Moreover, if they were raised using Itsuki’s own energy and later turned into shikigami, the loss when converting his energy into the Yatagarasu’s power would be minimal.


  The lifespan of a Yatagarasu was unknown, but the jungle crow—the species they resembled—could live about twenty years in captivity.


  While the crows were alive, Itsuki intended to maintain a living shikigami contract like the one he had with Aoi. If they died while he was still alive, he would convert the contract into a divine-spirit type like the one he had with Ushi-oni.


  ※※※


  


  Twenty days later, five chicks hatched from the eggs that had been infused with divine energy.


  “That’s quite a lot of them,” Aoi said gently. However, her tone carried an unspoken question: Is this really okay?


  “I didn’t expect all five to hatch,” Itsuki admitted, sounding slightly bewildered.


  Since he had divided the spiritual power between yang energy and divine energy, he had assumed half of the ten eggs would fail. If divine energy were sent into a yokai egg, it should not grow; conversely, if something truly divine received anything other than divine energy, it shouldn’t grow either.


  Even in nature—or with artificial incubation—it was impossible for every egg to hatch. Because of that, Itsuki had imagined that perhaps only two or three out of the five eggs would hatch.


  If there were two chicks, they could sit on his shoulders. If there were three, he could manage by letting one perch on his head.


  But five? Where exactly are they supposed to sit?


  For a moment, Itsuki imagined himself standing like a scarecrow, both arms stretched out with two birds perched on each hand.


  Ignoring his confusion, the chicks chirped “Piyo! Piyo!”


  Every time they heard a sound, they opened their beaks wide and begged for food. Once their stomachs were full, their mouths snapped shut again.


  Each time the chicks begged for food, Itsuki fed them almost reflexively, continuing to supply them with his energy as well. He cleaned up their droppings and began raising the Yatagarasu chicks earnestly.


  If he hadn’t spent the twenty days before hatching researching how to care for them, things would have become quite difficult.


  Aoi had grown fond of the Yatagarasu as well. Of the four rooms on the second floor, she allowed one to be used entirely for the chicks.


  Sometimes she even carried them to her own room and took care of them there.


  Whenever sounds came from Aoi’s room, Itsuki recognized that she was tending to them again that night.


  “Like a mother,” he muttered.


  Except for the time when Kazunori helped watch them, Aoi actually spent slightly more time caring for the chicks than Itsuki did.


  It wasn’t something Itsuki had asked her to do; Aoi had taken the initiative herself. Still, the Yatagarasu seemed to recognize both Itsuki and Aoi as their parents.


  Of course, the birds had never actually said so, but they were noticeably more attached to Itsuki and Aoi than they were to Kazunori. Like any doting parent, Itsuki chose to believe that was the case.


  “Ahh… I’m exhausted.”


  Although Itsuki’s life now resembled raising children, the moments when Aoi brought the Yatagarasu into her own room were the only times they were briefly out of his supervision.


  Planning to bathe and go to sleep, Itsuki headed toward the bathroom.


  But the moment he opened the washroom door, he ran straight into Aoi, who had just finished bathing.


  Her skin—usually so pale it made him wonder if she ever spent time in the sun—had taken on a faint, healthy flush from the bath.


  “S-Sorry!”


  Startled, Itsuki quickly turned around and shut the door.


  Normally, Itsuki only entered the bath after Aoi called out to let him know she was done.


  Lately, however, the schedule had become irregular because of caring for the Yatagarasu. To avoid inconveniencing her, he had been judging by sound instead.


  It would be unfair to blame her for not locking the washroom door.


  After all, Aoi’s house was effectively a two-household residence, and in practice she had been living alone on the second floor.


  This was Aoi’s house. The rules belonged to Aoi, and Itsuki was the one who had forced his way into that space. In other words, he was guilty.


  So Itsuki waited for Aoi to get dressed and come out to pass judgment.


  But while he waited, the image of her pale skin—soft and unmistakably feminine—kept resurfacing in his mind.


  Master, I told you earlier that since we’re connected by energy, some of what you’re thinking comes through to me.


  A message arrived from Aoi through the energy connecting them.


  She can convey her thoughts this clearly?!


  Itsuki had never before commanded a humanoid yokai. The clarity of her transmitted intent sent a chill through him. At the same time, he was forced to recognize that his offense might be rather serious.


  Please take responsibility.


  For a moment, Itsuki shuddered at the thought that this might be the old-fashioned line: “Now that you’ve seen me naked, I can’t get married.”


  After all, Aoi had been raised by a mountain hag. She might very well mean it seriously.


  Unable to judge her intent, Itsuki responded anyway.


  Since I turned you into a shikigami, I intend to take care of you for the rest of your life.


  Just as he realized he was actually the one being taken care of, he remembered that some emotions leaked through the connection between them.


  Apparently, his true feelings had slipped across unintentionally, because Aoi stopped pressing the matter.


  “We should start training to block unintended emotional leakage as soon as possible,” Itsuki muttered.


  Having summoned a humanoid shikigami for the first time, Itsuki realized there were things he had never been taught. His father, after all, had never been able to command one.


  Even with such minor incidents occurring along the way, Itsuki continued raising the Yatagarasu.


  At last, he uploaded a video to YouTubo titled “An Apprentice Onmyoji Has Started Raising Yatagarasu.”


  The video showed the chicks chirping as they moved around.


  He even included his own confusion about ending up with five of them. In the comments, some viewers called him an idiot, while others sent encouraging messages. The video drew no backlash, and the view count steadily increased.


  Among the comments, one viewer asked about the Yatagarasu’s names.


  Thanks for all the hard work raising them. By the way, have you given the chicks names? Calling them ‘the chicks’ forever might become inconvenient. Please keep up the good work…


  Yamada Jiro — 6 hours ago


  The names given to them were quite important, as they could influence their nature.


  After some deliberation, Itsuki chose the Five Divine Beasts associated with the Five Phases.


  “I’ll go with Azure Dragon for wood, Vermilion Bird for fire, White Tiger for metal, Black Tortoise for water, and Yellow Dragon for earth. I’ll also divide the energy I give them according to the Five Phases. That way, I’ll be able to tell them apart.”


  Earth is sometimes associated with the Qilin, but because the Qilin is known for never harming humans—and because the Yatagarasu can fly—Itsuki chose the Yellow Dragon instead.


  He found himself genuinely grateful that there were exactly five Yatagarasu.


  If there had been six or seven, he might have used names like Qilin or Phoenix. But that would exceed the Five Phases, meaning the energies he assigned them would overlap.


  Besides, if there were too many, he might not be able to control them properly, and directing them in battle would become difficult. Since he had obtained these shikigami for combat, having too many to manage would defeat the entire purpose.


  “Those sound like strong names,” Aoi said.


  “Yeah. But I wonder just how strong they’ll become.”


  In the Kojiki, the Yatagarasu is said to have been sent by Takamimusubi to guide Emperor Jimmu. In the Chronicles of Japan (Nihon Shoki), it is instead sent by Amaterasu Omikami. In either account, the Yatagarasu is a divine guide.


  Takamimusubi is one of the five deities who appeared at the creation of heaven and earth.


  A god of creation, he is said to send gods down from the High Plain of Heaven, where the gods dwell, to the earthly world known as Ashihara-no-Nakatsukuni. In other words, he possesses the authority to dispatch divine beings like the Yatagarasu to the world below.


  Amaterasu Omikami is regarded as the chief deity of Japanese mythology, the sun goddess, and the ancestral deity of the imperial line.


  As the ruler of the High Plain of Heaven, she likewise holds the power and authority to send a divine being such as the Yatagarasu down to earth.


  Considering these mythological accounts, the Yatagarasu’s potential power is extremely high.


  The divine Ushi-Oni and the Yamauba, a fragment of Izanami herself, were both divine spirits. The Yatagarasu should not be inferior to them in divine rank.


  Moreover, Itsuki had infused the eggs with the divine aura of King Enma when they were born. Because of that, he suspected the diluted bloodline and divinity of the Yatagarasu might have partially recovered.


  Better that they win than lose to a yokai and get me killed.


  For something to bring into the national certification exam for apprentices without a license, they might be a little too strong.


  Still, the Yatagarasu itself was known to exist in Japan and was generally considered not especially powerful.


  Since it would be difficult to overturn people’s preconceptions, Itsuki judged that even if he used them, they would not stand out excessively as shikigami. With that in mind, he continued raising the five birds he had named Azure Dragon, Vermilion Bird, White Tiger, Black Tortoise, and Yellow Dragon, just as planned.


  Crows grow far faster than humans.


  Within a month, the chicks had grown so much they were almost unrecognizable as fledglings.


  “Caw! Caw!”


  Their voices were still slightly high-pitched, but they no longer sounded like the earlier “peep, peep” cries.


  Perhaps because they were originally half Yatagarasu—or perhaps because he added avian nutritional supplements into their food and water—their bodies had grown considerably larger than those of ordinary crows.


  Their intelligence also appeared higher than that of ordinary crows. They gradually learned to recognize individual human faces and change their behavior accordingly, and even figured out games like guessing which of two paper cups hid food.


  They still retained typical crow habits as well, such as bathing in water or washing their food.


  While playing with them, Itsuki also trained them to respond to different types of energy signals he released. Using these cues, they practiced assembling, pursuing, observing, attacking, and retreating.


  Once the Yatagarasu learned how to fly, he began training them further—summoning his paper dove shikigami and having the birds chase and attack them.


  And when the Yatagarasu had grown sufficiently…


  The Onmyoji national certification exam approached.


  “Stop swinging the little oni you caught in the forest around.”


  With the Yatagarasu in tow, Itsuki headed to take the national exam.
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  Chapter 3: The Onmyoji National Certification Exam


  

  “The Onmyoji national certification exam in Japan is held three times in summer, up to the third stage.”


  Itsuki explained the schedule to Aoi, who had accompanied him while helping care for the Yatagarasu.


  
    	First Exam: Spiritual Power Measurement (waived for recommended applicants)


    	Second Exam: Talisman Sorcery (pass/fail for lower-rank certification)


    	Third Exam: Combat Match (pass/fail for intermediate certification)

  


  “In the past, there were only the second and third exams. But once the number of applicants became too large, they added the first exam as a preliminary cutoff.”


  An Onmyoji must be able to subjugate yokai.


  Therefore, anyone incapable of subjugation cannot become an Onmyoji in the first place.


  Since the first exam existed to confirm that minimum capability, applicants who had trained for at least one year under an Onmyoji ranked D-class or higher were exempt from the preliminary screening.


  “Incidentally, I received a recommendation from my father.”


  If someone could use an Onmyoji ranked D-class or above as their sponsor, then even through connections, they could subjugate yokai.


  What the Onmyoji Association, or people suffering from yokai attacks, ultimately cared about was whether the yokai could be defeated or not.


  Even if it was done through connections, as long as the yokai could be subjugated, that was enough.


  If the applicant could not handle it personally, then the recommending Onmyoji would simply be held responsible and made to complete the subjugation instead. That was the purpose of the recommendation system.


  “I see.”


  Aoi looked impressed when she heard that Kazunori had recommended Itsuki.


  Seeing her reaction, Itsuki wondered—half hopeful and half resigned—whether his father’s dignity had risen even slightly in Aoi’s estimation.


  Kazunori’s low reputation was not only due to his debts or his ability as an Onmyoji. Itsuki suspected another reason as well—Kazunori was currently living with them in order to help care for the Yatagarasu until they fledged.


  After all, the house where they lived belonged to Aoi. Under normal circumstances, Aoi’s wishes should have taken priority.


  However, until the Yatagarasu had grown enough that someone no longer needed to watch them constantly, an extra pair of hands was necessary.


  So Itsuki explained that his father was helping in a useful capacity and humbly asked for Aoi’s permission to keep him around.


  Damn you, King Enma…


  Muttering a complaint he had likely repeated countless times in his life, Itsuki then continued explaining the exam qualifications and schedule.


  “The eligibility requirement was third-year middle school or above. However, you could only work as an Onmyoji from the age of fifteen. And the second exam was held on August first.”


  The Onmyoji national certification exam could be taken from the third year of middle school onward.


  This was a remnant from an earlier era when high school enrollment rates were lower and some people began working as Onmyoji right after graduating from middle school.


  Today, however, most Onmyoji continued on to high school.


  Because of that, many apprentices in their third year of middle school prioritized their high school entrance exams and postponed the Onmyoji certification exam until after they entered high school.


  There was another reason apprentices delayed obtaining their national license.


  The exam did not simply determine pass or fail—it also assigned a rank from D-class and F-class.


  Around the age of fifteen, both boys and girls were still experiencing rapid growth in their spiritual power.


  As a result, taking the exam a year later often meant stronger spiritual power and a higher ranking.


  Lower-ranked Onmyoji rarely receive promotions.


  A junior Onmyoji who was still a minor and had held their license for less than three years was unlikely to be sent alone to a yokai subjugation site.


  If they were injured while working alone, their mentor or agency would be questioned about the adequacy of their training.


  Moreover, mentors and agencies did not want their apprentices or employees forced into early retirement—or worse, killed unnecessarily.


  Considering the time and effort invested in training them and the difficulty of recruiting capable personnel, they were not people who could be casually discarded.


  For that reason, they were usually assigned to accompany their mentor or placed in teams with several other Onmyoji.


  However, when operations were carried out in groups like that, even if they performed well, it was no longer considered an individual achievement, making promotion much more difficult.


  Because he had obtained his license a year earlier, it was entirely possible that he might then spend several years without being promoted.


  Promotion within a year was not impossible, but it was far easier to be ranked one tier higher from the beginning.


  In conclusion, delaying the exam by a year was one perfectly reasonable option.


  However, Itsuki chose to take the exam in his third year of middle school. One reason was that he was confident he would pass with high marks. The other was financial.


  Itsuki, who had been born on July 7, was already fifteen years old, so if he passed, he could begin working immediately.


  “I’m heading out,” Itsuki said.


  “Have a safe trip,” Aoi replied.


  After seeing him off, Itsuki headed to the second-stage examination venue, where he had already passed the preliminary cutoff the previous month.


  The second-stage examination was held in the East Exhibition Hall of a facility famous for hosting large-scale events.


  The building contained six floors, each measuring ninety meters by ninety meters. A single floor was equivalent to 126 classrooms in size.


  If thirty students were seated in each classroom, a single floor alone could accommodate 3,780 people.


  The Onmyoji Association had rented all six floors.


  Three of them served as talisman-writing halls, filled with rows of desks and chairs.


  The remaining three were practical examination areas where the completed talismans would be used.


  Because of retirements due to age and deaths in the line of duty, the Onmyoji Association needed to replenish more than five hundred Onmyoji every year.


  With that benchmark of over five hundred successful candidates, Itsuki took his seat among the 7,482 examinees gathered for the second-stage exam and listened to the instructions broadcast over the loudspeakers.


  “First, we will explain the rules,” the examiner’s voice announced over the speakers. “Numerous cameras have been installed throughout the venue, and the exam is being broadcast live. The entire nation is watching you. If cheating is discovered, you will be disqualified, your certification will be revoked, and you will be barred from taking the exam for five years. Do not attempt any misconduct.”


  Being constantly watched by the entire nation—and knowing that the recordings could be replayed later—made cheating essentially impossible.


  After announcing the precautions, the examiner moved on to the details of the test.


  “The subject of the second examination is talismanic incantation,” the examiner continued. “You will be required to produce a protective talisman.”


  Fuju referred to the spiritual talisman technique of Onmyodo, in which incantations were written onto sacred paper.


  The original source of the talismans and amulets distributed at temples and shrines lay in Onmyodo.


  In Buddhism, talismans were made by inscribing Siddham characters or mantras. The origin of such talismans was said to come from the Great Suiqiu Dharani Sutra, which stated that copying and carrying the mantra of Bodhisattva Mahapratisara would bring various benefits.


  In Shinto, many talismans were simple objects such as sacred tokens known as shinji. However, the more complex forms used before the Meiji era were products of Onmyodo.


  The phrase kyukyu nyoritsuryo, used in Onmyodo, had originally appeared in official documents during China’s Han dynasty. Over time it merged with Shugendo and Esoteric Buddhism, gradually evolving to include Siddham characters, depictions of deities, sacred imagery, the nine-character incantation, and star-shaped diagrams.


  In Daoism, influenced by astral worship, the names of Buddhas or deities were not written. Instead, circles were used to represent stars, and lines formed symbolic structures used to create spiritual talismans that repelled evil spirits and misfortune.


  In other words, regardless of whether the tradition was Buddhism, Shinto, Onmyodo, Daoism, Shugendo, or Esoteric Buddhism, a trained practitioner could produce spiritual talismans.


  Conversely, someone who could not even create a talisman had no place in the Onmyoji Association.


  On Itsuki’s desk were ten sheets of hand-made washi paper, a brush, and vermilion ink, all prepared in advance by the Onmyoji Association.


  “Talismans must be written in vermilion ink,” the announcement explained over the speakers. “You will have three hours for this portion of the exam. Within that time, produce six talismans, then move to the adjacent hall for the practical test. Your results will be quantified immediately, and the pass–fail list will be posted on the website this evening.”


  While listening to the announcement, Itsuki recalled the history of spiritual talismans.


  In the past, talismans were often written in vermilion. Even when ordinary ink was used, the characters were sometimes written on red paper instead.


  In ancient times, vermilion pigment was derived from dan, a substance extracted from mercury that had been regarded as an elixir.


  Even without using mercury, vermilion ink could be made by kneading cinnabar powder with animal glue—a crude form of gelatin. Because such materials came from living things, they were believed to contain spiritual energy.


  There had been a clear reason for writing talismans in vermilion.


  If a talisman was written with ordinary black ink, those properties were absent, and its effectiveness diminished.


  Producing a spiritual talisman required energy, knowledge, and technical skill. They could not be mass-produced, their cost of creation was high, and ordinary people could not casually possess them.


  There were, of course, men in the world who made them using nothing more than ordinary copy paper, but doing so required an enormous amount of spiritual power.


  I wonder if they’d let me keep the leftover washi paper and vermilion ink.


  Just as Itsuki was entertaining that foolish thought, the signal to begin sounded.


  “The Second-stage examination will now begin. Start.”


  At once the examinees picked up their brushes.


  Itsuki did the same, dipping his brush into the vermilion ink and writing the incantatory phrases across the paper.


  August 1, the day of the second-stage exam, was known in Onmyodo as Hassaku.


  Tsuitachi refers to the first day of a month. Therefore, Hassaku means the first day of the eighth month.


  In the past, Onmyoji would prepare talismans known as Hassaku talismans on that day and present them to the Imperial Court and other important institutions.


  That custom had carried over into the modern Onmyoji national certification exam, where the second-stage test required the creation of talismans.


  Six protective talismans in three hours… For most people, that’s fairly brutal.


  While writing smoothly without hesitation, Itsuki reflected on the difficulty of the test.


  The examinees had been provided with the minimum required tools. The date itself was auspicious, and they had likely purified themselves beforehand through ritual cleansing. They had probably offered prayers and offerings to the House-Guarding Spirit Deity as well.


  At the very least, the examinees must have spent several days preparing before the exam.


  But even after completing those preparations—leaving only the final act of infusing the talisman with spiritual energy—producing six protective talismans within three hours remained difficult.


  Infusing energy requires moving spiritual power into the talisman, which placed a heavy burden on both body and mind.


  Embedding energy into paper so that the effect persists is far harder than simply releasing power.


  Sealing spiritual power within a talisman and maintaining its effect over a long period is a far more advanced technique than simply unleashing power directly.


  Anyone can manage a single talisman if they pour their whole spirit into it.


  But producing a second did not merely double the burden—it multiplied it. Precision dropped as fatigue set in.


  It was like being forced to sprint at full speed again and again. There was no way the effectiveness would remain unchanged.


  Only three of the talismans would be used in the practical exam. The remaining three would be reserved for the top one hundred candidates who advanced to the third-stage matches. In other words, if one only aimed to pass the national certification exam, clearing the second stage was sufficient.


  Because of this, some examinees abandoned any hope of the third stage and instead concentrated their spiritual power into four or five talismans. They produced one or two “dud talismans” with very little energy infused into them, praying those would not be selected for use during the second-stage practical test.


  Of course, Itsuki intended to complete all of them properly.


  For now, I’ll make five based on the Five Phases.


  Into the first protective talisman, Itsuki sealed the protection of the Fire Phase.


  What he imagined was Suzaku, the crow he had raised under the Fire Phase. He poured into the talisman a blazing energy like scorching flames, imbuing it with the power to repel any calamity.


  He then sketched the rough form of the three-legged crow onto the talisman and completed the first sheet in ten minutes.


  The young bird might spend its days swinging goblins around for fun, but depicting a three-legged divine crow on a spiritual talisman carried special meaning.


  It was widely known that the divine messenger of the Kumano gods was the three-legged crow. According to the Compendium on the Origins of Protective Talisman Traditions (1708), the deity of Kumano was identified with the Bodhisattva of the Pole Star.


  The Bodhisattva of the Pole Star was also syncretized with the Deity of the Protective Talismans, the divine authority said to govern seventy-two types of talisman.


  In other words, the three-legged crow was also regarded as a messenger of the Talisman Deity.


  The connection between talismans and the three-legged crow was not limited to Kumano.


  Mount Fuji, one of Japan’s sacred mountains, carried strong associations with Onmyodo. The auspicious year believed to mark the mountain’s birth—the Koshin year—derived from a calendrical belief system within Onmyodo.


  Furthermore, texts that compiled the talismanic incantations used in the Fuji Mountain Ascetic Tradition, such as the protective rites known as body-cleansing charms and warding seals, survived under titles like The Scroll of the Three-Legged Crow and The Crow Scroll.


  While inscribing the talisman, Itsuki applied the Sacred Ox-King Seal, an imprint associated with the Ox-Head Heavenly King, a deity worshipped in Onmyodo traditions.


  There were two forms of this seal. One method involved writing characters in complex symbolic shapes. The other formed the name of a shrine or temple by combining sacred animals associated with the deity.


  The latter method was particularly effective when using the crow associated with the Kumano Grand Shrine—which was precisely the three-legged divine crow.


  Just how many of the examinees truly understood the meaning and correct procedure of infusing spiritual power, and were properly filling their talismans with good energy?


  If the seal was applied correctly according to the proper procedure, the talisman would hold a spell within it and release a special power when activated. A talisman was, after all, nothing more than paper, and there was a limit to how much spiritual power it could contain. What compensated for that limitation was the spell itself.


  This was a test of talisman creation, and the exam was not measuring spiritual power alone.


  The Kamo family, the house of Abe no Seimei’s teacher and one of the two great lineages, excelled in spellcraft.


  That was because there had once been a time when the two houses inherited Onmyōdō as a hereditary art.


  Compared to other families of Onmyoji, the length of history they had accumulated was entirely different.


  Furthermore, the five three-legged divine crows had been hatched from eggs and raised directly by Itsuki himself, who had fed them with his own spiritual energy. Among all the examinees, he was certainly the only one who had been able to prepare conditions like this.


  Just as he had raised Suzaku, he infused the talisman with energy. As a result, the protective talisman Itsuki created glowed faintly.


  I can’t quite tell how strong it is.


  Itsuki was certain that he had produced the finest talisman among the examinees.


  In fact, even among active senior Onmyoji, it was unlikely that anyone could create a talisman surpassing that of Itsuki of the Kamo family, who possessed both immense yang energy and divine energy.


  However, its actual effectiveness was unclear.


  That was because in his entire life, Itsuki had never once used handmade washi paper or vermilion ink.


  The reason he usually drew pigeons was that the materials available to him were poor. They could not contain a spell involving a three-legged divine crow, so he had compromised.


  Small, separated pigeon talismans were convenient to use, and he had grown accustomed to them. But if he was going to draw several talismans for an exam, a three-legged divine crow was the obvious choice.


  After completing the Fire phase talisman, Itsuki moved on to the Wood phase, imagining the Azure Dragon as he created the next talisman. Then he continued with the White Tiger of the Metal phase, the Black Tortoise of the Water phase, and the Yellow Dragon of the Earth phase.


  He regularly wrote pigeon spirit talismans, so he was already accustomed to writing Siddham characters.


  Since pigeons and a three-legged divine crow were both birds, even the rough sketches resembled each other.


  As he continued writing, his hand grew more accustomed to the work and his speed increased. In the end, he completed the five protective talismans in about forty minutes.


  Itsuki was raising five three-legged divine crows.


  And in the exam, six protective talismans had to be produced.


  Into the five talismans he had created, he poured the imagery of the five crows he was raising.


  When it was time to create the final remaining talisman, Itsuki hesitated to draw another of the three-legged divine crows.


  If he drew one of them again, that crow alone would be treated differently and favored over the others. That would not be appropriate.


  After considering the matter, Itsuki decided to draw the spiteful-looking Arbiter on the last remaining sheet.


  Well, he’s technically a manifestation of the Earth-Guardian Bodhisattva, so he should be counted among the gods and buddhas.


  Itsuki held less-than-kind feelings toward the Arbiter.


  Regarding the false accusation that had once sent him to hell, he had already settled the matter in exchange for receiving double spiritual energy, so he no longer pursued the issue. Even if he considered it unreasonable, he had agreed to the settlement.


  However, he had never accepted the fact that he had been reincarnated into a household so poor that even his parents eventually divorced.


  When Itsuki had spoken to him, the Arbiter had said, “Drive away evil and purify your soul.” Yet he had still reincarnated him into a family so impoverished that it interfered with his ability to act.


  Itsuki harbored no small amount of resentment over that.


  There had been many days when the only meal he ate was his school lunch. And now he had come to take the national examination for Yin–Yang sorcerers despite having never once used vermilion ink in his life before. It was an outrageous situation.


  Because it was the Arbiter, drawing him casually on the final talisman did not trouble Itsuki in the least.


  He was a being of immense power, yet cold and merciless.


  With those personal feelings infused into it, Itsuki completed the sixth and final protective talisman.


  “I’m finished.”


  Setting down his brush, Itsuki raised his hand and called over one of the examiners to report that he had completed the task.


  “There is still time remaining.”


  He had only used less than one hour of the three hours allotted.


  The examiner confirmed this just in case, but Itsuki calmly replied that there was no problem.


  “It’s complete. Please proceed with the next practical test.”


  The examiner’s expression stiffened slightly. Standing before the cameras, he presented an empty box.


  “Then please place the protective talismans into this box.”


  “Okay.”


  After placing the spirit talismans into the box one by one, Itsuki closed it under the watchful eyes of the examinees and proctors. The two of them then moved toward the practical examination hall.


  The scene was also being broadcast live to viewers across the country through the cameras.


  On the message board that was live-commentating on the exam, Itsuki quickly became a topic of discussion.


  ※※※


  


  [Live Broadcast] Thread Discussing the National Onmyoji Examination— Part 881


  1: Anonymous Sorcerer


  
    	This thread is for discussing the National Onmyoji Examination.


    	Please watch the live broadcast on the official website.


    	Ignore trolls and provocations completely. Responding to them makes you one as well.


    	If a warning is needed, only one person should issue it (use a dedicated browser and mute filters if possible).


    	The next thread should be created by whoever reaches post >>900.


    	The template is around >>2–6.

  


  Previous Thread: Discussion Thread on the National Onmyoji Examination Part 880
https://www.1ch.net/test/read.cgi/medium/11423454/


  Main Thread: Discussion Thread About Yin–Yang Sorcerers Part 6453
https://www.1ch.net/test/read.cgi/medium/11423945/


  2: Anonymous Sorcerer


  [Summary of Yin–Yang Sorcerer Ranks]


  A-Rank Sorcerers — 8 individuals — Upper Elite
B-Rank Sorcerers — 64 individuals — Upper Tier
C-Rank Sorcerers — 400 individuals — Upper Middle
D-Rank Sorcerers — 1,600 individuals — Lower Middle
E-Rank Sorcerers — 3,000 individuals — Upper Lower Tier
F-Rank Sorcerers — 4,928 individuals — Lowest Tier


  The numbers are estimates published by the Sorcerers’ Association.


  The difference between each rank is enormous, almost as if they belonged to entirely different species.


  3: Anonymous Sorcerer


  [International Strength Reference]


  S-Rank = Demon Kings, Dragonkin
A-Rank = Archdemons, Cyclopes, Trolls, Great Tengu
B-Rank = Greater Ogres, Ogres, Minotaurs
C-Rank = Mid-Tier Demons, Manticores, Griffins, Tengu
D-Rank = Mid-Tier Ogres, Lizardmen, Tarasques
E-Rank = Lesser Demons, Hobgoblins, Orcs, Lesser Tengu
F-Rank = Minor Ogres, Goblins, Kobolds


  These are only general benchmarks. Exceptional individuals may fall outside their normal rank.


  4: Anonymous Sorcerer


  [Roles Expected of Yin–Yang Sorcerers]


  A-Rank Sorcerers — Upper Elite. Strategic trump cards.
B-Rank Sorcerers — Upper Tier. Field commanders overseeing operations within each prefecture.
C-Rank Sorcerers — Upper Middle. Combat unit leaders capable of subjugating mid-tier ogres.
D-Rank Sorcerers — Lower Middle. Team leaders.
E-Rank Sorcerers — Upper Lower Tier. Fully qualified practitioners capable of subjugating minor ogres.
F-Rank Sorcerers — Lowest Tier. Talisman crafting and purification rituals.


  High-ranking officials who do not participate in field operations are typically retired sorcerers.


  5: Anonymous Sorcerer


  [Frequently Asked Questions — Part 1]


  Q1: Why do supernatural creatures attack humans?
A1: To them, human spiritual energy is a delicacy.


  Q2: Can’t modern weapons defeat them?
A2: Physical bullets are ineffective against enemies without physical bodies.


  Q3: Why can Yin–Yang sorcerers defeat them?
A3: Because spiritual techniques channel energy that can strike spiritual entities.


  6: Anonymous Sorcerer


  [Frequently Asked Questions — Part 2]


  Q4: If a creature has a physical body, then firearms can defeat it, right?
A4: Supernatural creatures also reinforce themselves with spiritual energy, so even guns can be dangerous to rely on.


  Q5: If creatures enhanced by spiritual energy are that strong, doesn’t that make things dangerous for sorcerers too?
A5: Sorcerers also strengthen themselves with spiritual energy and use spells.


  Q6: How can someone become a Yin–Yang sorcerer?
A6: Almost all successful applicants have apprenticed under an established sorcerer.


  Q7: I’m already an old guy. Can I still become a sorcerer?
A7: It depends on how much spiritual energy you possess. Have you ever had a near-death experience?


  Template ends here.


  7: Anonymous Sorcerer
Thanks for setting up the thread, posts 1–6.


  8: Anonymous Sorcerer
During the exam period, the threads get used up insanely fast.


  9: Anonymous Sorcerer
Six threads just today. It’s basically a 24-hour chat room.


  10: Anonymous Sorcerer
Well, the exam is being broadcast live. Of course it turns into live commentary.


  11: Anonymous Sorcerer
Looking at things globally, Japan is relatively peaceful.In Paris, they’re fighting urban battles between the French Army and lizardmen.


  12: Anonymous Sorcerer
If it’s gotten to the point of urban warfare, humans and monsters should just divide up territory.


  13: Anonymous Sorcerer
French Army = 20,000 armored vehicles, 800 artillery pieces + 500 nuclear warheads
Japan Self-Defense Forces = 2,700 armored vehicles, 300 artillery pieces
France has its own way of doing things.


  14: Anonymous Sorcerer
D-Rank is where the difficulty suddenly spikes. That’s why it’s considered mid-tier.



  15: Anonymous Sorcerer
Realistically, how strong is a minor ogre compared to a human? If you compared goblins to animals, what would they be like?



  16: Anonymous Sorcerer
According to overseas data, an F-Rank goblin has grip strength roughly equal to a wild chimpanzee.
In other words, a goblin pack is about as dangerous as a troop of chimpanzees. Chimpanzee grip strength is around 300 kgf, while the average adult man is about 50 kgf. And goblins use weapons. Which basically means none of us would stand a chance even against goblins.


  17: Anonymous Sorcerer
So the minor ogre that showed up in Okutama three days ago has already been completely forgotten.


  18: Anonymous Sorcerer
At least no one got dragged back to its den.


  19: Anonymous Sorcerer
It feels unfair that ogres can enhance themselves with monster energy.
Can sorcerers really win when they’re fighting things like that?


  20: Anonymous Sorcerer
Sorcerers rely on talisman spellcraft.
Anyone who can’t use it can’t become a Yin–Yang sorcerer.
The second exam is basically checking whether you can actually create those talismans.


  21: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Hey there, Tokyo guy.
Not every Japanese person lives in Tokyo, you know?
When three mid-tier ogres showed up in Tottori, nobody here made a fuss.
So don’t start screaming every time something happens in Tokyo.


  22: Anonymous Sorcerer
Tottori is basically just sand dunes anyway.
So what if mid-tier ogres showed up in a desert?
Just throw sand on them and bury them.


  23: Anonymous Sorcerer
I’ve just placed a curse on you that will thin your hair.


  24: Anonymous Sorcerer
Japan has a lot of Yin–Yang sorcerers.
That gives people at least some peace of mind.


  25: Anonymous Sorcerer
There are way too many threads right now.


  [Super Rookie] Thread Watching This Year’s Five-Ogre Prodigies — Part 3
[Beautiful Girls] Let’s Talk About the Super Rookie Twin Sisters — Part 2
[But] About the Cute Twins Who Appeared at the Sorcerer National Exam [Flat-Chested]
[Yin–Yang Sorcerers] Which Twin Is More Talented — The National Exam


  26: Anonymous Sorcerer
Once the exam ends, everything will probably merge into the Five-Ogre Prodigies main thread.
But after watching the broadcast, those two are seriously beautiful.


  27: Anonymous Sorcerer
People will stay hyped until the results come out.


  28: Anonymous Sorcerer
(´・ω・｀)人(｀・ω・｀)
Same here, buddy.


  29: Anonymous Sorcerer
The Five-Ogre clan doesn’t even need promotion like this.


  30: Anonymous Sorcerer


  A-Rank
Giichiro Goki — clan head


  B-Rank
Yayoi Kasuga — the head’s older sister
Yosuke Goki — the head’s younger brother


  Kazuyoshi Kasuga — the head’s nephew
Yuzuki Kasuga — the head’s niece


  Yoshitsune Goki — the head’s eldest son
Yoshitomo Goki — the head’s second son


  Fuka Goki — the head’s eldest daughter


  Newcomers
Sara Goki & Shion Goki — the head’s nieces, twin sisters ← currently here


  Future
Nagisa Goki — the head’s niece, rumored to possess extraordinary natural talent


  31: Anonymous Sorcerer
They take the exam at the earliest possible age and graduate first place as D-Rank.
Then they immediately get promoted to C-Rank through recommendation.


  Direct heirs usually reach B-Rank before turning twenty.
If you become the main family’s clan head, you reach A-Rank.


  Apparently, they already have C-Rank ability even at the time of the exam.


  32: Anonymous Sorcerer
Even the branch families are packed with strong people.
Honestly, the bloodline itself is ridiculous.


  33: Anonymous Sorcerer
They’re the overwhelming favorites for first and second place this year.
Actually, it’s already decided.


  34: Anonymous Sorcerer
Hey, check the broadcast.
There’s someone who finished the talisman creation in fifty-seven minutes!


  35: Anonymous Sorcerer
Isn’t that way too fast?
Not even a third of the time has passed yet.


  36: Anonymous Sorcerer
The exam is six talismans within three hours.
Pass/fail is based on the combined durability pressure and duration of three of them.


  There’s almost no advantage to finishing faster.


  37: Anonymous Sorcerer
If scores are identical, the earlier submission ranks higher.
But that’s the only benefit.You also use the talismans in the third exam, so cutting corners is risky.


  38: Anonymous Sorcerer
No one in their right mind would finish more than two hours early.
There’s basically no reason to rush.
If anything, finishing too early usually leads to worse results.


  39: Anonymous Sorcerer
Probably just someone trying to stand out.
Well, they definitely succeeded… in a bad way.


  40: Anonymous Sorcerer
But they still made it to the second exam.
So either they have enough spiritual power to pass the cutoff, or they’re the apprentice of a mid-tier or higher sorcerer.



  41: Anonymous Sorcerer
Oh, look. The twins’ expressions just got tense.



  ※※※


  


  “Seriously? Isn’t that way too fast?”


  When Itsuki entered the examination hall, he naturally drew attention.


  An exam that should normally push candidates to the limit of the time allowed had been completed in less than one-third of it.


  The examiners present in the hall immediately took notice and began gathering around him one after another. Soon after, Itsuki was deliberately escorted to a machine positioned in the very center among the fifty devices prepared for the practical test.


  The machine used for the practical examination was a hydraulic press capable of applying fifty tons of pressure.


  The examiner who had escorted him placed the box containing the protective talismans on the platform and gave an instruction.


  “Please open it.”


  Following the instruction, Itsuki removed the six protective talismans from the box and laid them out on the table marked with tape.


  Then, of the two practical examiners standing before the press machine, the younger one rolled a die three times, producing the numbers one, four, and six.


  Maybe they made us produce six talismans because the die only goes up to six.


  While Itsuki made that idle guess, the practical examiner in front of the machine selected three of the talismans: the first, bearing the Vermilion Bird; the fourth, representing the Black Tortoise; and the sixth depicting King Enma.


  “Place the remaining three into the box, attach a signed seal, and close it.”


  Itsuki placed the three unselected talismans back into the box. Then he wrote his name on the sealing paper placed on the table and affixed two strips across the seam between the lid and the box.


  “Now we will begin the practical examination.”


  The younger examiner standing before the press machine began explaining the test, taking over from the one who had escorted him.


  The purpose of the practical exam was to measure the effectiveness of the protective talismans that had been created.


  The test required three things: the protective talismans, the hydraulic press, and dried bonito.


  Dried bonito, of course, was a food product made from skipjack tuna that swam in the ocean.


  The fish was first steamed, then dried until hardened. Mold cultivation and sun-drying were done again and again until it became rock-hard.


  It probably costs less than ten dollars… but it still feels like a waste.


  Perhaps because Itsuki had arrived two hours earlier than anyone else—or to confirm the procedure—not only the three practical examiners but nearly all one hundred examiners in the hall, along with other staff members, gathered to observe his test.


  While a large crowd and several live broadcast cameras watched, the younger examiner took out three sticks of dried bonito and shaved off their tips before inserting the fragments into the three protective talismans.


  The other examiner, an older man, stood nearby, supervising the younger one.Seeing that the association had arranged things so that the younger examiner conducted the procedure while the older one supervised, Itsuki found the setup reasonable.


  Perhaps because this was the first practical test of the year, the examiner turned toward the camera and explained the procedure aloud.


  “A protective talisman absorbs the impact that its owner would otherwise suffer. We will now apply pressure to the dried bonito and measure how many seconds the talisman can withstand the maximum pressure. The pressure endured and the time maintained will determine the examinee’s score.”


  In the way of Yin and Yang, during the Great Purification ritual, paper effigies cast into a river are treated as a substitute for the person who releases them.


  The effigy takes on the person’s sins and impurities, which are then carried away by the flowing water.


  The famous curse in which one drives a five-inch nail into a straw doll at the dead of night works the same way. The doll, containing hair or another piece belonging to the target, is imbued with the victim’s essence before the curse is performed.


  Protective talismans operated on the same principle as those rituals.


  Beforehand, a part of the user’s body—such as hair or nails—was placed inside the talisman. When the real body received an impact, the talisman accepted that impact in its place.


  The dried bonito used in the exam had originally been a living skipjack tuna, which meant it could be protected by the talisman. In the end, however, it was only a single fish, and once processed into dried bonito it was no longer considered a living creature but simply food. For that reason, no one regarded the test as cruel.


  After the exam, the dried bonito used in the test was placed in food-safe plastic bags and given to the examinees. This was meant to avoid criticism from the public about wasting food.


  The examinees could take it home and eat it, or throw it away if they did not want it.


  In short, the Onmyoji Association was shifting the responsibility onto the examinees themselves.


  “Now we will apply the first pressure.”


  The chipped piece of dried bonito was placed on the platform of the fifty-ton hydraulic press. A metal plate descended from above, and pressure began to build.


  One ton equals one thousand kilograms—roughly the weight of seventeen people, assuming an average body weight of fifty-eight kilograms.


  And fifty tons would be comparable to the weight of eight African elephants, each weighing about six tons.


  The test began with a pressure of three hundred kilograms. The dried bonito did not move in the slightest, and the protective talisman containing the fragment showed no sign of change.


  Ten seconds later, the pressure increased to six hundred kilograms, the value appearing on a digital display.


  Another ten seconds passed, and the pressure reached one ton. Ten seconds after that it rose to three tons, and then continued climbing in ten-second intervals—six tons, nine tons, twelve tons.


  The protective talisman began to glow faintly, and the light gradually intensified.


  Meanwhile, the dried bonito protected by the talisman’s spiritual energy endured the pressure completely.


  “That’s incredible! What in the world is happening?”


  “With just one talisman, it’s already at the level of the top performers from previous years.”


  The surrounding examiners could not help but voice their astonishment.


  Although the test was still in progress, their reactions no longer mattered. The protective talismans had already been submitted, and nothing they said could affect the results now.


  The usual benchmark for passing was enduring a pressure of three hundred kilograms for a combined total of thirty seconds across three talismans. Since a minor ogre of F-rank possessed roughly that level of strength, a talisman had to withstand at least that much to be considered acceptable.


  To be placed within the top one hundred candidates, the three talismans had to endure six hundred kilograms of pressure for more than thirty seconds combined. Compared to that standard, the pressure Itsuki’s talisman had already endured far exceeded the typical passing line.


  The protective talisman test was not graded relative to the other examinees. Instead, it was based on an absolute value: how much pressure the talisman could endure, and for how many seconds.


  Even if every remaining candidate produced better results afterward, Itsuki’s passing score was already guaranteed.


  Remembering that the test was being broadcast on camera, Itsuki maintained a calm and composed expression. The examiner overseeing the test then asked him a question.


  “How many tons do you think it can withstand?”


  Since Itsuki had never before created protective talismans using such high-quality materials, he had no way of knowing the answer.


  However, he figured that a dramatic result would be more effective for attracting clients in the future.


  “Please test it at the measurement limit of fifty tons.”


  “Very well. Fifty tons.”


  The hall fell so silent that it seemed one could hear people swallowing nervously. Only the sound of the press machine applying pressure echoed through the chamber.


  Outside the hall, on the internet, the live discussion boards were probably exploding with reactions.


  Although uploading clipped footage from the broadcast was prohibited, there were always people who did it anyway. Hoping for a bit of promotional effect from that, Itsuki quietly watched as the numbers on the digital pressure gauge continued to climb.


  “Fifty tons.”


  The display reached fifty tons.


  The protective talisman glowed red, still shielding the dried bonito beneath it. The digital timer connected to the machine ticked upward—ten seconds, then twenty.


  Hang in there. If you do well, I’ll let you play by swinging around those forest goblins again.


  When Itsuki sent that silent encouragement, he felt as though the talisman he had created with the image of the Vermilion Bird responded happily, as if saying, “Seriously?!”


  And at that very instant, its focus wavered, and the press crushed the dried bonito.


  “Ah!”


  The dried bonito cracked loudly and splintered apart, collapsing like shattered wood. Its red interior was exposed, leaving no doubt that it had once been a fish.


  “Fifty tons, twenty-three seconds.”


  The spiritual energy contained within the talisman seemed to avert its gaze from Itsuki’s silent stare before dispersing into mist and vanishing.


  The younger examiner responsible for the test simply announced the measurement and then fell silent.


  For a brief moment, no one in the hall spoke. The vast space grew utterly quiet.


  “There are still two talismans remaining.”


  Perhaps unable to endure the silence, or perhaps simply curious, another examiner, not one of the two supervising Itsuki’s test, finally spoke.


  The younger examiner overseeing the test composed himself and picked up the next protective talisman.


  “We will now examine the next talisman. Shall we proceed with fifty tons for the remaining ones as well?”


  Three of the six talismans created by each examinee were used for the practical test.


  This prevented candidates from gambling on making only a single exceptionally strong talisman and hoping that luck would cause it to be selected.


  By testing three talismans, even if the other three were poorly made, it still demonstrated that the candidate could produce at least three properly within the three-hour limit. For determining qualification as a lower-ranked Onmyoji, that alone was sufficient.


  “Fifty tons is fine.”


  When Itsuki nodded, the examiner set up the second spirit talisman together with another piece of dried bonito and immediately began applying fifty tons of pressure from the start.


  On the live discussion boards, some viewers were posting complaints about why the test skipped past stages like one ton or three tons.


  Others replied by reminding them to convert tons into kilograms before making that argument.


  Would there be any point in testing whether someone who could hold a fifty-kilogram object for twenty-three seconds was also capable of holding a one-kilogram object for ten seconds?


  Of course, the situation would be different if a poorly made talisman had been mixed in. But Itsuki was confident that the second spirit talisman was even stronger than the first.


  The second protective talisman had been created with the image of the Black Tortoise.


  The Black Tortoise, known as one of the Five Divine Beasts, appeared as a turtle with a serpent coiled around its body.


  Yet the strength of the Black Tortoise was not simply because turtles were hard.


  In Chinese creation mythology, the goddess who created humanity, Nüwa, possessed a human head and the body of a serpent.


  In ancient Han dynasty relief carvings from Nanyang, Nüwa and her brother (or husband) Fuxi are depicted with serpent tails intertwined with the Black Tortoise. Because they had serpent bodies, they used the legs of the great turtle to stand.


  Long ago, the four pillars supporting the heavens broke, the nine provinces of the world split apart, and the world was engulfed by raging fire and flood. Fierce beasts and predatory birds devoured people, and the world descended into catastrophe.


  Nüwa refined the Five-Colored Stones—white, black, red, yellow, and blue—corresponding to the Five Phases, and used them to repair the sky. She severed the legs of a giant turtle to replace the broken pillars and hold up the heavens. She slew the black dragon that caused the fires and used ash from reeds to halt the floods, saving the world.


  In other words, the legs of the Black Tortoise were the pillars that upheld the sky.


  With that understanding in mind, Itsuki infused divine power into the protective talisman as he imagined the Black Tortoise.


  “We will begin the measurement.”


  The fifty-ton press machine, irreverently enough, began applying pressure to the back of the Black Tortoise.


  Even the world itself could rest upon that back.


  Itsuki did not speak the words aloud, but repeated them silently in his mind.


  The protective talisman bearing the Black Tortoise and filled with divine energy converted that power into the origin and authority of the divine beast. A being that upheld the heavens would never be crushed by something as trivial as the weight of eight African elephants.


  As Itsuki, the examiners, and the viewers watching through the live broadcast all observed, the dried bonito beneath the press remained perfectly intact, without even the slightest movement.


  “… Ten seconds… twenty seconds.”


  A full minute passed.


  The press machine, which had continued applying pressure to the Black Tortoise through the dried bonito, finally began to warp as though it had lost the contest.


  “The second test is concluded. Fifty tons, more than one minute.”


  The attending practical examiner determined that the machine itself had exceeded its measurement limit.


  The dried bonito remained intact, and the second test ended there.


  “That’s impossible.”


  “Something that doesn’t even budge under fifty tons? That simply cannot happen.”


  “What on earth is this? That’s the highest result ever recorded.”


  The hundred examiners surrounding the scene all understood the abnormality of the protective talisman Itsuki had created, and each reacted with shock.


  If someone could produce protective talismans of this magnitude in just ten minutes of work, then commissioning ten thousand of them and distributing them to every onmyoji would drastically reduce the number of line-of-duty deaths.


  Of course, if the opponent were a supernatural creature overwhelmingly stronger, surviving for a single minute would still not be enough.


  But for battles against opponents roughly equal in strength—especially among sorcerers of B-rank and below—it would likely ensure victory.


  Even though they were rivals competing for clients, and even though any talisman handed over would inevitably be examined down to the smallest detail to study its spell structure and energy flow, many of the examiners still found themselves wanting one.


  The only ones who did not were those who doubted the test results.


  “The machine itself might be malfunctioning. We should replace it and measure the third talisman again.”


  At last, objections began to rise from the surrounding examiners.


  The older examiner responsible for supervising Itsuki turned a stern expression toward the one who had raised the objection, then addressed Itsuki directly.


  “As part of my duty as a practical examiner, I have to ask you this. Why did the first and second talismans produce different results?”


  Itsuki did not answer at first.What do I say? That the Vermilion Bird from the first talisman got distracted thinking about playing with goblins? he wondered.


  The explanation would have been long and complicated, and it would not have improved his evaluation.


  After hesitating for a brief moment, Itsuki calmly gave an answer that allowed the listener to draw the wrong conclusion.


  “I changed the spell inscribed into the talisman. You should be able to confirm that from the recording cameras.”


  That was not the reason the first talisman had failed after twenty-three seconds, but it was true that a difference had appeared between them.


  Of course, Itsuki was deliberately leading them to a mistaken conclusion.


  “Why did you change what you were creating?” the examiner asked.


  “I thought it would be more versatile if I could produce talismans with a variety of effects,” Itsuki replied calmly. “As for the details, they are part of a single-heir transmission.”


  A single-heir transmission meant that the ultimate secrets were passed down only to one child within a family.


  Each onmyoji possessed secret techniques belonging to their lineage. Other families could not demand that such secrets be revealed, so Itsuki assumed they would be unable to pursue the matter further.


  In truth, the things Itsuki’s father had taught him were merely general knowledge. They were not secret techniques passed down to a single heir.


  The single-heir tradition would effectively begin with Itsuki’s own generation.


  Even if they pressed him on it, he could simply insist on that point. It would not technically be a lie.


  “Very well. Replace the machine and test the third talisman.”


  At the older examiner’s instruction, the younger examiner picked up the final talisman and a piece of dried bonito, then gestured for Itsuki to follow as they moved to the adjacent machine.


  The surrounding examiners shuffled along as well, forming a circle around the neighboring press.


  “We will now conduct the third test. Is fifty tons acceptable?”


  “Yes. That will be fine.”


  The younger examiner swallowed nervously and began operating the press, gradually applying pressure to the dried bonito.


  Itsuki silently sent encouragement to the talisman he had created with the image of the King of the Underworld.


  Alright. You can collapse whenever you feel like it.


  Driven by extremely personal feelings, Itsuki treated the third protective talisman rather casually.


  If it held out for roughly the same duration as the first before failing, that would be more than sufficient.


  If the Black Tortoise talisman proved particularly effective at protection, he could simply explain, “The turtle associated with the Black Tortoise likely provides strong defensive properties.” That would be an easy explanation for everyone to understand.


  And if the talisman bearing the King of the Underworld turned out to be weak, he could dismiss it by saying, “Well, perhaps that deity simply isn’t very powerful.”


  As Itsuki watched coolly and the surrounding examiners observed with mounting dread, the press machine descended upon the third piece of dried bonito.


  In that instant, the divine energy of the King of the Underworld contained within the protective talisman—imbued with the command “protect the target”—shifted into the fire phase of the Five Phases.


  The divine energy instantly transformed into blazing infernal flames, swelling into a mass nearly five meters tall that manifested within the examination hall.


  “W–what the hell is that?!”


  The examiners who had formed a ring around the machine all staggered backward at once.


  Meanwhile, the divine energy that had emerged from the talisman took the form of the King of the Underworld, standing roughly five meters tall.


  The towering figure slowly walked toward the press machine that was crushing the dried bonito.


  Before Itsuki could even speak, the apparition grasped the upper press and the base of the machine with both hands and pulled it in opposite directions.


  Crash!


  A heavy, dull sound reverberated through the hall.


  Immediately afterward came a lighter rattling noise as something inside the machine slipped out of alignment, and the press began spinning uselessly.


  The manifestation of the King of the Underworld gently pinched the dried bonito resting on the machine. Carefully lifting it, the figure carried it back to the protective talisman and placed it beside it as though returning something precious.


  Then the towering form turned toward the younger examiner who had placed the dried bonito there.


  With a stern glare, it raised its right leg high and slammed it down.


  “Argh—!”


  The divine energy surged outward in a furious gust. The younger examiner and roughly ten examiners standing behind him recoiled all at once under the overwhelming pressure.


  The wave of divine energy did not dissipate. It swept between the hundred gathered examiners and surged across the vast hall.


  After glaring fearsomely at the examiners, the towering presence finally turned its gaze toward Itsuki.


  “Protective talisman,” Itsuki said quickly, issuing a command. “You have fulfilled your duty and protected what was entrusted to you. Depart at once.”


  At the caster’s command, the divine manifestation nodded.


  As if declaring its task complete, it dispersed proudly into mist and vanished.


  The examiners who had been discussing and evaluating Itsuki’s performance stood frozen in silence, utterly speechless.


  They’re completely intimidated, Itsuki thought.


  Even for him, the manifestation of divine energy had been entirely unexpected.


  When Itsuki considered it again, the explanation was actually simple: he had infused the talisman with the divine energy of the King of the Underworld himself, which was why that divine energy had manifested in the king’s form.


  For the examiners, however, the situation was completely incomprehensible.


  Something both sacred and terrifying had appeared before them. Unable to determine how they should respond, they could only stand there in awe and fear.


  Watching the examiners like that, Itsuki began to wonder whether he, as the examinee, was supposed to say something.


  But if they misunderstood and concluded that he had created some kind of abnormal talisman, he might end up being disqualified from the examination. That would be unacceptable.


  So Itsuki began explaining on his own.


  “I am capable of producing various types of protective talismans. The first was a general-purpose talisman. The second was specialized for defense. And the third depicts the King of the Underworld, an incarnation of the Earth-Treasury Bodhisattva—one of the divine and enlightened beings. Thank you for overseeing the examination.”


  Itsuki insisted that the talisman was merely a protective charm depicting a divine being, not a curse intended to retaliate against opponents, and bowed respectfully.


  Then his gaze drifted toward the press machine that the third talisman had destroyed.


  Wait… Am I going to have to pay for that?


  If things went badly, he might end up with even more debt.


  While already imagining how he would have to explain the situation to Aoi, Itsuki concluded the practical examination.


  Meanwhile, the citizens watching the broadcast and the live discussion boards online had erupted into complete chaos.


  ※※※


  


  [Live Broadcast] Thread for Discussing the Yin–Yang Sorcerer National Exam — Part 886


  934: Anonymous Sorcerer


  [Second Examination – Talisman Creation]


  1st — Itsuki Kamo — 50 tons ※ Measurement Impossible
2nd — Sara Gokido — 18 tons, 41 seconds
3rd — Shion Gokido — 12 tons, 32 seconds
4th — Soji Fuwa — 6 tons, 45 seconds
5th — Ryushiro Hashinami — 3 tons, 48 seconds


  ※ Measurement Impossible = 23 seconds + upper time limit (machine failure) + machine destruction


  935: Anonymous Sorcerer
(゜Д゜) ………


  936: Anonymous Sorcerer
(゜Д゜) ………


  937: Anonymous Sorcerer
(゜Д゜)……
(⊃Д⊂) rubs eyes
(：゜Д゜)……


  938: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Sorry, basic question here.


  Just how ridiculous is 50 tons?


  939: Anonymous Sorcerer


  The Gokido family, regular A-rank monsters, are they actually losing?
I genuinely don’t understand this.


  940: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Second and third place are the usual Gokido prodigies.
Fourth and fifth are the usual elite sorcerer families.


  But first place…
That one feels like a system bug.


  941: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Yeah, “bugged” is honestly the right word.


  He’s the only one already past B-rank level.


  942: Anonymous Sorcerer


  The twin girls who got second and third place—
they looked completely stunned when they saw first place’s result.


  943: Anonymous Sorcerer


  We were even more stunned.And the examiner straight-up fainted.
You’d think someone connected to sorcerers wouldn’t pass out like that.


  944: Anonymous Sorcerer


  The first-place guy, Itsuki Kamo, also posts videos.Channel started in May this year.
He’s raising five Yatagarasu from eggs.


  https://www.YouTubo.com/watch?v=1580IObejio-vaspo


  945: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Thanks for the link.
Though people have posted it a bunch already.


  946: Anonymous Sorcerer


  I literally cannot imagine what 50 tons of force even means.


  947: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Wait—
Do protective talismans actually counterattack or threaten the opponent?



  948: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Protective talismans don’t counterattack, idiot.


  At least that’s what yesterday’s me would’ve said.


  949: Anonymous Sorcerer


  946


  A giant saltwater crocodile bites with about 500 kg of force.


  So if a talisman can withstand 1 ton for 10 seconds, you could probably survive a crocodile biting you for 10 seconds.


  Probably.


  950: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Until it drags you underwater and you die.


  951: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If we treat crocodiles and D-rank lizardmen as roughly equal, then D-rank sorcerers basically need a talisman that can endure.
1 ton for 10 seconds.


  952: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Lizardmen being equal to crocodiles is nonsense.


  They’ve got crocodile-level power, plus weapons, plus coordinated group tactics.




  953: Anonymous Sorcerer


  And they’re amphibious too.
They’ll launch attacks straight out of rivers.


  954: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Calling lizardmen D-rank is honestly too generous.
They’re more like C-rank headaches.


  955: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Their skin is layered with scale plates, so their defense is ridiculous.



  956: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Handgun rounds just bounce off those scales.


  957: Anonymous Sorcerer


  But C-rank includes stuff like manticores and griffins.


  Those things would eat lizardmen for breakfast.


  958: Anonymous Sorcerer


  One rank difference usually means about ten times the population gap.


  959: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If mid D-rank equals 1 ton, does that mean mid C-rank equals 10 tons?



  960: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Not every stat increases tenfold.


  If attack, defense, and speed were all ten times higher, even ten times as many people couldn’t win.



  961: Anonymous Sorcerer


  The higher the pressure, the more spiritual energy it consumes.


  Apparently, if you can make a talisman that survives 3 tons, that means you already have C-rank-level power.



  962: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If C-rank equals 3 tons…


  Then what the hell are the people above that doing?


  963: Anonymous Sorcerer


  50 tons makes absolutely zero sense.


  964: Anonymous Sorcerer


  There’s a limit to how much spiritual power a talisman can contain.


  Anything over 10 tons isn’t something a normal human can produce.


  You’re definitely housing a god or demon in that thing.


  965: Anonymous Sorcerer


  This year’s first place— his last name is Kamo, right?


  



  That’s one of the two great Onmyo families alongside Abe.


  Not sure if he’s a direct descendant, but the lineage is human.


  Unless it got mixed with supernatural blood somewhere.


  966: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If he’s from the Kamo clan, that explains a lot.


  967: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Kamo ancestors were Abe no Seimei’s teachers, right?


  Wouldn’t shock me if they were stronger than the Abe line.


  Their sorcerer bloodline is basically top-tier.


  968: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Doesn’t mean he’s from the main branch though.


  Maybe the bloodline got diluted.


  969: Anonymous Sorcerer


  So he’s just a born ultra-elite prodigy?


  Sorcery is always about bloodlines.


  Boring.
Isn’t there any self-made A-rank out there?


  970: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Just like a goblin won’t give birth to a dragon, monsters don’t appear without the right bloodline.Spiritual power is strongly genetic.


  971: Anonymous Sorcerer


  As long as he helps us, I’m fine with it.


  Let’s add him to the super-rookie watchlist.


  972: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If he just sells those protective talismans, he already meets my expectations.



  973: Anonymous Sorcerer


  I watched the video of him raising the five Yatagarasu.


  They’re young birds but already using Five Phase techniques.


  Their stats are clearly abnormal too.


  974: Anonymous Sorcerer


  So they’re just as ridiculous as the talismans.


  Figured as much.


  975: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If it’s an atavistic return to the level of Abe no Seimei’s teacher, then maybe it’s possible.




  Though Abe no Seimei himself would probably do even more.


  976: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Watch the video titled “The Yatagarasu hunted a goblin.”



  They bring them back like cats bringing mice.


  Also… there are three videos.


  977: Anonymous Sorcerer


  … Yeah. I’m good.


  978: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Someone in the comments pointed out, “Pretty sure that’s a mid-ogre mixed in there.”The comment got tons of likes.


  979: Anonymous Sorcerer


  978
LMAO


  980: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Brand-new spirit familiars, casually hunting D-rank lizardmen.


  Adding Itsuki Kamo to the non-human list.



  981: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Looking at this result, I honestly think the age restrictions for the exam and for active duty should be removed.


  982: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Why?


  983: Anonymous Sorcerer


  The top five probably would’ve passed if they took the exam a year earlier.



  If they started working sooner, fewer people would die to monsters.



  984: Anonymous Sorcerer


  True. Anyone who becomes a sorcerer already has ridiculously high spiritual power from the start.



  985: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Especially when someone’s newly hatched familiars are already killing mid-ogres.


  986: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Sorcerers usually come from one of these:


  
    	sorcerer bloodlines


    	natural prodigies


    	people who nearly died as kids and awakened power


    	people who encountered monsters and awakened ability

  


  Honestly, you don’t need to be fifteen to exorcise monsters.


  987: Anonymous Sorcerer


  People who become sorcerers can defeat monsters even before fifteen.


  And people who can’t… still can’t even at twenty.


  So the fifteen-year rule doesn’t mean much.


  988: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Then why is the minimum age fifteen?


  989: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Probably because the labor laws prohibit employment under fifteen.


  990: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Time to move to the next thread…
finishing this one.


  991: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Child actors can still work though.


  Monster hunting seems way more important to society.


  992: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Probably because of the danger level.


  993: Anonymous Sorcerer


  I honestly can’t imagine a fifteen-year-old Gokido prodigy—who’s clearly at least C-rank— losing to a D-rank lizardman.


  994: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Yeah, but not everyone is a Gokido.


  There’s still risk.


  Except maybe this year’s first-place guy.


  995: Anonymous Sorcerer


  There’s a loophole for under-fifteen anyway.


  If you’re a disciple of a sorcerer, it’s not technically employment.


  


  Though the pay is… yeah.


  996: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Helping your parents’ work is also allowed.


  Article 116, Paragraph 2 of the Labor Standards Act.


  Though the compensation is still… yeah.


  997: Anonymous Sorcerer


  You just can’t accept contracts alone until you’re fifteen.


  998: Anonymous Sorcerer


  I wish he’d sell those protective talismans.


  Though there’s no way I could afford one.


  999: Anonymous Sorcerer


  Those talismans are definitely not for sale.


  They’re the kind of thing people offer at shrines.


  1000: Anonymous Sorcerer


  If I get post 1000, I’m going to confess to that cute fox girl.



  1001: System


  This thread has exceeded 1000 posts.
Please create a new thread.


  [image: sep-ch4]

   

  Chapter 4: The Gokido Family Investigation


  

  After the results of the second examination were announced, 558 candidates passed out of the 7,482 who had taken the test.


  The Onmyoji Association had set a goal of “passing at least five hundred candidates each year,” and the difficulty of the exam was adjusted so that the target could realistically be achieved. In that sense, the outcome was largely within expectations.


  Of those who passed, 458 of the lower-ranked candidates were immediately certified as F-rank onmyoji.


  The top one hundred candidates, meanwhile, were provisionally recognized as E-rank onmyoji.


  The third examination would be conducted only for those one hundred candidates. Anyone who passed it would be officially certified as a D-rank onmyoji, considered part of the intermediate tier.


  “Well… what should we do about this?”


  On the night after the second examination concluded, the man serving as chief supervisor of this year’s national examination gathered his two deputies and posed the question.


  The man was Yoshichiro Gokido, a A-rank Yin-Yang onmyoji and the head of the Gokido family.


  His casual tone came from the fact that the two deputy supervisors were his own siblings. One was his older sister, Yayoi Kasuga, and the other was his younger brother, Yoshisuke Gokido. When meeting privately as family, they had no reason to speak formally.


  Responsibility for overseeing the national examination rotated among powerful onmyoji families. For roughly three years—including the present year—the duty had fallen to the Gokido family.


  Though Yayoi had married and taken another surname, she had originally been a B-rank onmyoji of the Gokido lineage.


  Yoshichiro, the chief supervisor, was A-rank, while Yoshisuke, one of the deputies, was B-rank.


  The Gokido family was a major onmyoji house capable of supplying both the chief supervisor and two deputy supervisors from within the same family.


  “There’s nothing to discuss,” Yoshisuke declared confidently, his broad frame radiating certainty. “It’s unfortunate that my daughters finished second and third, but that simply reflects their abilities. Brother, we should conduct everything fairly.”


  The third examination consisted of direct combat matches between the candidates.


  Once someone became an intermediate onmyoji, they would begin receiving major assignments and would frequently face powerful supernatural creatures in real battles. Anyone who could not defeat another candidate in a match could not be trusted with an intermediate qualification that would send them into such fights.


  At the same time, the Onmyoji Association preferred that high-performing candidates begin their careers at an appropriately high rank rather than starting at the bottom.


  For that reason, the matches were arranged by pairing candidates from the top and bottom of the rankings: first place against one hundredth, second place against ninety-ninth, and so on.


  Meanwhile, the association also believed that lower-ranked candidates would benefit from starting at the junior level, where they could gain experience and develop their abilities over time.


  If one candidate could last ten minutes, or if both sides were knocked out simultaneously and the match ended in a draw, then both would remain E-rank.


  Only the fifty winners, less than one tenth of the successful candidates, would begin their careers directly as intermediate onmyoji.


  Because the third examination consisted of direct matches, the opponents could not be evaluated numerically. For that reason, no point scores were assigned.


  The fifty winners were therefore ranked according to their results in the second examination.


  In Itsuki’s case, he would face the candidate ranked one hundredth in the third examination. If he won that match, he would obtain D-rank certification and at the same time become the top graduate of the national onmyoji examination.


  The person who interrupted Yoshisuke—who had told Yoshichiro to simply follow precedent and conduct the exam fairly—was their sister Yayoi.


  “That is not the issue, Yoshisuke,” Yayoi said. “Someone the same age who can defeat Sara and Shion is not human. The question is what he really is. That is what concerns me.”


  At Yayoi’s remark about the true nature of Itsuki Kamo, Yoshisuke fell silent.


  His twin daughters, Sara and Shion, had taken the examination at the same age as Itsuki and placed second and third. The fact that someone had surpassed them was abnormal.


  The Gokido family descended from the demon gods Zenki and Goki.


  Originally, Zenki and Goki lived in the Ikoma mountain range and brought calamity upon humans.


  According to legend, En no Ozunu, the founder of Shugendo, hid the five children of the demon gods and conveyed to them the grief of parents who had lost their children. Moved by that sorrow, the demon gods repented and thereafter served him.


  En no Ozunu was an extraordinary figure. In the Kojiki (712), the deity Hitokotonushi appears, and in the Nihon Ryoiki (822), Ozunu is said to have commanded that god as a servant.


  He was also regarded as a transcendent being among the tengu, a figure whose power surpassed even the Eight Great Tengu of Japan, and he was also known by the name Hokibo of Mount Ishizuchi.


  His disciple Zenki later became Maekibo of Mount Omine, one of the Eight Great Tengu.


  In other words, the Gokido family descended from a disciple of the founder of Shugendo, someone who had even commanded a god, and they carried the blood of both demon gods and one of the Eight Great Tengu.


  Because they inherited the blood of two powerful supernatural lineages, the amount of spiritual energy contained within members of the Gokido family was extraordinary.


  Even if their opponent came from the lineage of the famous Kamo clan of Onmyodo practicioners, the Gokido family should never lose to a human in terms of sheer spiritual power.


  “If he truly belongs to the Kamo family,” Yayoi continued, “then losing to his techniques would not be shameful.”


  En no Ozunu belonged to the Kamo clan and was also called Kamo no En no Ozunu.


  Precisely because the Kamo family was the lineage from which the master of the Gokido ancestors—Zenki and Goki—had come, it would not be disgraceful for the Gokido family to lose in technique to someone of the Kamo line. The real issue, however, lay elsewhere, as Yayoi saw it.


  “But the spiritual power contained in the third protective talisman alone matched Sara or Shion. That level of power is impossible for a human.”


  “That’s true,” Yoshisuke admitted.


  He recalled the abilities of his twin daughters, Sara and Shion.


  The Gokido family chose spouses based on bloodlines and abilities likely to produce outstanding descendants.


  Furthermore, they had refined their training methods for more than thirteen hundred years, building upon the practices of Shugendo directly received from its founder. Through generations of experimentation and improvement, their methods had been continuously polished.


  If a member of the Gokido family trained properly, they would reach the level of an ordinary tengu—C-rank—by the age of fifteen, and unless they were a failure, they would attain B-rank before the age of twenty.


  Yoshisuke was the second son of the main branch, but he possessed the experience and strength necessary to assume leadership should anything happen to his elder brother. With that possibility in mind, he had chosen his wife carefully.


  His daughters, Sara and Shion, possessed a bloodline fully comparable to that of the main Gokido house.


  In the second examination, Sara had ranked above Shion, but that result merely reflected a difference in temperament.


  The elder sister, Sara, had a calm personality, and her nature leaned toward that of a demon god—defensive in style.


  Among demon gods there was a saying: “A demon god does not take crooked paths.” They did not rely on tricks or underhanded methods but faced opponents directly and without hesitation.


  The younger sister, Shion, had a competitive temperament, and her nature leaned toward that of a tengu—offensive in style.


  A tengu was literally a “heavenly dog.” In Japan it was sometimes also described as a heavenly fox, but as the name implied, it soared through the heavens and struck down its enemies.


  Even Shion, whose style emphasized offense, produced remarkable results, thanks to the immense spiritual power inherited from the bloodlines of demon gods and the Eight Great Tengu.


  Meanwhile, the talismans created by the defensive Sara were truly on the level of beings beyond humanity.


  Yoshichiro, the chief examiner, spoke again.


  “It is impossible for a Gokido to lose in spiritual power to a ‘mere human’ of the same age. Something greater than the blood of demon gods and the Eight Great Tengu is mixed within Itsuki Kamo. The question is what kind of supernatural force that might be. And if such a being were to take root within the Association, what would happen then? What should we do about it?”


  Repeating the same phrase as before, Yoshichiro clarified that he had no intention of manipulating the examination.


  What he wished to discuss was how they should deal with the mysterious existence that had suddenly appeared before them.


  Even if someone carried blood that was not entirely human, the Onmyoji Association did not consider it a problem.


  The Gokido themselves were descendants of demon gods and great tengu, and the famous Abe no Seimei was said to have had a spirit fox named Kuzunoha as his mother. If one were to claim that only pure humans were worthy of becoming Yin-Yang sorcerers, then the achievements of Abe no Seimei, who supported the very foundation of Japanese Yin-Yang practice, and those of his descendants would also have to be denied.


  The Gokido family likewise carried the blood of demons and tengu, and even among A-rank sorcerers there were individuals descended from spirit foxes.


  For that reason, possessing the blood of supernatural beings did not disqualify someone from becoming an onmyoji.


  However, discovering what exactly Itsuki Kamo was remained a matter of concern for the Gokido family. And since he had appeared in an examination for which they themselves were responsible, the matter was all the more pressing.


  Yayoi explained to Yoshisuke what she feared might happen.


  “Suppose Itsuki Kamo were malicious,” she said, “and eventually rose to B-rank and became the field supervisor for a prefecture…”


  “… I see,” Yoshisuke replied.


  “In that position he would know every request that occurred within his prefecture. If another onmyoji stood in his way, he could release a powerful monster to eliminate the obstacle. He might even cultivate territory where demons devour ordinary people.”


  Such a scenario would threaten the very survival of the Onmyoji Association.


  If only a single direct member of the Gokido family turned malicious, the Association would still be able to intervene. If the opponent were of equal strength, they could stop them.


  But against someone stronger, that would become extremely difficult.


  Itsuki Kamo had already achieved results surpassing Sara and Shion. His future promotion to B-rank seemed certain, and there was a strong possibility that he might rise even higher.


  “He may very well reach A-rank,” Yayoi concluded. “If someone like that were malicious, neither the Association nor the Gokido family could afford to overlook it.”


  With that, she finished her explanation.


  The Gokido, descendants of Zenki and Goki, had established a temple lodging for ascetics in Maegui of Shimokitayama Village at the foot of Mount Omine, a sacred mountain of Shugendo. Even now, more than thirteen hundred years later, they continued to maintain that lodging, faithfully honoring the promise made to En the Ascetic.


  The Gokido were also a family that placed great value on loyalty and obligation.


  In fact, every male born into the Gokido family carried the character “Yoshi,” meaning righteousness, within his name.


  Understanding dawned in Yoshisuke’s eyes as he listened to Yayoi and Yoshichiro. He finally grasped the weight of their concerns.


  “I understand the concern. But how do we determine whether he is good or evil? Even if we question him directly, he won’t say anything that would cause him to fail the exam.”


  Yoshichiro, who had been addressed, also doubted that anything meaningful could be drawn out through questioning someone who had come to take the National Onmyoji Examination.


  If one were to ask a monster whether it was malicious, many would openly admit it. But that only happened when they were overwhelmingly confident of their advantage and were toying with their opponent.


  No fool would visit the Onmyoji Association and openly declare himself an evil monster.


  “Not through questions,” Yayoi replied. “We judge his nature through combat. If he fights using positive spiritual energy or divine energy, and the character he reveals during that fight proves to be virtuous, then for the time being we can accept that he is good. If he proves malicious, we respond accordingly, depending on the degree.”


  “Itsuki Kamo ranked first,” Yoshisuke pointed out. “If he fights the one ranked a hundredth, we won’t learn anything.”


  Changing the assigned opponent was impossible.


  Technically the pairing was not written into strict rules but was simply a customary method of arranging matches. Still, with the second and third-ranked candidates both belonging to the Gokido family, altering the matchups arbitrarily would be unacceptable.


  Just because someone was skilled at creating talismans did not necessarily mean they were strong in real combat.


  However, the Gokido family had briefly reviewed Itsuki’s videos.


  The five Yatagarasu he commanded were hunting goblins, and among them were even mid-tier ogres. Each of those birds possessed at least D-rank power.


  That meant Itsuki, as an Onmyoji, wielded strength greater than five D-rank entities combined.


  A D-rank being roughly corresponded to the strength of a lizardman in Western classifications.


  The strength of the candidate ranked one hundredth who would face Itsuki remained uncertain. But even the world’s greatest martial artist could not defeat a D-rank creature through physical strength alone. And if someone possessed that much spiritual power, they would never have ranked one hundredth in the first place.


  Defeat was inevitable.


  “Then we will arrange an exhibition match at the end,” Yoshichiro proposed. “First place, Itsuki Kamo, will face both second and third place candidates at the same time. If he accepts and still wins, we will recommend him for C-rank as a Gokido-sponsored candidate.”


  “I see,” Yoshisuke said, clearly convinced by the explanation.


  The Onmyoji Association existed only for one purpose—to ensure that Japan’s Onmyoji could efficiently eliminate the supernatural threats that appeared within the country.


  When operating as an organization, no prefecture would be left with weak defenses, and the number of civilian casualties would decrease.


  For that purpose, the National Onmyoji Examination existed to select and rank new Onmyoji who could be relied upon. Granting a higher rank to a capable and powerful Onmyoji was entirely consistent with the intent of the examination.


  And this year, the officials responsible for administering the National Onmyoji Examination were the Gokido family.


  If an outstanding candidate happened to appear at the top of the rankings, recommending that person for a higher rank would not be considered problematic,as long as the candidate had no relation to the family making the recommendation.


  “I will inform Itsuki Kamo in advance,” Yoshichiro said. “Yoshisuke, explain the situation to Sara and Shion.”


  “But will Itsuki Kamo even accept it?” Yoshisuke asked.


  “He went to the trouble of posting videos and drawing attention to himself during the exam,” Yoshichiro replied. “That suggests he wants to move up quickly. Whether it is for money, status, or prestige, he is unlikely to let such an opportunity slip away.”


  “Understood. I’ll talk to Sara and Shion.”


  And so the match between Itsuki and the Gokido twins was added to the examination.


  “By the way,” Yoshichiro added, “could each of you take two pieces of dried bonito home? Because of the twins, our household ended up with six. Even for us, that’s too much to eat.”


  The Gokido family, who were running the examination, could hardly admit that they were simply discarding the dried bonito used in the test.


  Faced with Yoshisuke’s firm and unwavering gaze, both his sister and brother reluctantly agreed to take two pieces each.


  ※※※


  


  Three days after the second examination, on the fourth of August, Itsuki arrived at the venue for the third examination—the combat trials—accompanied by Aoi and the five Yatagarasu.


  The five birds had been divided between two large carriers designed for transporting large birds. Itsuki carried one, and Aoi carried the other.


  A jungle crow typically weighed between 550 and 750 grams. Even including the carrier, the total weight was around two kilograms—light enough for a third-year middle school student to carry.


  Moreover, they had traveled by taxi, so there had been no risk of being stopped for questioning along the way.


  “So spectators are allowed to watch the third examination?” Aoi asked.


  “The venue is Hikarigaoka Park in Nerima Ward,” Itsuki replied. “It’s huge.”


  Hikarigaoka Park was a metropolitan park located in Nerima Ward, built on the site of a former airfield.


  Its total area was sixty hectares, ranking fourth in Tokyo. However, because it contained a vast lawn field covering nearly six hectares, it was well suited for outdoor combat matches.


  Onmyoji, who defeated supernatural beings that harmed people, were considered to serve the public good.


  Since the national examination existed to increase the number of such Onmyoji, both the national government and the Tokyo Metropolitan Government were willing to lend the venue.


  “Five arenas, of one hectare each, have been prepared, and ten matches will be held in each arena.”


  One hectare measured one hundred meters on each side—ten thousand square meters in total.


  To give a sense of scale, that was roughly the size of a 400-meter athletics track or a baseball field measuring about 108 meters on each side.


  If two combatants were fighting one-on-one on a field the size of a baseball stadium, it would be more than spacious enough.


  The two opponents began their match from opposite ends of the field, which was enclosed by white tape marking the boundaries.


  They then had ten minutes to attack each other using shikigami, spells, or weapons.


  Each participant had retained three protective talismans created during the second examination. Destroying two of the opponent’s talismans meant victory.


  “Will that amount of space really be enough for you, Master?” Aoi asked.


  Her concern likely assumed a battle against the Gokido twins.


  Such space would be unnecessary against the candidate ranked one hundredth. But if Itsuki were to face both the second and third-ranked candidates at once, the area might not be large enough.


  “The Gokido can fly, apparently,” Itsuki replied.


  After receiving notice of the exhibition match, Itsuki had searched for information about the Gokido and watched videos of their battles.


  Unlike Itsuki, the Gokido family did not upload videos themselves.


  However, since they had fought countless battles over the years, a fair number of recordings existed. The more famous someone was, the more views their videos gained, and that made reuploads by others more obvious.


  Among the uploaded footage were scenes of Gokido practitioners sprouting tengu wings, racing through the sky and diving down to hunt monsters.


  Itsuki, for his part, intended to deploy his five Yatagarasu, all capable of aerial combat.


  If the battle shifted to the air, they might easily fly beyond the designated field.


  “Apparently the exhibition match will use the entire six-hectare lawn.”


  “That’s reassuring, then.”


  Aoi showed a relieved expression, clearly confident in Itsuki’s victory.


  Naturally, Itsuki himself had no doubts about losing in battle.


  The real concern is whether these guys will go flying off in some random direction.


  The Yatagarasu had spent several days cooped up in a hotel and were brimming with pent-up energy. If he let them loose, they might fly off who knew how far.


  Feeling a slight unease, Itsuki nevertheless proceeded into the match venue.


  After completing registration, he took the Yatagarasu out of their carriers and let them stretch their wings while he watched the matches that had already begun.


  The bouts between Rank 50 and Rank 51, and Rank 49 and Rank 52, were already underway.


  Itsuki’s match was scheduled last, so he would have to wait through nine matches.


  He was free to walk around the park until his match approached, but observing the other contestants’ battles could be instructive, so he chose to watch them instead.


  However, the matches he most wanted to see—the ones involving the Gokido twins—were scheduled at the same time as his own. Watching those would likely be impossible.


  Even if he managed to catch them, their matches against Rank 98 or Rank 99 would probably end very quickly.


  “Are contestants allowed to bring anything with them?” Aoi asked.


  Sitting beside her and watching the match together, Itsuki answered without taking his eyes off the field.


  “As long as it’s legal and something you’d actually use in your work as an Onmyoji, it’s allowed. But you can’t bring in a huge number of expensive talismans just for the match, borrow equipment from someone else, or bring heavy weapons meant for fighting people.”


  The match was meant to determine whether someone could function as a professional Onmyoji.


  Winning a match by bringing in rare talismans that couldn’t normally be obtained or by using borrowed weapons that wouldn’t be available afterward would prove nothing.


  And if someone wanted to kill monsters with heavy firearms, they should join the Self-Defense Forces rather than become an onmyoji.


  Outlandish methods were prohibited, but aside from that, most things were permitted.


  “However, the only protective talismans you’re allowed to use are the three you made in the second examination,” Itsuki continued. “If two of those three are destroyed, you lose.”


  “But if you made three talismans, why does the match end after two are destroyed?” Aoi asked.


  “Probably for the contestants’ safety,” Itsuki replied. “If the match ends the moment the second one breaks, even if the opponent can’t stop their next attack in time and it still lands, only the third talisman will break. The Onmyoji Association isn’t trying to get one of the examinees killed.”


  If a single talisman could withstand about ten seconds, then even if the referees called a stop after the second one broke, the third would usually hold long enough for the fight to be halted.


  An intentional attack after the match ended would no longer be a match—it would be assault or attempted murder.


  The offender would be disqualified, denied certification as an Onmyoji, and handed over to the police.


  For that reason, once the signal to end the match was given, no examinee would keep attacking.


  For a while, the third examination continued with battles roughly below the level of a D-rank creature like a lizardman.


  The examinees ranked forty-one through fifty and those ranked fifty-one through sixty were right on the boundary of qualifying for D-rank.


  Their spiritual power was almost identical, and victory depended on how skillfully each contestant used it.


  Compared to battles decided by overwhelming spiritual power, these fights left more room for strategy and creativity, making them surprisingly instructive to watch.


  Physical techniques and tactical thinking can change the outcome too, Itsuki thought.


  Between D-rank and E-rank, the difference in how society treated them was significant.


  Because of that, even when defeat seemed likely, the examinees refused to give up easily and fought desperately to overcome their opponents.


  They launched spells, clashed weapons with bodies enhanced by spiritual power, and in several cases managed to overturn the rankings from the second examination.


  “So this is about what D-rank looks like,” Aoi observed calmly after one contestant released a shikigami created from the vengeful spirit of a dog.


  Aoi had the appearance of a refined, traditional young lady, but perhaps because she lived with her grandmother—a mountain hag—or because the Yatagarasu frequently brought back goblins they had hunted, her sense of ethics and emotional reactions were not quite those of an ordinary third-year middle school student.


  “These examinees around here are roughly lower D-rank in terms of ability,” Itsuki explained. “But they can create protective talismans, and they can launch attacks strong enough to break them. If they can defeat opponents of the same level, they won’t lose to upper E-rank goblins. That’s why they can qualify for D-rank.”


  As the two of them watched, one match concluded, and the contestants were replaced by the next pair.


  When the rankings reached roughly twenty-one through thirty against seventy-one through eighty, the battles gradually turned into one-sided fights—closer to a mid-level lizardman facing an upper-tier goblin.


  When the gap in ability widened, the lower-ranked contestants began gambling on powerful finishing moves in hopes of turning the match around. The matches still functioned as contests because there remained at least some path to victory, and upsets did occasionally occur. But that usually happened because the higher-ranked contestants were still inexperienced and occasionally careless.


  If someone loses here, then dropping to E-rank is probably better for them, Itsuki thought.


  In real combat, losing to a monster meant death.


  Telling someone, “Your training isn’t sufficient yet, so start from the lower ranks,” benefited both the individual, who avoided dying, and the Onmyoji Association, which avoided losing an Onmyoji.


  As the weaker contestants were exposed and eliminated, the matches gradually shifted into one-sided fights where the difference between D-rank and E-rank was unmistakable.


  A match between ranks eleven through twenty and ranks eighty-one through ninety would require an upset far beyond anything reasonable.


  While the possibility technically existed, the probability was extremely small, and nothing like that occurred before Itsuki’s eyes.


  The matches proceeded exactly as expected, and eventually it was Itsuki’s turn.


  “Well then, I’m off.”


  “Please take care, Master,” Aoi replied.


  With the five birds following behind him, Itsuki headed toward the competitors’ waiting area.


  ※※※


  


  When he entered the waiting area, his opponent was already there—a young man dressed in formal crested kimono and hakama.


  The man declared himself loudly to Itsuki.


  “Hahahahaha! I am Abe Seiya, a descendant of Abe no Seimei!”


  The confident young man looked slightly older than Itsuki—probably a high school student. His words and gestures were filled with confidence and vitality.


  Speaking to one’s opponent before a match was not against the rules.


  Intimidating or provoking an opponent to throw them off balance was considered part of the competition. If someone lost their composure because of it, that was simply their own weakness. After all, once they became Onmyoji, they would be fighting monsters in battles to the death.


  However, conversations in the waiting area were broadcast live. Statements such as “If you don’t lose on purpose, your family will suffer” would constitute criminal intimidation. Likewise, attacking an opponent before the match began would result in arrest for assault.


  Puzzled, Itsuki questioned his opponent.


  “The descendants of Abe no Seimei adopted the name Tsuchimikado during the Muromachi period. The main Tsuchimikado line ended in 1994, when the thirty-sixth head of the family passed away. So… which Abe no Seimei did you descend from?”


  Abe no Seimei had lived roughly eleven hundred years earlier, and the Tsuchimikado family had continued through thirty-six generations.


  If the number of descendants doubled with each generation, that would produce hundreds of descendants.


  The Earth obviously did not contain that many people, but the point was that if someone merely carried the bloodline, it would not be surprising for descendants to exist all across Japan.


  However, the main Abe lineage had changed its surname to Tsuchimikado, and the principal Tsuchimikado line had died out. For that reason, Itsuki felt a sense of inconsistency when someone claimed to be a direct descendant of Abe no Seimei.


  “I’ll show you proof that I’m descended from Abe no Seimei. Look, this is my shikigami!”


  In response to Itsuki’s question, Seiya summoned a large hawk shikigami from his shadow.The hawk beat its wings loudly and, letting out a sharp cry, flew down to perch on Seiya’s shoulder.


  Presented with the hawk as if it were the answer to his question, Itsuki studied the shikigami carefully.


  Since it had emerged from the shadow, it had no physical body—it was a spiritual entity.


  This was not the Daoist-style sorcery that used paper or wooden constructs. It belonged to the Onmyodo tradition, which bound demon or divine spirits through spiritual power and spells. In this case, it appeared to be the spirit of a dead hawk.


  “Did you raise that one yourself?” Itsuki asked.


  “No. This hawk has been passed down in my family for generations. Look at it—an authentic Japanese hawk, the kind used in falconry during the Sengoku period. Such a majestic figure! This proves that my family has been an Onmyoji lineage since ancient times!”


  Despite Seiya’s confidence, his words did not actually prove that he was descended from Abe no Seimei. Itsuki began to suspect that his opponent might be attempting some kind of deliberate psychological tactic to confuse him.


  That said, Itsuki was at least relieved that the hawk was not a vengeful spirit-type familiar.


  “Spiritual shikigami return to their master’s shadow unless they are completely destroyed. Given enough time, they will recover.”


  “So what?!” Seiya shot back.


  “I’ll have my Yatagarasu hold back, so they won’t purify the hawk’s spirit. So if you think the hawk has lost, call it back immediately. It would also be safer if you keep part of the hawk’s spirit connected to your own body.”


  Itsuki explained this not only to Seiya but also to the viewers watching the broadcast, making it clear that he had no intention of destroying the hawk shikigami.


  “A hawk is obviously stronger than a crow! You’ll learn that the hard way in the match!”


  “Then I look forward to seeing it during the match.”


  Itsuki’s familiars were not ordinary crows but Yatagarasu. Still, Itsuki understood that his opponent was deliberately belittling him in order to win.


  Ignoring the bluster, he walked toward the edge of the field.


  The Yatagarasu hopped along behind him in little jumps.


  Turning to them, Itsuki spoke gently.


  “Alright now, you mustn’t bully that one. Go easy. Easy, understand?”


  “Caw?”


  The Yatagarasu tilted their heads slightly and gave an answer that was not especially reassuring.


  In truth, the Yatagarasu were divine birds sent by the creator—or perhaps the chief deity—and were said to have guided Emperor Jimmu. Now they were bound to Itsuki through a shikigami contract. Communication between master and shikigami could normally be carried out clearly through the spiritual connection that linked them.


  Under normal circumstances, they would listen.


  However, the Yatagarasu had spent several days confined in a cramped hotel room in Tokyo, and they were thoroughly pent up with frustration.
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  “If Papa passes the exam, he’ll be able to earn money, and the food will taste better. Mama will be happy too. So don’t kill him like you do with the little oni, alright?”


  “Caw!”


  Mentioning food and Aoi seemed to do the trick. The message apparently got through.


  Relieved, Itsuki explained the plan.


  “Genbu and Koryu, lightly attack Abe with water and earth. Just enough to flip a little oni over. Seiryu, Suzaku, Byakko—you three can play chase with the hawk. And everyone, absolutely do not leave the field.”


  The Yatagarasu understood and turned their gaze toward Seiya and the hawk on the opposite side of the field.


  Seiya had also taken his starting position, and the readiness light turned blue.


  “Take your positions—ready… go!”


  The moment the starting buzzer sounded, Itsuki set the Yatagarasu loose.


  Genbu and Koryu shot into the air instantly. Within seconds they reached the opposite side and released a mixture of water and earth.


  The attack blasted forward with the force of a fire engine’s hose, drenching Seiya in muddy water.


  “Whoa… W-what?!”


  Soaked from head to toe, Seiya was shoved backward by the force of the torrent and rolled across the ground straight out of the field.


  Covered in mud, he tumbled several times before collapsing and losing consciousness.


  The medical team waiting outside the arena immediately rushed toward him.


  Meanwhile, Seiya’s shikigami hawk was being gleefully chased by Seiryu, Suzaku, and Byakko. It fled at full speed, quickly escaping beyond the field.


  The three birds watched the fleeing hawk from afar and cried out toward Itsuki with dissatisfied calls.


  “Caw! Caw! Caw!”


  “Come back. A delicious meal is waiting.”


  Seiya’s shikigami had escaped, suggesting his control over it had been poor.


  Or perhaps the hawk, being an intelligent raptor, had sensed the danger posed by the attacking crows.


  Itsuki pulled some expensive bird feed from his pocket and called the Yatagarasu back through the spiritual connection linking them.


  One by one, they returned to him.


  Soon after, the signal light announcing the end of the match turned red.


  Itsuki had passed the third stage of the examination.


  ※※※


  


  “It seems you held back quite a bit earlier.”


  As Itsuki entered the waiting area for the exhibition match, one of his opponents—Sara Gokido, the elder twin—spoke to him.


  Sara was the same age as Itsuki, a third-year middle school student.


  She was small and slender, perhaps because she was a descendant of the Great Tengu who soared through the sky. If her class lined up by height, she would likely be among the first five from the front. Her gentle expression, drooping eyes, and soft voice gave Itsuki a calm impression.


  Sara’s hair was parted into two braids that hung down on either side.


  Her twin sister Shion wore her hair in a medium-length straight style, making the two easy to distinguish. Shion also furrowed her brows slightly and wore a somewhat severe expression, giving her a sharper impression than Sara.


  Both twins wore simple yamabushi-style garments and held vajra staffs carved from sacred wood.“That opponent was simply too far below my level. I recognize the Gokido family as formidable,” Itsuki answered Sara.


  Since she knew he had held back, she must have been watching the match. Itsuki’s match and Sara’s had taken place in different arenas, and with nineteen matches scheduled beforehand, they would not normally have finished at the same time.


  Deciding there was no need to conceal it, Itsuki did not deny holding back. As for the Gokido family, he gave a neutral answer, saying he considered them formidable.


  In response to Itsuki’s answer, Sara pointed out the inconsistency in his words and actions.


  “Even so, you accepted a two-against-one match.”


  “I was told that if I accepted it, I would be recommended for C-rank. Since I am being recommended, I intend to demonstrate strength worthy of that rank.”


  By answering that way, if Itsuki performed well it would appear that he had simply done his best to live up to the expectations of the Gokido family who recommended him. In turn, the Gokido family would be seen as having recommended a capable candidate, preserving their reputation.


  Sara then asked carefully:


  “Kamo Itsuki… you possess strength around B-rank, don’t you?”


  Was Sara asking this to gauge Itsuki’s strength before the fight?


  Unable to grasp her intent, Itsuki thought for a moment before answering.


  “I plan to open my own practice, so I’ll answer honestly. My strength is certainly at least B-rank. I’ve heard that members of the Gokido family already possess C-rank strength at the time of the exam. If the two of you haven’t reached B-rank yet, then you should assume that you simply drew an unfavorable opponent this time.”


  Their conversation was being broadcast live. In the short term, Itsuki needed to earn money, and in the long term he wanted to take on large jobs to purge spiritual corruption. For that reason, he openly displayed his confidence in order to appeal to potential clients.


  Perhaps it was the first time someone her own age had told her, “I’m overwhelmingly stronger than you.” Sara looked surprised.


  “C-rank is said to be on par with creatures like griffins or manticores. Are you really that strong?” she asked him again.


  It did not sound like pre-battle mind games or an attempt to estimate his strength. Sara seemed to be asking sincerely.


  Since she asked so plainly, Itsuki felt some of his momentum fade, but he nodded and answered anyway.


  “If the two of you truly are C-rank and I still lose, then as a form of self-reflection, I promise that I’ll craft two protective talismans every year and send them to you until the day I retire as an Onmyoji.”


  The live commentary boards were probably in an uproar.


  After such a grand declaration and blatant self-promotion, Shion—who had been standing nearby—cut in.


  “If you’re that confident you won’t lose, then make it every month instead.”


  “Fine.”


  Anger flashed across Shion’s face as she struck the ground with her vajra staff, divine energy coursing through it.


  “In that case, I’ll make you regret it. Thanks in advance for the monthly deliveries!”
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  Shion, still angry, threw out a parting remark and strode out of the waiting area.


  Sara, who remained behind, showed a slightly troubled expression before bowing politely to Itsuki.


  “Then we will test the truth of your words.”


  “Alright. I look forward to it.”


  “The pleasure is ours.”


  Impressed by the difference in temperament between the twins, Itsuki exchanged a nod with Sara and left the waiting area.


  If he lost now, it would be utterly humiliating, but he already knew his opponents were members of the Gokido family. Members of the Gokido lineage typically possessed C-rank strength at the time they took the national examination and rose to B-rank around the age of twenty.


  The Yatagarasu, on the other hand, could treat even D-rank middle oni as playthings, meaning they already possessed C-rank strength. And as long as Itsuki’s spiritual energy did not run out, they could continue recovering.


  The Yatagarasu and the twins were both at the C-rank level. In a five-against-two battle, the outcome was obvious.


  And Itsuki still had the B-rank ox demon in reserve.


  As he walked toward the starting position for the match, Itsuki decided that two or three of the Yatagarasu would be enough to handle Sara and Shion.


  During the walk, he spoke to the five birds and lifted their previous restrictions.


  “The field is bigger now. As long as you don’t leave the field, you can play as much as you like. Make those two work hard to keep up with you.”


  “Caw!”


  Having been given permission to play freely, the Yatagarasu began flapping their wings noisily and crying out with excitement.


  Taking his position and confirming that the readiness lamp had turned blue, Itsuki drew a seal in the air.


  During his fight with the mountain crone, he had used the Seiman seal, but this time he had time to prepare. Instead, he drew the more complex Doman seal.


  The Doman, a mystical diagram of five horizontal lines and four vertical lines, was composed of nine strokes representing the Nine Syllables.


  It originated from the nine-syllable formula recorded in the Chinese text Baopuzi and symbolized the Nine Stars and the Nine Palaces. It could be used as a seal to strengthen sorcery.


  Itsuki invoked the Doman and reinforced his technique.


  “Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance. All that exists between heaven and earth is shaped by yin and yang. You shall become the yin within that balance, and my energy shall be the opposing yang. Take that yang energy and turn it into your strength. Now take to the heavens and swiftly subdue the enemy. By command of the law—swiftly!”


  At the very moment the starting buzzer sounded, Itsuki unleashed the empowered Yatagarasu.


  What differed from the third examination was that this time he had not only deployed his shikigami but also invoked sorcery upon them, pouring an enormous amount of spiritual energy into their bodies. The energy flowing into the Yatagarasu transformed into the power of the Five Phases, wrapping their forms in radiant light before launching them forward like shells fired from a cannon.


  Five massive streaks of light—each shining in a different color—tore across the field at tremendous speed, ripping up the grass as they surged forward.


  “You’ve got to be kidding!”


  “Take flight!”


  Far ahead, Shion stiffened in shock while Sara, her face tense, shouted a command. Tengu wings burst from their backs as they leapt into the air.


  The incoming projectiles curved upward and split into two paths, homing in on the twins as they fled into the sky.


  “Foxfire!”


  From the hands of both Sara and Shion appeared two fist-sized spheres of flame. The flames shot toward the pursuing Yatagarasu.


  The five birds shifted from straight-line flight into sweeping curves to evade the attack, then split into two groups. Chasing Sara were the earth-aligned Yellow Dragon and the water-aligned Black Tortoise. Chasing Shion were the Azure Dragon of wood, the Vermilion Bird of fire, and the White Tiger of metal.


  “Caw!”


  With a single cry, the Yellow Dragon and the Black Tortoise transformed yin energy into earth and water and unleashed a torrent of mud far stronger than the attack they had used earlier against Seiya.


  Sara beat her wings and dodged in midair. The torrent spread from a concentrated stream like a shower, scattering through the air. Even so, the splattering mud could not be fully avoided. It clung to Sara’s clothes and weighed her down.


  Meanwhile, Shion faced an even fiercer assault.


  “Don’t screw with me!”


  The Azure Dragon of the wood element formed wooden arrows. The White Tiger of the metal element forged metal arrowheads, and the Vermilion Bird of the fire element wrapped them in flame, sending a rain of fiery arrows down upon Shion.


  In response, Shion produced two more foxfires and deployed them around herself. The foxfires shielded her and intercepted part of the incoming arrows, but they could not block them all. Some struck her directly, breaking through the energy surrounding her body and slamming into her.


  Realizing she could not evade every arrow, Shion cloaked her entire body in spiritual energy to reduce the damage. Then she flew straight toward the Yatagarasu and swung her vajra staff sharply, pouring power into the blow.


  But even with tengu wings, Shion’s ability to fly was far inferior to that of the divine Yatagarasu. She could not catch them at all. As the birds easily evaded her strikes, she was showered with more fiery arrows.


  The energy surrounding Shion—and the protection of her talismans—was steadily worn down.


  “Sara!”


  Raising her vajra staff, Shion shouted. Sara turned toward her and nodded. Then she untied her braids, letting her hair down like her sister.


  The two of them leapt and crossed paths in midair.


  As they passed each other, they switched positions. At the same moment they hurled foxfire at the pursuing Yatagarasu and swung their vajra staffs.


  So they changed to the same hairstyle and switched places mid-crossing to confuse their pursuers.


  The twins were identical in height and appearance, with their hairstyles being the only obvious difference. Up close, their expressions were not the same, but in the middle of battle Sara’s face was no longer as gentle as it had been in the waiting area.


  After she let her hair down, Itsuki could no longer distinguish them at a glance. Without Sara’s mud-soaked clothes and the scorch marks on Shion’s outfit, nobody could have told them apart.


  Even the Yatagarasu seemed briefly confused.


  However, Sara and Shion were already marked by the spiritual energy of the birds. Once they evaded the counterattacks, the Yatagarasu immediately resumed chasing their original targets.


  “If their strength is roughly equal, there’s no way they can win a two-against-one or three-against-one fight.”


  Watching the battle between the twins and the Yatagarasu, Itsuki judged that each bird was roughly equal to one of them in strength. Moreover, the Yatagarasu were continuously recovering through the energy he supplied.


  They would not lose. At least, that was Itsuki’s conclusion.


  Perhaps realizing the disadvantage in the engagement, Sara, who was not being pressed as hard as Shion in the two-against-one fight, dived sharply from the air and charged straight toward Itsuki, the caster.


  “So you’re aiming directly for me. A perfectly reasonable decision.”


  Wrapped in foxfire, Sara raised her vajra staff overhead in midair and fixed her aim on Itsuki.


  Facing her calmly, Itsuki stood his ground and brought out a shikigami talisman as if preparing to intercept her attack.


  But the gesture was only meant to appear like a conventional response. In truth, it was a trap meant to draw Sara in.


  “Sorry about this. This time, your opponent happens to be the unreasonable type.”


  As Sara closed in during her dive, a massive arm stretched out from Itsuki’s shadow.


  After the arm came a huge, fearsome ox head, followed by the towering body of a demon.


  Still descending toward him, Sara cried out as the giant hand rose up to meet her.


  “Ahhh!?”


  Anyone would scream if a massive hand tried to seize their body. Sara had no chance to evade. The ox demon’s enormous left hand grabbed her—foxfire and all.


  “Sara!”


  Shion shouted, but with three enemies chasing her there was nothing else she could do.


  Taking advantage of the confusion, Itsuki issued another command. He directed the Yellow Dragon and the Black Tortoise, who had been pursuing Sara, to help tilt the situation further in his favor.


  “Yellow Dragon, Black Tortoise—go help chase the remaining one. Five against one!”


  “Caw!”


  At Itsuki’s command, the two birds wheeled in the air and joined the three already chasing Shion. Now all five pursued her together, unleashing the powers of the Five Phases.


  Shion, already under a rain of fiery arrows, was now forced to endure an additional torrent of earth and water crashing down upon her.


  “You may be twins, but I’ve got quintuplets.”


  Strictly speaking, they had hatched from different nests. But they had been raised from birth in the same place, by the same parent, on the same food. Crows were creatures that lived in flocks, and because they were connected through Itsuki’s spiritual energy, they coordinated with a skill rivaling that of twins.


  “You idiot! Don’t mess with me!”


  From far above in the sky, Shion’s scream echoed down.


  Shion, already being burned by the rain of fiery arrows, dodged one attack only to be struck by a torrent of mud and earth.


  Meanwhile, Sara struggled to escape after being seized by the ox demon, but it was futile.


  To the ox demon, a human was about the size of a shoe. The ox demon was a divine spirit with the body of an ogre, further strengthened by Itsuki’s yang energy. Once Sara had been caught in its grasp, there was no way she could free herself.“Ox demon! Strike the ground once with your club,” Itsuki said, loud enough for Sara to hear him.


  The club in the demon’s hand was far larger than a human. Raising the massive weapon overhead, the ox demon brought it crashing down onto the ground with tremendous force.


  A dull shock rang out immediately afterward. The turf was gouged open, and clods of soil burst into the air.


  Sara stopped struggling in surprise.


  “If the B-rank ox demon holding you in its left hand were to strike with the club in its right, it wouldn’t just break a C-rank talisman. Even a B-rank ogre would have its body crushed in by a single blow,” Itsuki said to her calmly.


  The ox demon did not have a human body—it possessed the body of an ogre. If it swung that club with its full strength, any human struck by it would have their body caved in and every bone shattered.


  Itsuki explained plainly what would happen.


  “Of course, I won’t do that. But if this were a real battle, it would already be over. So surrender.”


  Held in the demon’s grasp, Sara could directly feel the magnitude of the divine energy it possessed.


  In response to Itsuki’s demand for surrender, Sara turned her gaze toward Shion before answering.


  “I understand. I will allow myself to be held by the ox demon. But Shion is still fighting. Whether she surrenders or not… I would like to leave that decision to her.”


  Sara attached a subtle condition to her surrender—she would remain captured, effectively tying up the ox demon’s hand.


  However, in a five-against-one situation, the Yatagarasu had almost no chance of losing. Although the demon’s left hand was occupied, its right hand—and its club—remained free.


  Itsuki nodded calmly in agreement.


  “I don’t mind. Each of the Yatagarasu is evenly matched on its own. Even if someone managed to break through all five of them, and the ox demon, they still wouldn’t be able to defeat me. Since this is good publicity, I might as well make a small demonstration. Kaya.”


  Itsuki drew a bow from the air and infused the arrow with spiritual power.


  When he fought the mountain crone, he had imbued the arrow with the fire aspect of the Five Phases and fired the Fire Purification. But the Five Phases were not the only powers that could be placed into an arrow. The power of a shikigami could also be wrapped around it and released.


  Itsuki reversed the flow of power from the ox demon, whose energy was connected to his own, and poured it into the arrow. Then he fired it into the ground.


  “Ox Demon Purification.”


  The arrow traced a parabola through the air. The moment it struck the turf, it exploded with a thunderous blast. The grass and part of the ground were blown apart and hurled upward, as though the ox demon had struck the earth with its club.


  Sara involuntarily caught her breath.


  “I have other shikigami as well. Can you break through my protective talismans while enduring attacks like that?” Itsuki asked her.“You really are strong,” Sara sighed.


  In the distance, where both Itsuki and Sara were looking, Shion was still being chased by the Yatagarasu.


  They rained down heated metal arrows and scattered storms of water projectiles. Even so, the five birds were holding back slightly so they would not deal a finishing blow to Shion, who had effectively become their prey in this game.


  Shion seemed to understand that as well. She was shouting something angrily while fighting, but the distance was too great for Itsuki to hear her words.


  Standing beside the ox demon—and Sara, whom it held nearby—Itsuki watched the battle and spoke again.


  “She doesn’t look like the type to give up.”


  “Shion hates losing.”


  Unlike the third examination, the exhibition match had no time limit. Seeing how much the Yatagarasu were enjoying themselves, Itsuki decided to let them continue for a while.


  While Itsuki watched the battle between the Yatagarasu and Shion, Sara posed a question.


  “You didn’t finish me off. If I had been an evil yokai, would you have killed me?”


  “If I could kill it, of course I would. If it escapes, people get hurt.”


  Remembering the mountain crone he had failed to finish off, Itsuki answered with clear frustration.


  He had stationed pigeon shikigami around Aoi’s shed and the surrounding area, but there had been no sign of the mountain crone approaching. Since it possessed strength comparable to a great ogre and didn’t seem like the sort that would simply die somewhere, it had probably managed to escape.


  “Then what would you do if, in a real battle, the opponent were a good yokai?”


  “That ox demon was exactly that kind of case. I was hired to defeat it, but when I arrived it turned out to be a divine spirit of the camellia tree. So instead of destroying it, I turned it into a shikigami and had it help me.”


  “I see.”


  Feeling movement from the ox demon’s hand, Itsuki turned back toward Sara.


  After glancing up at the ox demon, she faced Itsuki again.


  “You took the Yatagarasu eggs from their parents’ nest, didn’t you?”


  “Their parents were eating someone’s pet dog—the kind that wears a collar. The chicks would’ve grown up the same way, so I raised them myself. It wasn’t because I felt sorry for the puppy. It’s just that my conscience doesn’t object to raising them instead. But I have no intention of killing them. I don’t like resentful-spirit types.”


  When Itsuki answered while meeting her gaze, Sara gave him the same gentle expression she had shown in the waiting room earlier.


  “Is everything you told me true?”


  “I have video of the Yatagarasu’s parents. I can give it to you if you want. And you can probably sense the divine aura from the ox demon yourself.”


  Realizing the purpose behind the exhibition match, Itsuki spoke plainly. Sara nodded in response.


  “I think I understand a little better what kind of person you are, Itsuki. By the way… would you mind giving me your phone number? If there are any misunderstandings between us, we might be able to clear them up.”


  “Sure. Ox demon, let her go. It looks like the Gokido family has finished what they wanted.”


  Following Itsuki’s instruction, the ox demon slowly lowered its left hand and released Sara.


  As she jumped down, Sara staggered slightly, and Itsuki instinctively caught her.


  “You didn’t have to go that far.”


  “Could you consider it a small apology?”


  Sara, who had only pretended to stumble, smiled up at him. Itsuki let out a sigh.


  He then sent a pulse of energy toward the mud and water clinging to her.


  “Return.”


  The mud and water transformed under Itsuki’s energy, turning into small spheres of light before dispersing into mist.


  “Caw! caw! caw!”


  “Stoop messing around! Ahhh!”


  While Itsuki and Sara remained in each other’s arms, the five birds continued chasing Shion around, happily playing to their hearts’ content.
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  Chapter 5: The Newly Appointed Onmyoji and Video Streaming


  

  “I don’t like him. Sara, why did you ask for that guy’s phone number?”


  As everyone began heading home after the national examination, Shion voiced her displeasure openly.


  With the entire country watching the livestream, she had been chased around and thoroughly beaten by the five Yatagarasu. The experience had left her resentment toward Itsuki simmering.


  Still, the match itself had been proposed by the Gokido family, and Itsuki had fought according to the rules. Shion did not believe he had fought unfairly or done anything unreasonable.


  Even so, understanding that did not make the anger from being chased around disappear. She had been put through quite an ordeal.


  “I think he’s a good person. Besides, I’m sure Itsuki will reach A-rank very soon, so having his contact information will probably be useful.”


  Sara knew what she was saying. After all, Itsuki was not a monk—he was an Onmyoji.


  Onmyoji live by deceiving and fighting yokai, sometimes to the death. It is not a role that good people can fulfill.


  Even so, after speaking with him, Sara felt that Itsuki leaned more toward the good side than the average Onmyoji.


  If someone was both capable and fundamentally good-natured, then maintaining ties with them was worthwhile.


  When a powerful yokai appears, several strong Onmyoji working together can defeat it more safely and reliably.


  In such cases, calling one another directly is far quicker than going through the prefectural Onmyoji Association. And if they are already on friendly terms, discussions proceed much more smoothly.


  As Sara patiently explained this, her twin sister puffed out her cheeks in annoyance.


  “A good person wouldn’t keep chasing someone after the winner’s already decided.”


  “That’s because you refused to surrender, Shion.”


  Faced with Sara’s perfectly reasonable reply, Shion fell silent with a sulky expression.


  Leaving her like that, Sara casually began typing a short message.


  “Congratulations on becoming C-rank ahead of us. We’ll be joining you after a short while. I look forward to hearing the news of your promotion to B-rank as well.”


  After receiving several messages like that, Itsuki returned home with Aoi and the five Yatagarasu.


  ※※※


  


  Early August was summer vacation for middle school students across Japan.


  The start of summer vacation was generally marked by Marine Day, the national holiday in July. The end dates varied. In Hokkaido, where summers were cooler, and in places like Yamagata and Nagano, vacation often ended around the time the Obon festival concludes. In most other regions it ended in late August, with roughly a quarter to a third of schools continuing until August 31.


  Today’s adults also had summer vacations when they were students.


  For that reason, students today should enjoy their summer vacation proudly and without hesitation.


  With that philosophy in mind, Itsuki was relaxing quite openly in an air-conditioned room inside the fine house the mountain crone had left behind.


  At the same time, he reported obtaining his Onmyoji license through a livestream on his promotional YouTubo channel.


  “Many of you probably already know, but I’ve obtained certification as a C-rank Onmyoji. Thank you all for the support, the comments on my videos, and the likes. I read through the comments after the exam.”


  When Itsuki expressed his thanks during the livestream, applause icons began flooding the YouTubo comment section at an incredible speed.


  Before the matches, when he had only been raising the Yatagarasu, his channel had around one thousand subscribers.


  At that time, he was almost completely unknown. Most of his subscribers were people who watched animal-raising videos or used the footage as background viewing while working.


  That changed after the national exam drew overwhelming attention to him. His subscriber count had surged to forty-two thousand and was still rising.


  There were several reasons why he had “gone viral”—the new record protective talisman had endured fifty tons of pressure for a full minute; the protective talisman had destroyed the press machine and apparently frightened the examiners; the aerial battle between the Yatagarasu and the Goikido sisters; the powerful ox demon that appeared during the exhibition match; the explosive arrow shot he demonstrated during the exhibition match.With displays that flashy, it was only natural that he would attract attention online.


  Everything Itsuki had done using his enormous reserves of spiritual power was, by any standard, extraordinary.


  The fact that his opponents had been a pair of cute twins who could fly through the air had also helped draw attention.


  It was also summer vacation, so the number of student subscribers increased rapidly. At the same time, it attracted the interest of adults troubled by monster attacks.


  Itsuki himself had been surprised by the speed at which his subscriber count was increasing, but he quickly accepted it.


  Since I’m broke, I might as well get compensated with the energy from the King of Hell who reincarnated me.


  Itsuki used YouTubo simply because video-sharing platforms were convenient for promoting his work as an Onmyoji. He had no intention of becoming a YouTuber.


  His goal was to earn operating funds and, eventually, cleanse corruption by exorcising powerful evils.


  For that reason, although he allowed Super Chats, he had no plans to introduce a membership system. Even so, the rapid growth in subscribers was enough to make him reconsider that policy.


  Even now, despite not announcing the stream beforehand, more than five hundred viewers were watching.


  “What are you going to do next?”


  Once the applause for his announcement died down, a question appeared in the comments.


  “I’m currently a third-year middle school student, and I have high school entrance exams coming up. I’ll apply to both public and private schools. If I pass both, I’ll attend the private school. Until then, I probably won’t be doing much exorcism work.”


  After Itsuki answered, more comments immediately began to appear.


  “Are your grades good?”


  “You should get recommended through the Onmyoji system.”


  Itsuki’s father had been an Onmyoji deeply in debt, and Itsuki himself had been a disciple. Under those circumstances, his academic performance could hardly compare to that of his classmates. He had never been able to focus solely on studying, attend cram school, or hire private tutors.


  Even now, while living as a guest in Aoi’s home, attending a distant school was impossible. Even if a recommendation covered tuition and dormitory fees, there would still be other expenses.


  The reason for the family’s poverty lay with his father, Kazunori, who had clung to his pride as an Onmyoji and continued spending beyond his income. The only reason Itsuki now had a realistic path to entering high school was thanks to Aoi.


  With a strained smile, Itsuki avoided touching on the deeper issues behind the question.


  “After I become a high school student, I won’t be able to take on a lot of jobs like the full-time professionals. So while I’m still in middle school, I’d like to take on a few big jobs during the holidays and earn a large amount at once. I also have to pay for the press machine.”


  As Itsuki said this with a distant look in his eyes, comments flooded the chat.


  “Wait, you actually have to pay for it?”


  “The association doesn’t have insurance? Lol!”


  “How much does a press machine cost anyway?”


  The comment section grew lively as people began posting, saying that a single press machine could cost over one million yen.


  Reading those comments made Itsuki’s stomach twist.


  “One of the senior officials from the organizing side told me that the exam assignment was supposed to be a protective talisman, and that a talisman that counterattacks counts as a special talisman. Since it still has a protective effect, they’ll pass me, but I have to compensate them. Including the exam fees, I’m now several million yen in debt.”


  Itsuki’s insistence during the exam that it was a protective talisman had not been fully accepted.


  It might have gone beyond the normal concept of a protective talisman, but in Itsuki’s mind it was still a protective talisman.


  Even without Itsuki explaining further, viewers in the chat began to piece things together on their own.


  “Deputy supervisor from the organizing side = the twins’ father from the exhibition match.”


  “Oh.”


  For the Yatagarasu, Shion—who could fly—was like a human running alongside a dog.


  After being confined in a small room for several days, the Yatagarasu had been released, allowing them to vent by playing with Shion.


  Up to a certain point, Itsuki had kept them under control.


  But after Sara was captured, Itsuki had been talking with her. While he was thinking about why the Gokido family had arranged the exhibition match, he left the Yatagarasu to their own devices.


  And so Shion ended up being chased around by them.


  It was like being chased by a dog and having your face licked all over—Shion had been drenched in Five Elements techniques by the Yatagarasu.


  Facing them, she had launched ghostly flames and swung her vajra staff.


  But she hadn’t managed to land a single hit. Instead, she had been attacked five against one with mud and flaming arrows. After the match, she trembled like a newborn fawn.


  “Maybe I should’ve gone easier on her.”


  Viewers quickly filled the chat with comments like “That interpretation doesn’t match the scene lol,” and “You’re obviously talking about the girl you pulled into your arms.”


  Others began posting “grass” and “a vast grassland is inevitable,” using the character for laughter—“w”—as if it were blades of grass.


  For a while, the comment section of Itsuki’s stream was completely covered in this “great grassland.”


  After the storm of laughter finally settled down, a constructive comment appeared among the flattened field of grass in response to Itsuki’s remark about wanting to take jobs on his days off.


  “Would it be okay if we tried setting up a crowdfunding request worth a few million yen? If it goes through, you’d take the job, right? ”


  Reading the comment, Itsuki fell into thought.


  Yokai were a threat that could take the lives of ordinary people. However, because they had existed since ancient times, they were regarded as one of those dangers—like natural disasters or diseases—that couldn’t be completely eradicated.


  For that reason, the state didn’t mobilize all its resources every time a yokai appeared. Government intervention was reserved for monsters that carried out indiscriminate, large-scale slaughter.


  When the threat was smaller, individuals and local communities were expected to defend themselves. If they could not deal with it, they hired an Onmyoji.


  The fees for hiring an Onmyoji vary widely depending on several factors—the Onmyoji’s rank and experience, the danger level of the yokai involved, and the expected duration of the job.


  In Itsuki’s case, he was a newly certified C-rank Onmyoji.


  He had no recorded history of solo exorcisms, and the expected duration of any job he took would be short. Even so, it was still possible for a request worth several million yen to be arranged, even if the target was a powerful yokai.


  If the opponent were C-rank or higher, it would not really be worth the money. Even so, Itsuki agreed with certain conditions.


  “As my first job to build experience, I can accept it under certain conditions. The difficulty must be B-rank or lower. The target must be land-based, and the number of kills should correspond to the payment offered. Filming by the client, as well as uploading or streaming for profit, is fine. If those terms are acceptable, I can take the job.”


  As a general rule, the Onmyoji accepting a request was expected to be one rank higher than the rank of the yokai.


  In other words, if the target was a B-rank monster, the job would normally be taken by an A-rank Onmyoji. That way, the stronger practitioner could defeat a lower-ranked opponent safely and reliably.


  However, an A-rank Onmyoji would never accept a job worth only a few million yen.


  A B-rank yokai was capable of easily killing around a hundred people. If someone were paid only a few million yen to eliminate such a monster, it would effectively mean valuing a human life at only tens of thousands of yen each.


  That would make the reward far too low.


  If B-rank extermination jobs were beingaccepted for only a few million yen, then the fees for dealing with C-rank or D-rank yokai would fall even further. Onmyoji would no longer be able to support themselves.


  For that reason, B-rank requests were not normally accepted for such low amounts.


  However, Itsuki justified the exception by calling it his first job for building experience. He also simplified the conditions to make the request manageable.


  In this case, the client’s purpose was to support Itsuki. Because of that, he also allowed the client to film and upload the job for profit as compensation for their effort.


  No matter what kind of request was arranged, the client would still need to spend money upfront.


  This way, Itsuki reasoned, both sides would benefit.


  “If two Onmyoji have the same rank, requests go to the one with more experience. That’s why an Onmyoji with little experience has to lower their conditions slightly in order to receive their first job. Please consider this a one-time exception.”


  Just to be clear, Itsuki emphasized that accepting a B-rank job for a few million yen would happen only this once.


  “Okay. I sent an email from a free Twittor address under the same name. Once everything’s ready, I’ll contact you there.”


  “Understood.”


  It was still unclear what kind of request would ultimately be made, but for the moment, a verbal agreement had been reached.


  In Itsuki’s case, if the opponent was a single land-type monster ranked B-class or lower, he could defeat it through the ox demon’s brute strength.


  If the opponent was C-rank, he could even subdue several at once.


  He had deliberately restricted the conditions to enemies that would be relatively easy to defeat. As long as a request fell within those limits, Itsuki was willing to accept it.


  “If you don’t have the funds, why not sell talismans?”


  “If you sell talismans, I’ll buy one.”


  “I’d like to place an order too.”


  Advice about securing funds began appearing in the comments. However, talismans sold to the general public were normally produced by retired Onmyoji who had reached the retirement age of sixty.


  As people grew older, their bodies no longer moved as they once did, and their stamina and spiritual energy did not last as long.


  For that reason, the association set the retirement age for human Onmyoji at sixty. Those who stopped going into the field were treated as retired. They might assist during emergencies, but the association no longer counted them as part of its active combat strength.


  Supplying spiritual talismans to the general public was the role of retired Onmyoji, which meant they did not face financial hardship after retirement.


  Branches also provided honorary positions and entrusted them with roles such as training disciples, allowing them to remain active as mentors while preserving their sense of dignity.


  Active Onmyoji were free to create talismans for themselves, their companions, or family members, but selling them to the public was prohibited.


  “Creating talismans consumes the maker’s spiritual energy. Because of that, talismans sold to the public are produced by retired Onmyoji who no longer work in the field, not by active Onmyoji. Since I belong to the Onmyoji Association, I’m not allowed to sell them.”


  Talismans were a valuable source of income for retired Onmyoji.


  When he considered his own future, Itsuki felt it would be inappropriate to intrude on that livelihood.


  “There it is, the association’s vested interests.”


  “If you’d failed because of the press machine, you could’ve sold talismans freely and made a fortune.”


  Sharp remarks appeared one after another in the comment section, but Itsuki looked away and exercised his freedom not to read them aloud.


  ※※※


  


  School was still in the middle of summer vacation.


  After returning home from the exam, Itsuki streamed a video update. Then he took Aoi on a trip to Oni-Cat Island, located to the south.


  This trip had been arranged as compensation for having her accompany him to the Onmyoji National Exam. Itsuki had simply agreed to Aoi’s request.


  The Yatagarasu were left in the care of Itsuki’s father, Kazunori. To Kazunori, who believed that tending the Yatagarasu would strengthen the power of the Kamo family, caring for them was no burden.


  After entrusting the birds to him, Itsuki set out on an overnight trip with Aoi. The two of them traveled alone.


  “Wow, there are so many cats.”


  Hearing Aoi’s admiring sigh, Itsuki wondered if that was really the only thing she noticed.


  More than thirty cats of various colors and patterns rushed toward the tourists who had just arrived at the pier. Behind them, even more cats appeared.


  “We’re surrounded the moment we step onto the island.”


  If this had been an infiltration mission into enemy territory, it would have been a complete failure.


  The cats looked over the arriving visitors and began approaching the people they had chosen as targets.


  Of course, Itsuki and Aoi had simply arrived at the island’s pier aboard a regularly scheduled ferry. Being surrounded by cats was the natural result.


  “My grandma didn’t allow pets. I’ve always wanted a cat.”


  “So you like cats.”


  “They’re cute, aren’t they?”


  Aoi spoke cheerfully while Itsuki listened.


  After stepping onto Oni-Cat Island, Aoi began walking along the paved road with light steps.


  Itsuki walked beside her. Behind them, more than a dozen cats followed.


  The cats seemed to have noticed the cat food Aoi was secretly carrying.


  Oni-Cat Island was a southern island with an area of roughly five square kilometers. Formed by a volcanic eruption, it rose high enough that most of it was covered with evergreen broadleaf forest.


  When Japanese settlers first moved there, the damage caused by wild mice had been severe.


  To deal with the problem, they released large numbers of cats onto the island. The cats now following Itsuki and Aoi were the descendants of those original hunters.


  “Apparently people were still living on this island until about fifty years ago.”


  The island, which had once prospered through fishing, had been home to around two hundred residents.


  On the island where people and cats had once lived together, water basins for the cats had been set up throughout the area. The cats of the southern island lived freely—hunting the mice that multiplied within the evergreen broadleaf forests or receiving fish from the islanders.


  But Oni-Cat Island had become uninhabited forty years earlier.


  After walking for more than ten minutes, Aoi moved away from the other tourists and began scattering cat food at the site of an old shrine.


  The cats surrounding them—now numbering more than thirty—rushed toward the food.


  Most of them began eating, but a few rubbed against Aoi’s legs while meowing for attention. Others threatened nearby cats that tried to approach the food.


  “They still remember humans even though the island’s been deserted for forty years.”


  “That’s because lots of tourists visit.”


  Aoi did not try to pet the cats as they ate. She simply watched them with a gentle expression.


  “It’d probably be fine if you petted them on the back.”


  “I’ll do that after they finish eating a little more.”


  Aoi seemed completely absorbed as she stared at the cats.


  After glancing at her, Itsuki walked around the shrine grounds for a moment. In the distance, he caught sight of the ferry that had brought them slowly disappearing over the horizon.


  Then a stray thought crossed his mind.


  If this were a mystery novel, this would be where the murder begins.


  Oni-Cat Island lay twenty kilometers from the mainland.


  Strong ocean currents surrounded it, making it impossible for a person to swim across. There was only one pier, and the ferry arrived three times a day: at ten in the morning, two in the afternoon, and six in the evening.


  The ferry was not a chartered sightseeing boat operated by a travel agency. It was a government-contracted ferry that operated only when the seas were calm. If the waves became rough, the service was suspended.


  Because of that, even if tourists remained on the island, the ferry could be canceled during a typhoon or severe weather.


  To prepare for such cancellations, the prefecture had converted several abandoned houses into emergency lodgings. They were equipped with running water, electricity, and flush toilets.


  However, because the island had been uninhabited for forty years, there were no cellular towers. Mobile phones and email could not connect.


  If a typhoon arrived and people were stranded on the island, and then a murder occurred, it would be the perfect scenario for a mystery novel.


  Itsuki thought about such things, but in reality a series of murders had once occurred on Oni-Cat Island about fifty years earlier.


  “If a demon appeared three separate times on such a small island, the residents wouldn’t be able to endure it.”


  “It’s a remote island in the middle of the sea, after all.”


  Aoi answered, returning from her dreamy state in response to Itsuki’s quiet remark.


  Around fifty years earlier, a murder was committed on Oni-Cat Island.


  Eight of the island’s two hundred residents had been gnawed to death, one after another.


  From the wounds left on the bodies, it was believed that the culprit had been a demon with sharp fangs. Onmyoji of the time were dispatched to search for it.


  But the demon could not be found. Not even a trace of it remained.


  “It probably fled into the evergreen forest that covers most of the island.”


  That was the conclusion the searching Onmyoji reached.


  For the islanders, the thought that a demon that had killed eight people might be hiding somewhere on their small island was a terror beyond imagination.


  Three months passed without the demon being found. Eventually, the dispatched Onmyoji withdrew.


  By the time they left, more than half of the island’s residents had already fled. They had decided that the lives of their wives, children, and grandchildren were more important than their love for their homeland.


  The remaining half were people who had no way to secure work or build a life outside the island.


  Those who remained lived in constant fear, but for a while after that, nothing happened.


  “Maybe the demon left the island.”


  Such optimism began to spread, since the demon had appeared suddenly in the first place.


  Even without any means of transportation, the demon had somehow crossed the open sea to reach on the island.


  If that were the case, the demon—or perhaps some other monster—might not have been land-based. It could have been aquatic or capable of flight. Perhaps it had eaten human beings to restore its strength before moving on to another place, or perhaps it had sensed the arrival of the Onmyoji and fled when it realized the danger.


  That was the conclusion people reached, and gradually the islanders began returning. Five years later, however, as if mocking their actions, the demon appeared again and killed seven more people.


  “It’s impossible for a creature to hide on the island for five years without eating.”


  For the islanders who were suffering the attacks, such useless conclusions meant nothing. This time nearly eighty percent of the residents fled.


  For the next six years, however, nothing happened to the twenty percent who remained. The island held their homes, their land, and their fishing livelihoods, so when nothing happened, the residents had little choice but to return.


  And just as they had feared, the demon appeared for a third time. Once again, seven people were killed.


  This time the Onmyoji Association did not repeat its earlier claim about the creature surviving years without food. Even so, they were unable to subdue it. Eleven years after the first appearance of the demon, twenty-two people had been killed, and the island had become deserted.


  “I’ve heard a theory about the murders on this island,” Itsuki said. “That the culprit was a woman who married into the island and snapped after being harassed by her mother-in-law—a real demon bride, supposedly.”


  The killings had begun after the woman married into the community, and they resumed after the islanders who had fled to the mainland returned to the island. Among the victims was the woman’s mother-in-law. Because the timing was so uncanny, rumors like that began circulating.


  “If she had killed only her cruel mother-in-law, people would have suspected her.”


  “If she committed random murders and fled to her parents’ home, maybe she thought she could return later.”


  Those rumors began spreading after the internet became widespread. In other words, they were nothing more than urban legends.


  Fifty years had passed since the first incident, and the island had long since become deserted. At that point, arguing about it served no real purpose.


  Even if the rumors were wrong and a demon had remained hidden on the island, it would surely have starved to death after thirty-nine years without food. If the creature had been a monster capable of crossing the sea, then once the island became deserted and food disappeared, it would likely have moved elsewhere. Even Itsuki, who could sense demonic energy to some extent, detected no trace on the island of the strong aura that a creature capable of killing more than a dozen people would possess.


  When the island was abandoned, the cats were left behind on Oni-Cat Island. Capturing every single one of them had been impossible. Yet the island was an evergreen place where snow never fell, and the mice that served as prey never ran out. Because of that, the cats survived without difficulty.


  People who pitied the abandoned cats occasionally stopped by in fishing boats to leave them food. Nearly twenty years passed without any of those visitors being attacked, and after that the prefecture responsible for managing Oni-Cat Island declared that the island was safe and resumed ferry service. Today the island had become a “cat island,” promoted by the prefecture to attract tourists. Even so, no one lived there permanently.


  “How many of them are there?”


  More than sixty cats had gathered around the shrine.


  If twenty tourists visited each day, and most of them brought large amounts of food because they felt sorry for the abandoned cats, what would happen?


  It was a warm southern island with no natural predators. The empty homes of two hundred former residents still stood. The prefecture not only allowed people to bring food for the cats—it even encouraged it.


  In that kind of environment, the number of cats was bound to increase.


  “Apparently even the prefecture doesn’t know how many cats there are,” Aoi said with a laugh.


  Itsuki shuddered at her answer.


  Aoi, who had researched the island beforehand, continued scattering food without worrying about the growing number of cats.


  Meanwhile, an orange tabby with reddish-yellow fur staggered toward them, weaving its way through the newly arriving cats.


  The difference between it and the other cats was that this one was a spirit, and its tail was split into two.


  “A two-tailed cat is a monster called a nekomata. Some nekomata help people, while others attack them, but I don’t sense any hostility from this one.”


  After glancing at the nekomata and sensing its energy, Itsuki told Aoi that it did not appear dangerous.


  “Master, would it be all right if I give this one some of my energy?”


  “Hmm. If it’s just a little at a time, it should be fine.”


  “Yes. Then just a little…”


  As Aoi began sending energy to the nekomata that had approached unsteadily, the creature pressed its forehead against her feet.


  “Meow.”


  Aoi gently stroked the nekomata’s back while continuing to send it energy. The nekomata closed its eyes and looked completely content.


  Watching the scene, a thought suddenly occurred to Itsuki.


  “The monster that attacked people on this island might not have been a demon. It could have been an old rat.”


  “An old rat? What’s that?”


  “An old rat is a rat that has lived long enough to become a monster. It’s the creature behind the proverb ‘a cornered rat will bite a cat.’ Sometimes they even kill cats and attack humans. They aren’t particularly strong monsters, but if they attack people in their sleep, they could kill several.”


  In the Edo-period book Illustrated Tales of One Hundred Monsters (1841), there was an image of a rat the size of a large dog carrying off a kitten in its mouth.


  If the culprit behind the island’s murders had been an old rat, every unexplained detail could be accounted for.


  The reason it appeared on the island would be simple: a rat that had already lived there had turned into a monster. If it had originated on the island, it would not have needed to cross the sea. At the same time, that would explain why it appeared on a remote island with so few humans to serve as prey.


  The reason it never left the island would also make sense. The sea between the island and the mainland stretched twenty kilometers—far from easy to cross. There were monsters and spirits in the ocean as well, and a rat monster would have risked being eaten if it tried.


  Only a small number of people had been attacked because the old rat’s body was small, and it could not consume everything. If it killed every human, there would be no food left for later. And if it had only recently become a monster, its power would still have been weak. After all, an old rat was merely the sort of creature that “might kill cats and sometimes attack humans.”


  The reason it had never been found, even after the island was searched, was likely because it blended in with the many ordinary rats living there. An old rat looked exactly like a normal rat. Even if someone glimpsed it from a distance, a person desperately searching for a demon might easily overlook it.


  The reason it had not starved could also be explained if it had originally been an ordinary rat living on the island before becoming a monster. The island’s evergreen broadleaf forests provided food for rats. While a monster could not survive entirely without consuming spiritual energy, if it stored enough in advance, it could endure for several years.


  If the creature had been a monster capable of flight, it would likely have moved elsewhere once humans—the source of its food—disappeared. And if it had been something other than a rat, the islanders would have spotted it, or the Onmyoji sent to investigate would have found it.


  For those reasons, the most likely possibility was that the monster had been an old rat.


  “Why did seeing the nekomata make you think of an old rat, Master?”


  “In folktales, there’s a story about a temple cat that was saved by a priest. The cat later became a nekomata and, after a fierce battle, drove away an old rat that had taken up residence in the temple. Nekomata and old rats are natural enemies.”


  “So this one is a good cat, then.”


  When Aoi sent it a generous amount of energy as a reward, the nekomata happily rolled around on the stone pavement of the shrine.


  There was probably no one on the island capable of providing enough spiritual energy to sustain a nekomata’s spirit body.


  After thinking it over, Itsuki spoke to Aoi.


  “It might be better to take it with us, if only to keep it from feeding on the energy of tourists. I’ll set up a formation to help. How about you try making a shikigami contract with it?”


  Seeing how attached the nekomata had become to Aoi, Itsuki suggested taking it with them.


  The cats of Oni-Cat Island were treated the same as stray cats; no one held ownership over them. In the first place, the nekomata was a spirit—an apparition of a monster—and therefore under no one’s control.


  As for the old rat that had supposedly fought the nekomata, it was surely no longer alive. After the islanders left, neither the prefectural administrators nor visiting tourists had suffered any attacks. If the nekomata had died while the old rat survived, then once people returned to feed the cats, the starving creature would certainly have attacked them.


  Surprised by the unexpected suggestion, Aoi hesitated for a moment before speaking to the nekomata.


  “Do you want to come with us?”


  “Meow.”


  The nekomata pressed its forehead against Aoi’s foot, as if to say it would follow her.


  “Alright, then we’ll take it with us. We’ll make the contract, catch the evening ferry back to the mainland, stay at an inn for the night, and then head home tomorrow. The shikigami contract is simple—you stand inside the formation I prepare, recite the incantation, and ask for the contract. If the nekomata agrees, the contract is formed.”


  Once Itsuki laid out the plan, Aoi lifted the nekomata in her arms and gently sent it a little spiritual energy.


  The nekomata immediately became calm in her embrace.


  After that, Itsuki and Aoi left the island together. With the newly contracted nekomata, they boarded the ferry at the island’s pier and returned to the mainland.


  It was already evening, too late to travel home, so they stayed the night.


  The inn Itsuki had reserved was called Cat Island Inn, located near the mainland harbor where ferries departed for Oni-Cat Island. Its main clientele were tourists visiting the island.


  Cat paintings decorated the walls throughout the building, and the hallway lights were shaped like smiling cats instead of Halloween pumpkins. Cat motifs appeared everywhere in the interior design, and even the souvenirs were cat-themed.


  There was a hotel in Chiba Prefecture that partnered with a famous mouse-themed amusement park and offered rooms decorated entirely with mice. This place was the opposite—a lodge made for people who loved cats.


  Cat Island Inn also allowed pets. It even turned a blind eye to guests staying with cats they had brought back from the island. Officially, however, there was an extra fee of three thousand yen per animal.


  Since the nekomata’s spirit body could not be seen by ordinary people, they did not have to pay the extra fee.


  Cheap was always good.


  This trip had been paid for by Itsuki using the leftover money he had borrowed from Aoi, covering both their expenses.


  While quietly thinking such somewhat stingy thoughts, Itsuki walked beside Aoi down the cat-filled hallway toward their room.


  Despite the fact that this was a trip for just the two of them, her attention remained entirely on the nekomata in her arms.


  “Good kitty… good kitty.”


  She continued fussing over it. The nekomata, perhaps because it was already an older cat spirit, simply closed its eyes and enjoyed being petted.


  Well… the trip was my way of expressing my gratitude to Aoi. So I guess the goal has been accomplished.


  Itsuki, a third-year middle school student, felt a little disappointed that things were not turning into the sweet scenario he had vaguely hoped for. Still, seeing how happy Aoi looked, he decided this outcome was good enough.
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  ※※※


  


  “We’ve added a nekomata to our shikigami.”


  After returning from the trip, Itsuki introduced the nekomata they had brought back from Oni-Cat Island on his YouTubo channel.


  Strictly speaking, the correct introduction would have been “Aoi’s shikigami.” However, she did not appear on Itsuki’s channel.


  If she did, several problems would arise.


  Aoi might be exposed as a mountain princess, which could interfere with her daily life, and people might become wary of Itsuki’s yang energy if they learned he could command a mountain deity. Besides, even though the channel existed to promote Itsuki, the focus would shift away from him.


  Itsuki was especially certain about the third point.


  Cute girls grow a channel far more reliably than men.


  Aoi was a yamauba who had not yet killed or eaten a human—a fragment of the goddess Izanami before her fall.


  She possessed the appearance of a classical goddess—a pure Japanese beauty who looked perfectly at home in traditional clothing.


  “Standing, she resembles a peony; sitting, a peony in bloom; walking, a lily swaying in the wind.”


  If someone like Aoi appeared on Itsuki’s channel, viewers would certainly latch onto it.


  And if people discovered that Itsuki had formed a shikigami contract with her, the uproar would be unavoidable.


  Since that kind of attention was not what he wanted, Aoi remained behind the camera as the person filming and did not appear on YouTubo.


  When Itsuki met clients, he planned to introduce her under the title of manager.


  A ghostly nekomata appearing on the channel is fine. Besides, this one’s a male.


  Most depictions of nekomata portrayed them as female, so the general public tended to imagine them that way. In reality, however, both male and female nekomata existed.


  Old records such as the Illustrated Sino-Japanese Encyclopedia (1712) even mentioned male examples.


  “In general, male cats that live for more than ten years may transform and harm people. Cats with reddish-yellow fur are particularly prone to becoming monsters.”


  Ten years was no longer an unusual lifespan for a cat in modern times, but if a cat lived even longer than that, it could sometimes become a nekomata. The nekomata Aoi had brought back was a male orange tabby, just like the one described in the Wakan Sansai Zue.


  “By the way, his name is Nekotaro.”


  The one who named him was his master, Aoi. Whether the old-fashioned naming sense came from the yamauba’s influence or her own taste was unclear.


  But Nekotaro was Aoi’s shikigami, and the naming of a shikigami by its master was important. For that reason, Itsuki had not interfered at all.


  A name reflects the nature of the thing.


  The role Aoi wanted from the nekomata was not that of a combat shikigami meant to defeat enemies. She simply wanted a cat. Nekotaro had been asked by his master to be a cat.


  And so, even after receiving immense divine energy from Itsuki through Aoi, strengthening him to roughly mid-class monster level, Nekotaro continued to relax peacefully like an house cat.


  When Itsuki introduced the name without explaining the circumstances, a flood of negative reactions appeared in the comments.


  “Th-that’s too cruel, lol.”
“Why didn’t anyone stop this?”
“Nekotaro has the right to bite his owner.”


  The name Nekotaro might indeed sound old-fashioned. But since Itsuki did not think it was a bad name, he responded in Aoi’s defense.


  “To those who object, please apologize to all the Nekotaros across the country.”


  With a serious expression, Itsuki said this to the camera.


  The viewers immediately fired back in the comments.


  “There aren’t any Nekotaros in the country, lol.”
“Hey… wait. You didn’t name the ox demon Gyutaro, did you?”


  When the ox demon’s name was mentioned, Itsuki suddenly realized something.


  He had never actually named it.


  The Yatagarasu had hatched from eggs, so naming them had been natural. The nekomata had been a stray cat they picked up, so naming it had also felt natural.


  However, the ox demon was a divine spirit that had taken residence in a camellia tree. Considering its legend, it should have had a name from before it died, so Itsuki had never thought about naming it.


  “I never gave the ox demon a name.”


  If an Onmyoji was going to command a spirit, it was better for that spirit to have a name.


  Itsuki controlled the ox demon through his immense spiritual energy, but binding it with a name would certainly improve the precision of that control. It would also reduce the energy consumed when summoning it, and the ox demon would grow stronger.


  He glanced back at the chat scrolling across the screen.


  “The comment just now—was it ‘Ushitaro’? Or ‘Gyutaro’?”


  The comment section instantly exploded.


  “Don’t turn a powerful monster into a mascot!”


  “The demons hunted by Ushitaro-kun would be too pitiful!”


  The name Ushitaro might indeed lack dignity.


  There was already a similar human name—Kintaro. In Japan, he was famous for illustrations of a child wearing a red bib, carrying an axe, and riding on the back of a bear. If Ushitaro reminded people of something like that, it was obvious the name would feel lacking in gravitas.


  Still, Itsuki felt that names like Hercules from Greek mythology would not suit a Japanese ox demon.


  Even searching Japanese mythology did not help much. Ame-no-Tajikarao-no-Kami—the deity who dragged Amaterasu out from the Heavenly Rock Cave—had a name tied directly to a specific mythological story. That made it unsuitable for the ox demon as well.


  Ushitaro should be fine.


  At least the name made it immediately clear that the creature was related to a cow.


  And if he ever acquired a second one, he could simply name it Ushijiro. After that could come Ushisaburo, Ushishiro, and so on. In that sense, Taro actually worked quite well.


  Having made up his mind, Itsuki addressed the viewers.


  “I’ll name the ox demon Ushitaro. Thanks for the suggestion.”


  “Hey idiot, stop!”


  “This is terrible.”


  Ignoring the uproar in the comments, Itsuki officially named the ox demon Ushitaro.


  “There’s one more thing to report, aside from the nekomata.”


  “The ox demon thing getting brushed aside so casually…”


  The viewers were still protesting in the comments, but Itsuki cut the discussion short and pushed ahead anyway.


  A logo reading “3,000,000 yen reached” appeared on the stream screen as he explained that the subjugation request proposed before the trip to the -Cat Island had reached its funding goal.


  “This is the crowdfunding project that a viewer suggested during a previous stream. After the person who proposed it and I announced it on Twittor and other places, the goal was reached in about a day. The target for subjugation isa rat yokai.”


  The moment Itsuki said “rat,” Nekotaro crept up from behind him.


  Then the two-tailed cat leapt onto Itsuki’s head, swishing its forked tail as it cried out.


  “Meow!”


  “Ouch. You’re heavy.”


  Nekotaro had been given so much spiritual energy that he had fully materialized. At this point, he was almost indistinguishable from a normal cat.


  And apparently, he was very enthusiastic about rat hunting.


  However, Aoi—who did not want him drawing too much attention during the client’s livestream—could not bring him along. Since Nekotaro was Aoi’s shikigami, that meant he would be staying home as well.


  “You’re staying behind. Besides, an iron rat is dangerous.”


  An iron rat was a yokai said to have originated from a monk during the Heian period.


  At the time, Emperor Shirakawa had no heir with his consort and desperately wanted a successor. He summoned the monk Raigo Ajari from Miidera Temple and ordered him to perform prayers so that the consort would conceive.


  The emperor promised that if the prayers succeeded, Raigo could ask for any reward he wished.


  Raigo prayed for one hundred days. Eventually, in the first year of Shoho, Prince Atsufumi was born.


  As his reward, Raigo requested permission to establish an ordination platform at Miidera.


  However, at that time Enryakuji Temple, which held great influence, intervened.


  Fearing that the matter would spark conflict between the Sanmon faction (Enryakuji) and the Jimon faction (Miidera), Emperor Shirakawa rejected Raigo’s request.


  Having had the promise broken, Raigo came to resent both Emperor Shirakawa and Enryakuji.


  Muttering that he would “drag the imperial prince down the path of demons,” Raigo eventually died after a prolonged fast.


  Before long, the imperial prince died.


  Even then, Raigo’s resentment did not fade. He transformed into a giant rat with iron fangs.


  Leading eighty-four thousand rats, he charged up Mount Hiei and attacked Enryakuji.


  Since that time, Mount Hiei had been haunted by the grudge of the iron rat.


  Raigo’s resentment still overflowed from the mountain, continuing to cause harm in the surrounding regions of Kyoto and Shiga.


  An iron rat was considered a B-rank threat. However, unless all eighty-four thousand rats were completely exterminated, the remaining vengeful spirits would absorb nearby corruption and multiply again—spreading aggressively.


  This could all have been avoided if Emperor Shirakawa had simply kept his promise and built the ordination platform at Miidera as payment for the job Raigo had successfully completed.


  Enryakuji should not have interfered either.


  Because of that, the authorities issued periodic extermination requests even now, thinning their numbers whenever they could.


  Given that history, if Onmyoji helped with the extermination, the surrounding regions would become safer. The locals would certainly welcome the effort.


  The mission also had strong public value, making it easy to launch a crowdfunding campaign and gather understanding and supporters.


  “The client plans to livestream the subjugation,” Itsuki said. “The crowdfunding campaign is still ongoing, so please continue supporting it. If the total increases, we’ll expand the extermination.”


  And so, Itsuki’s first official job became the thinning of the iron rats.


  ※※※


  


  “Does this iron rat extermination even turn a profit for you, Kaboene?”


  The person who had posted the crowdfunding request for the iron rat extermination was a young YouTuber named Kaboene, whose channel had tens of thousands of subscribers.


  Kaboene was his online name. Even though the camera was not currently rolling, he had asked Itsuki to address him that way, so Itsuki used it.


  From Itsuki’s perspective, it did not really matter what he called him as long as he received the payment. Celebrities were often called by stage names rather than their real names—it was the same idea.


  Unfortunately, as a middle school student, Itsuki had not yet been able to establish an agency of his own.


  Because of that, Itsuki’s father appeared on the contract as the official contractor. Itsuki himself had been dispatched as the Onmyoji in charge from his father’s agency.


  Kaboene’s car, loaded with equipment and battery packs for the livestream, carried Itsuki from Kyoto to Mount Hiei.


  Since the client would be broadcasting the operation live, Aoi had stayed home.


  Even though this was supposed to be a rat extermination job, Nekotaro—Aoi’s shikigami—was also staying behind. He was probably sprawled around the house right now.


  Then again, lounging around at home might very well be Nekotaro’s true calling.


  “Even if it doesn’t pay off directly, people appreciate the social contribution,” Kaboene said as he drove, explaining things to Itsuki in the passenger seat. “Like they say, better hypocritically good than no good at all.”


  The government’s iron rat extermination operations were essentially a stopgap measure, similar to relocating bears from human settlements.


  Budgets, contractors, and schedules were all predetermined. They could not devote all their attention to Enryakuji alone. Completely eliminating the rats was impossible, so the damage could never be reduced to zero.


  Still, even reducing the number and strength of the iron rats by exorcising some of them would help people in the surrounding communities. Those who benefited would be grateful, and even those who were not directly helped might still appreciate the effort.


  Kaboene had handled everything—from launching the crowdfunding campaign to driving Itsuki to the site. Whether the time and effort truly paid off was debatable, but as a content creator he could certainly boost his reputation.


  “Maybe because it’s for social contribution,” Itsuki said, “but there were six large donations of five hundred thousand yen each.”


  “Yeah, exactly,” Kaboene replied. “When I wrote that major sponsors’ names would appear in the video, every slot I prepared got filled immediately. I was surprised. And now I’ve built connections with a promising young Onmyoji too. Organizing events like this isn’t such a bad idea.”


  Connections with Onmyoji were undoubtedly valuable.


  There were only about ten thousand Onmyoji in the entire country. Among them, those at the intermediate level or higher—like Itsuki—made up only about twenty percent.


  Just as people might consult a doctor about medical issues or a lawyer about legal matters, having an acquaintance who was an Onmyoji would be reassuring if something supernatural happened.


  Of course, in an emergency the nearest available Onmyoji would usually be called instead, so personal connections were not always useful.


  Since the client seemed satisfied, Itsuki did not press further about the value of those connections.


  “Mii Temple and Enryakuji are this close to Kyoto?”


  Itsuki had learned in school that Shiga Prefecture—where Mii Temple and Enryakuji are located—lay east of Kyoto Prefecture.


  But he had never realized how short the distance actually was. Hearing that it took less than an hour to reach either temple by car from Kyoto surprised him.


  You could even reach Mii Temple on foot in a few hours.


  “There’s an old route called the Nyoigoe,” Kaboene explained. “If you cross Daimonji Mountain, Mount Nyoigatake, and Mount Nagara from Ginkakuji and head into Otsu, it’s under twelve kilometers. Even at a slow walking pace, it takes about four hours.”


  That was how Emperor Shirakawa had been able to request prayers from Mii Temple in the distant past, when transportation had been far less convenient.


  “It even appears in The Tale of the Heike. Though the road must have been much rougher back then.”


  Kaboene mentioned The Tale of the Heike, though the story of Raigo of Mii Temple and Emperor Shirakawa was itself recorded in that very chronicle.


  Unfortunately, Itsuki had not followed the historic route. Instead, he simply traveled along the modern road accessible by car.


  Avoiding unnecessary fatigue before the battle, Itsuki soon arrived at Enryakuji and attached small playback devices to the Yatagarasu’s legs.


  Once Kaboene finished setting up the streaming equipment, the livestream began.


  “Hello everyone, Kaboene here. Just as announced earlier, today C-rank Onmyoji Kamo Itsuki will be exterminating the iron rat at Enryakuji using funds raised through crowdfunding. Please check my previous post for details. Anyway, Itsuki-kun, what’s that device?”


  Facing the camera now pointed at him, Itsuki held up the playback device and pressed the play button.


  A pair of recorded lines began looping—both spoken in Itsuki’s voice.


  “Enryakuji is magnificent!”
“Mii Temple is nothing but a joke!”


  The insults repeated endlessly.


  If Raigo himself had heard them, the message would have been enough to make him die of rage.


  Itsuki assumed that someone in the comments would eventually explain the meaning to viewers, so he skipped the detailed explanation.


  Instead, he announced the plan.


  “This operation will be called the ‘Make the iron rats lose their minds and lure them out strategy.’”


  Once the viewers realized the meaning of the lines being played, the reaction was immediate.


  About ninety percent recoiled at the devilishness of the tactic, while the remaining ten percent worried about the plan. The iron rat carried an extraordinary grudge, and some viewers feared that provoking them like this would draw far more hatred than a normal exorcism ever would.


  But attracting the iron rat was exactly Itsuki’s goal.


  “Alright. I’ll keep the recordings playing while sending the Yatagarasu around different parts of Mount Hiei. Our client, Kaboene, is being protected directly by me, an Onmyoji, so there’s no need to worry. Alright, go have some fun.”


  “Caw!”


  Released into the air, the five Yatagarasu flew freely across Mount Hiei. From the playback devices attached to their legs, the taunts kept blaring, pouring fuel onto the blazing hatred of the iron rat.


  “Enryakuji is magnificent!”
“Mii Temple is pathetic!”


  The effect was immediate.


  Behind the Yatagarasu circling the mountain, ghostly rats began appearing one after another. The vengeful spirits gathered and merged into larger forms. In moments they swelled from the size of small dogs to medium dogs, then to large dogs.


  The furious iron rat chased after the calmly gliding Yatagarasu.


  While Kaboene filmed the aerial chase with a drone, Itsuki explained the situation to the viewers.


  “When Raigo transformed into the iron rat, he led eighty-four thousand rat spirits in an attack on Mount Hiei. Taking them down one by one would take too long, so first we gather them.”


  He said it as casually as if he were explaining the steps of a recipe on a cooking show.


  Of course, not every vengeful spirit was lured away. Some noticed Itsuki and Kaboene and rushed toward them instead.


  “Kaya.”


  Without hesitation, Itsuki pulled a pale wooden bow from the empty air.


  “I used this bow during the national exam as well. It originally came from a kaya tree and it is a yokai called ‘Cheek-Stroker,’ known for reaching out with pale blue hands. Against something like mouse spirits split into little pieces, this is more than enough.”


  Still insisting it was simply a yokai form, Itsuki plucked the bowstring.


  “Resonant Bowstring.”


  The vibration from the string Itsuki struck spread across the slopes of Mount Hiei.


  Then a groaning sound echoed from the mountainside, like the roar of something beyond human understanding, as though space itself were creaking apart.


  Red light spilled out over the mountainside like flowing blood, coiling around the bodies of the mice racing across the ground.


  Pale blue hands of the dead welled up from pools of blood, seizing the vengeful mouse spirits one after another and crushing them in their grasp. Clutched in those hands, the shattered spirits screamed as they were dragged down into the depths of the earth.


  The mice fell into confusion and ran wildly, trying to escape the countless hands erupting all around them.


  You don’t know what true injustice is.


  It was unjust that, even though Raigo had performed prayers for Emperor Shirakawa, who had desired an heir, the emperor failed to keep his promise because he feared the conflict between the Mountain Order and the Temple Order.


  But the very ones who had created the cause that made it impossible for Emperor Shirakawa to keep that promise were none other than the Mountain Order and the Temple Order themselves.


  They could have discussed the matter to resolve the conflict, or if that proved impossible, they could have demanded something else.


  Instead, Raigo had done none of that. Declaring that he would drag the imperial prince down the path of sorcery with him, he took the prince with him and in doing so canceled out the result of his own prayers, settling the matter himself. If so, the issue should already have been resolved.


  There was absolutely no justification for causing trouble to unrelated people of later generations.


  If anything, it was Raigo himself who was being unjust.


  Toward Raigo, who raged over his supposed injustice, Itsuki—who had been falsely condemned and cast into the Great Scorching Hell—felt anger rise within him.


  I’ll show you what true injustice looks like.


  Itsuki plucked the bowstring once more.


  Then countless pale blue hands of the dead came welling up from the depths of the earth, trying to seize the mice.


  The mice shrieked and fled in panic, but no matter how desperately they screamed and ran, there was no escaping hell.


  Several of the dead hands grabbed the mice, turned their suffering into strength, and dragged the ones they caught down into the depths below.


  “Welcome to hell.”


  Itsuki’s sorcery had gone beyond the bounds of humanity and had become a heavenly calamity.


  Humans and yokai alike could raise their voices to the heavens in protest, screaming as they resisted that power, but heaven would think nothing of it.


  Whether one accepted the world that lay before them or struggled against it, hell remained hell.


  Hell could never become anything else. It would go on being hell exactly as it was.


  Itsuki’s wrathful curse power seized the vengeful mouse spirits that drew near and dragged down every last one of them.


  “Resonant Bowstring.”


  Once he had erased the grudges, Itsuki immediately infused the technique with divine power and purified the vile aura from the surrounding area.


  Mount Hiei, utterly unlike a moment ago, steadily filled with a pure and cleansed presence.


  Meanwhile, the Yatagarasu that had gathered vengeful spirits from all across Mount Hiei assembled in one place.


  Then the vengeful spirits fused together as well, becoming a hulking mass—not quite as large as an African elephant, but about the size of a rhinoceros.


  A mouse weighed around twenty grams, so even if eighty-four thousand of them gathered together, their total weight would only be about half that of a female African elephant. A size comparable to a rhinoceros was therefore a roughly reasonable estimate.


  Now enormous, the vengeful spirit chased the Yatagarasu flying over Mount Hiei from the ground below.


  Watching it through a drone, Kaboene voiced the question on the viewers’ minds.


  “Is that technique from earlier really okay?”


  Since the question had not been very specific, Itsuki brushed it off with a vague answer.


  “Cheek-Stroker is a yokai that extends its hands. I used it because it’s good at catching spirit bodies, but it doesn’t consume much curse power. I still have plenty left, so there’s no problem. Ushitaro, get out here.”


  At Itsuki’s call, the loosely named ox demon revealed itself.


  The ox demon, Ushitaro, measured eight meters in length, towering even over the surrounding trees. Raising its massive club high overhead, it glared at the iron rats chasing the Yatagarasu and let out a roar.


  “Go, Ushitaro! Beat the iron rat to death!”


  At Itsuki’s command, answering the ox demon’s roar, the beast charged up Mount Hiei at full speed.


  Then it swung the club it had drawn back and brought it down on the iron rat with all its might.


  It was like taking the sight of a human-sized ogre smashing a medium-sized dog with a bat and scaling it up.


  The club sank deep into the iron rat’s abdomen. It drove in far enough to plainly shatter ribs, then lifted the creature’s huge body off the ground and sent it flying.


  Tall trees were mowed down with a crashing barrage of snaps. Kicking up clouds of dirt, the iron rat went tumbling spectacularly down the slope of Mount Hiei.


  The ox demon took off after it. Catching up to the rolling iron rat in no time, it planted a gigantic foot on the creature’s body, raised the club in both hands, and slammed it down with all its strength.


  The descending club smashed violently into the iron rat’s head.


  It caved in part of the skull and ground the vengeful spirit’s body to pulp.The giant rat’s shriek rang out across Mount Hiei.


  The iron rat frantically struggled to escape, but the regenerating mechanism the Yatagarasu held overhead provoked it again.


  “Enryakuji is magnificent!”
“Mii Temple is nothing but a joke!”


  Mocked over Miidera, the iron rat flew into a rage and bit down on the ox demon’s left leg.


  The ox demon showed a flicker of pain, then kicked the iron rat’s belly with its right leg—the same place it had struck with the club earlier. Roaring, it brought the club down on the iron rat’s back a second time, then a third.


  The iron rat that had sunk its teeth into the ox demon’s left leg turned stubborn and refused to let go, clamping down with all its might.


  “For the background music, please use the Self-Defense Forces theme from a monster movie.”


  “Come on, both of them are monsters!”


  The vengeful iron rat was not slowed merely because parts of its body had been worn away.


  The Yatagarasu drifted lazily through the sky overhead, continuing to provoke it with the regenerating mechanism, so the enraged iron rat did not flee. It gathered grudges from the surrounding area to heal itself as it kept biting at its hated enemy.


  The ox demon, for its part, kept pounding the iron rat, whose movements had halted as it clung fast with its bite.


  As the ox demon continued its attacks, it steadily wore away the grudges the iron rat kept gathering.


  The ox demon was injured as well, but those wounds healed under the flow of spiritual energy pouring into it from Itsuki.


  It was a giant-monster showdown between an enormous ox demon and an iron rat, both wielding power on the B-rank level.


  Kaboene’s channel, streaming the footage, was seeing a surge unlike ever before, hitting the highest concurrent viewership in its history.


  Convinced that both the request and the broadcast were succeeding, Itsuki turned to Kaboene.


  “If we keep the fight going like this, it’ll gather up all the hatred it can collect. After that, I’ll have the Yatagarasu join the battle and completely purify the iron rat’s entire body, so would it be all right if we kept this unflashy fight going just a little longer?”


  “Of course you have permission. I wouldn’t call it unflashy, though. Let’s free Mount Hiei!”


  With permission granted, Itsuki ordered the ox demon to keep beating the iron rat and continue stripping away its grudges.


  Then, once it had weakened, he sent the Yatagarasu into the fight and bathed the iron rat’s entire body in the Five Phases.


  Under the relentless barrage of club strikes and the purification of the Five Phases, the iron rat was provoked so continuously that it could neither fight nor flee, and in the end it vanished with a scream.


  The giant-monster showdown video racked up several million views in just a few days.


  There was a possibility that Mount Hiei had been fully liberated, and an investigation was currently underway.
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  Chapter 6: Sara’s Direct Request


  

  “The Chief Onmyoji of Aomori Prefecture was killed in the line of duty. The situation is extremely grave.”


  The head of Aomori Prefecture’s Yokai Countermeasures Department raised his voice in warning.


  In response, Yayoi Kasuga, the chief of Akita Prefecture, shot back with a cold stare.


  “I am aware that he died in the line of duty back in spring and that the cause lay in Aomori Prefecture as well.”


  Having had the sore point laid bare, the head of the Yokai Countermeasures Department lost his momentum and fell silent. Yayoi, meanwhile, pressed the matter further.


  “The Onmyoji Association goes to great lengths to assign them. I would prefer that you not wear them out so casually.”


  The Japan Onmyoji Association had set the number of senior onmyoji positions at seventy-two.


  The breakdown was eight A-rank onmyoji and sixty-four B-rank onmyoji.


  And the Association had set as its goal the placement of those seventy-two so that “all forty-seven prefectures have at least one.”


  It was not as though senior onmyojis were subject to residence restrictions.


  Basically, the Association expected voluntary cooperation. If a senior onmyoji chose to live in a prefecture that had none, the position of chief onmyoji would be prepared for them.


  Beyond that, the Association also provided incentives to make relocation appealing. One such measure was having them marry into one of the great onmyoji families based in each prefecture if that household had failed to produce a senior onmyoji in the current generation.


  Those great onmyoji families would carefully select attractive relatives, arrange matchmaking meetings, and attach conditions such as having the senior onmyoji marry into the family and inherit the main house.


  These great onmyoji families were local powers, possessing wealth, status, and prestige.


  For onmyoji who were not the heirs set to inherit their own great onmyoji family, or for upstarts whose family was not one of the great onmyoji houses, being welcomed into a great onmyoji family that had everything generally gave them all they could want.


  And if they accepted, the Association and the prefecture would support the move, while the family that had sent them off would also receive various favorable treatment whenever it ran into trouble.


  Yayoi, formerly of the Gokido family, had married into Akita Prefecture’s Kasuga family through that kind of old-fashioned system of mutual support.


  Even so, that alone made it impossible to place senior onmyoji in every prefecture.


  For that reason, one of the long-used methods was to offer promotion to high-ranking C-rank onmyoji who had no particular attachment to where they lived, on the condition that they “reside in a region with no senior onmyoji, in exchange for being certified as B-rank.”The person in question gained honor by being certified as a senior onmyoji. The Onmyoji Association and the prefectural government gained the ability to place a senior onmyoji there, and the residents of the prefecture gained the reassurance of having a senior onmyoji present.Aomori Prefecture’s B-rank onmyoji had been a C-rank onmyoji from another prefecture who was promoted on the condition that they relocate.


  It was true that the B-rank onmyoji had died, but opinions differed regarding the threat level of the yokai.


  “The place where he died in the line of duty was on the Shirakami Mountains side of the Shirakami Line within Aomori Prefecture, was it not? I assume Aomori Prefecture pushed into the area for development. It seems you pushed them too far.”


  The Shirakami Mountains stretched across Aomori and Akita Prefectures.


  It was a vast, nature-rich region covering roughly 1,300 square kilometers. Since Tokyo covereds about 2,100 square kilometers, the Shirakami Mountains had an area about sixty percent the size of Tokyo.


  Naturally, yokai had settled throughout a land as vast as that.


  But over the course of their long history, humans and yokai had managed to keep their territories separate.


  How close could humans approach yokai dwellings before they were attacked?


  Conversely, how close could yokai come to human settlements before they were subjugated?


  Humans and yokai had long lived while maintaining an appropriate distance from each other, separated by the boundary known as the Shirakami Line, a line established through a great span of time and no small amount of sacrifice.


  Then the modern age arrived, and human science and technology advanced dramatically.


  Yokai of E-rank or below with physical bodies could be exterminated by a Self-Defense Forces rifle platoon.


  D-rank yokai were strong, but they could still be taken down with a 12.7 mm heavy machine gun.


  As for C-rank yokai, all one had to do was fire portable anti-tank rounds at them.


  In recent years, the boundary line between humans and yokai had been redrawn again and again.


  And around the Shirakami Mountains, development had likewise been carried out to redraw that boundary. The yokai resisted, and when Aomori Prefecture sent onmyoji and the Self-Defense Forces into the Shirakami Mountains, they were beaten back.


  “Just as you pointed out, Aomori Prefecture’s B-rank onmyoji was killed, and in addition nearly a hundred personnel from a Self-Defense Forces infantry regiment were lost. On top of that, the damage caused by yokai has increased rapidly since the operation. The enemy is a jorogumo, and it actively harms humans.”


  It had been the humans who first invaded the Shirakami Mountains.


  Any living thing, when attacked, would naturally react by either fighting back or fleeing. In this case, they had merely received that perfectly ordinary response.


  Yokai attacked humans. But they also understood the boundary between themselves and human society.


  At least in this case, it had been the human side that first broke the unspoken rules and drove the situation to extremes.


  Yayoi felt a strong sense of disgust at the head of Aomori Prefecture’s Yokai Countermeasures Department, who deliberately left that part unsaid and spoke as though the yokai had started attacking humans of their own accord.


  A jorogumo was a spider-woman yokai with the ability to take human form.


  It ensnared prey with threads spun from yokai power and devoured them like a spider.


  As it grew, its prey advanced from insects to birds, animals, humans, and finally yokai.


  When it was a spiderling, it possessed little strength, but if it kept living a long life and consuming large amounts of prey, it grew enormous, and the power it contained grew with it.


  Once it became strong enough, it produced spiderlings of its own and, after raising them to a certain age, sent them off to live independently.


  “A jorogumo will retaliate if its spiderlings are harmed. Most creatures that raise their young are the same, but it seems Aomori Prefecture earned a jorogumo’s hatred. They are more intelligent than humans and can understand human speech, which makes them especially troublesome.”


  Yayoi made the chain of cause and effect explicit for the department head.


  “You poked the bushes and flushed out a snake. Was abandoning the newly developed area never proposed?”


  “How could that possibly happen? We’ve already poured hundreds of billions of yen into it, and prefectural residents have already moved there.”


  Sensing the pointlessness of dressing up his words, the head of the Yokai Countermeasures Department reluctantly told the truth.


  In Japan, politicians were chosen through elections.


  If a newly developed project that had consumed hundreds of billions of yen failed and the entire investment was lost, the governor of Aomori Prefecture and the Aomori Prefectural Assembly that had approved the development would be held accountable by the residents.


  That was even more true when the residents themselves had been placed in danger. Failure and withdrawal were not politically acceptable.


  The head of the Yokai Countermeasures Department added that as further justification for why they could not back down.


  “Even if we withdrew, it would mean nothing if the jorogumo came attacking us afterward. That’s why we have to exterminate it.”


  When faced with a yokai beyond their ability to handle, the usual outcome was simply to retreat and redraw the boundary line.


  This time, because it was beyond their ability to handle, the usual outcome was simply to retreat and redraw the boundary line.


  It still looked as though humans might be able to win, so Aomori was reluctantly trying to call in reinforcements from a neighboring prefecture.


  The Shirakami Mountains in question stretched across both Aomori and Akita Prefectures.


  That meant if the yokai of the Shirakami Mountains attacked humans, the people of Akita Prefecture would also suffer.


  The Kasuga family, who had been brought this proposal, served as Akita Prefecture’s chief onmyoji. If damage spread there, they would have no choice but to respond, meaning they could not simply ignore the matter.


  With undisguised displeasure on her face, Yayoi laid out the conditions for accepting.


  “Aomori Prefecture is the one that caused this. Unless you present terms and compensation to match, we cannot accept a subjugation request for a yokai that killed a B-rank onmyoji. Of course, you are free to ask some other onmyoji instead.”


  “This concerns Akita Prefecture as well, so we will request the cooperation of Akita’s onmyoji.”


  Yayoi glared at the head of Aomori Prefecture’s Yokai Countermeasures Department.


  “When subjugating a B-rank yokai, the standard practice is to call in an A-rank onmyoji, and the going rate is one billion yen. Because a B-rank onmyoji was killed, that makes it double—two billion yen. Furthermore, you will also mobilize the Self-Defense Forces.”


  “I’ll take that back and discuss it, but we will most likely be asking for your help.”


  Yayoi had imposed harsh terms, but Aomori Prefecture, unable to withdraw, accepted them.


  And so the contract was concluded, and onmyoji were sent into the Shirakami Mountains.


  A-rank: Giichiro Gokido (head of the family)
B-rank: Yayoi Kasuga, Gisuke Gokido (the head’s younger brother)
Kazuyoshi Kasuga (eldest son), Yuzuki Kasuga (eldest daughter)
Yoshitomo Gokido (Giichiro’s second son), Fuka Gokido (Giichiro’s eldest daughter)
C-rank: Sara Gokido (Gisuke’s eldest daughter), Shion Gokido (Gisuke’s second daughter)


  From the Gokido main family, only the heir apparent was not taking part.


  That was because members of the same family did not accept the same request, so that the house would not be extinguished if they were all wiped out.


  The Association took ten percent of the payment off the top. Of the remaining 1.8 billion yen, seventy-five percent went to the main family, fifteen percent to the Kasuga family, and ten percent to the branch family.


  At that time, having heard the details, Sara of the branch family made a proposal to her father, Gisuke.


  “The Kasuga family has three B-rank onmyoji and gets fifteen percent. We have one B-rank and two C-ranks and only get ten percent. That doesn’t really balance out, does it?”


  “What are you getting at?”


  “Would it be all right if I used part of my share to put in a direct request for Itsuki Kamo?”


  “He’s only certified as C-rank. Even if you bring him in, that doesn’t mean you’ve secured a B-rank.”


  Gisuke looked displeased, and Sara showed him the video, streamed just days earlier, of the decisive battle between the ox demon and the iron rat.


  An ox demon, clearly possessing power at the mid-B-rank level or above, swung its club at the B-rank iron rat and beat it down. Then, once the iron rat had been severely weakened, the Yatagarasu bathed it in Five Phases techniques, stripping away its entire body evenly.


  After enduring that relentless beating and the purification of the Five Phases, the iron rat vanished with a scream.


  In just a few days, the video had already been viewed several million times.


  There was a possibility that Mount Hiei had been fully liberated, and the Onmyoji Association had begun its investigation.


  What was truly terrifying was Itsuki’s curse power, which overwhelmed the B-rank iron rat completely.


  “He may not hold B-rank certification, but what about his actual ability?”


  Itsuki’s curse power was clearly far above the iron rat’s.


  And with his shikigami, he could make full use of that curse power.


  “I have no objection to Sara, a duly licensed onmyoji, using her own reward money to bring in another onmyoji.”


  And so, Itsuki received a direct request from Sara.


  ※※※


  


  “Thank you for honoring me with a direct request, Lady Sara.”


  “The client on the paperwork is me, though.”


  When Itsuki said it jokingly, a stern-faced middle-aged man cut in sourly.


  Even so, he clearly acknowledged that Sara was the real one behind it, which gave a sense of his straightforward nature.


  The one who had sent the request to Itsuki was Sara, who had been in contact with him after the exam. Gisuke, Sara’s father, had approved the follow-up request she made.


  It was hardly unusual for an onmyoji who had accepted a request to call in reinforcements. In fact, for this very job, Yayoi of the Kasuga family had brought in the Gokido family.


  So there was nothing strange about Sara, a fully licensed onmyoji, reaching out to another onmyoji to make up for what she lacked.


  Out of her own 18 million yen share, Sara allocated more than half and brought in Itsuki for a fee of 10 million yen, even though he was only a C-rank onmyoji.


  The 10 million yen Sara offered was the standard rate for a C-rank onmyoji taking a job.


  This was Itsuki’s second assignment, and he had accepted it willingly.


  They had only used Gisuke’s name for procedural reasons. In practice, Sara was the one employing Itsuki.


  “This time, the request is for you as a C-rank shikigami user, Itsuki. So I’d like you to use your shikigami for aerial scouting and combat support.”


  The jorogumo yokai had killed a B-rank onmyoji.


  But if he was only sending a shikigami in from a safe location to scout and support the fighting, there was little danger.


  Itsuki answered Sara politely.


  “Starting tomorrow, I’ll send out nine pigeon shikigami, each about as strong as a lower C-rank. They’ll operate in teams of three, so use them however you like for escort duty, scouting, or attack support. Any pigeons you expend can be replaced once we regroup.”


  If they were on reconnaissance duty, two pigeons would stay on the target while one returned to report.


  If they were attacking or providing protection, the three pigeons would work together.


  They could not handle anything too complicated, but he could at least teach them to recognize the Gokido family’s spiritual energy as friendly and treat any yokai aura stronger than their own as hostile.


  After explaining that, Itsuki took out a Protective Talisman and handed it to Sara.


  “This is the talisman I used in the exam. It withstood fifty tons for over a minute. Please use it.”


  “I can’t increase your pay, you know. Are you sure about this?”


  The gap between C-rank and B-rank strength was tenfold.


  Nine lower C-rank pigeons still barely fell within the bounds of what could be expected from a C-rank job.


  That was not because they wanted to cut corners. It was because they could not afford to make it look as though the Gokido family had worked a de facto B-rank onmyoji like a dog for bargain pay. The Gokido were one of the great onmyoji families, and they had a public standing to maintain.


  But Itsuki’s talisman was clearly beyond what a C-rank should be able to manage.


  As for the part that went beyond that from the very start, Itsuki offered a convenient explanation.


  “Think of it as an early-bird bonus for a valued client.”


  Sara had effectively booked him before Kaboene’s first request ever came in.


  At that absurd excuse, Sara smiled and thanked him.


  “Thank you very much.”


  Then her gaze shifted to Aoi and the Yatagarasu who had come with Itsuki, and as the client, she asked, “What about the Yatagarasu?”


  During the national exam, each one of the Yatagarasu had been roughly a match for Sara and Shion.


  Itsuki made up a suitably convenient excuse for that too.


  “They’re still just kids, so I’m not comfortable using them in a coordinated operation somewhere unfamiliar. I plan to keep them nearby with Aoi, my assistant who looks after them, and use them to keep watch around the area.”


  “All right. That will be fine.”


  Once the discussion between Itsuki and Sara was over, Gisuke, who had been watching the whole exchange, spoke up.


  “We’ll split into three teams and search the area. From west to east: Hitotsumori Pass to Mukoshirakami-dake, Tengu Pass to Mount Tengu, and Tsugaru Pass to Kushiishi-yama. The Kasuga family will take one sector, the Gokido main family another, and our branch family the third. The Self-Defense Forces will accompany each team.”


  They were currently at a cluster of cottages near the entrance on the Nishimeya Village side.


  It lay east of the Shirakami Line, on the human side of the boundary between humans and yokai.


  The area had utilities and lodging in place, and because it was still on the human side, it was relatively safe.


  They would make their final checks here, then head out to begin the search the following morning.


  The Self-Defense Forces had sent a division. Since the Kasuga family, the Gokido main family, and the Gokido branch family would be splitting into three search teams, each would be accompanied by an infantry regiment.


  The Self-Defense Forces had already set up a base camp in advance.


  They had antennas in place, supplies brought in, and medical units ready as well.


  “Yes, I’ve heard. The A-rank onmyoji will be positioned in the center so they can support either the east or west side, correct?”


  Itsuki’s answer made Gisuke give a slight nod.


  “You’ll each deal with any spiderlings ranked C or below on your own. If the jorogumo shows up, the A-rank will handle it. Since Aomori developed the area, cell phones work out here, but if you need to report an enemy sighting or pass something along to everyone, use the radios.”


  “Understood.”


  “Good. That’s all.”


  Gisuke looked like he still had more to say, but maybe because Sara herself was Itsuki’s actual employer, he stopped after covering only the bare essentials.


  As for the Kasuga family and the Gokido main house, they treated it as something Gisuke’s branch had arranged on its own and stayed completely out of it.


  Shion was staying out of it too. Maybe she was still holding a grudge over being chased around during the exam, because whenever she looked at Itsuki, she wore an irritated expression. Then, as if to make her feelings perfectly clear, she turned her face away on purpose.


  Itsuki could not say he failed to understand her complaint, but since it had been an official match and he had not broken any rules, he decided to pretend he saw nothing.


  “Well then, Itsuki, I’ll be counting on you.”


  “Of course. I’ll make sure my work is worth the fee, so please leave it to me.”


  After saying that politely, Itsuki caught Sara’s hand as she was about to leave and silently stopped her.


  Then he wrote something on a piece of paper and showed it to her.


  There are jorogumo threads stretched around the area. They might be listening to our conversations through the vibrations. I’m going to deal with it. If several of us go, they’ll notice, so leave it to me.


  Sara’s eyes widened as she read the note.


  “So the job starts tomorrow. I think I’ll take a quick look around first.”


  “Please be careful.”


  Are you really going alone? Sara seemed to ask with her eyes.


  In response, Itsuki gave her a small nod, as if to reassure her.


  “Aoi, take the Yatagarasu and head back to the cottage we were assigned.”


  “Got it. Come on, everyone.”


  “Caw!”


  If Itsuki kept making too much contact, it could give away the fact that he had noticed.


  Aoi, who knew nothing, left for the cottage with the Yatagarasu in tow.


  Once she was gone, Itsuki stepped outside as well and carefully made his way into the forest of old-growth beech trees.


  The noise around the cottages faded behind him until the only sound left was his sneakers pressing into the dirt.


  The air in the forest was foul, thick with the stench of blood and grudges, and the whole place bristled with the kind of murderous presence that made it feel as if a venomous snake might strike at any moment.


  This much isn’t anywhere near the worst.The worst thing Itsuki had ever endured was the Great Scorching Hell, stretching on so long it might as well have been endless.


  Compared to that, pain on the level of being killed once was barely even worth noticing.


  For about five minutes, Itsuki kept walking calmly through the forest, a place so grotesque it would have made an ordinary person want to throw up.


  Then his sixth sense caught it—a prickling awareness of mortal danger, like the instinctive terror of a mammal under the cold, emotionless gaze of a reptile.


  That stare, like a predator tracking its prey, was coming from high above, somewhere up in the towering beech trees ahead.


  Itsuki stopped, pulled five shikigami talismans from inside his clothes, and began to chant.


  “Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance. All things between heaven and earth are shaped by yin and yang. In accordance with that law, I designate you, spirit that you are, as the yin half of this balance, and I, a living being, offer my energy as its paired yang. Let us forge this pact. By this principle, become my shikigami. Manifest, and lend me your strength. Swiftly, by sacred decree.”


  The shikigami took flight at the exact same moment the killing threads came slashing in, cutting through the trees.


  Threads soaked in deadly poison wrapped around Itsuki’s body. Then they pulled tight with tremendous force, trying to tear off his limbs and inject the toxin into him.


  Throwing up his left arm to protect his throat, Itsuki gave the pigeons an order.


  “Burn it!”The moment he shouted, the threads yanked Itsuki off his feet and slammed him to the ground.


  The Protective Talisman hidden on him flashed, preventing his limbs from being severed.


  Then, with terrifying force, he was dragged across the ground.


  In that span of time, the four pigeons that had leapt up into the beech canopy swooped down on the source of the yokai aura.


  Flames roared up twice in rapid succession, searing the hidden enemy from head to toe.


  The beech tree burst into flame, and a human scream rang through the forest.


  The aura Itsuki sensed was upper C-rank, on par with the Yatagarasu.


  Two pigeons alone would have struggled to bring it down, but Itsuki had created four.


  Right after the fire-phase attack, two metal-phase pigeons turned into iron stakes and drove into the yokai’s body from both sides.


  Another scream echoed out, and the jorogumo hiding up in the tree came crashing down.


  “Ushitaro, crush it.”


  At Itsuki’s order from where he lay on the ground, a giant ox demon emerged from the shadows.


  Facing the jorogumo pinned by the stakes, it raised its club high and brought it down with all its might.


  A heavy, crushing boom thundered through the forest.


  The ground shook, jolting Itsuki’s body slightly where he lay.


  The threads dragging him finally went still, but a spider’s vitality was beyond anything humans could imagine.


  “Keep hitting it until it dies.”


  With a roar, the ox demon began pounding the motionless jorogumo with its club.


  While it did, Itsuki untangled the threads wrapped around him, shook the poison from his clothes, got to his feet, brushed off the mud, and finally said to the ox demon,


  “Well done, Ushitaro. That’s enough.”


  After being dragged around like that, Itsuki let out a long, deep sigh.


  No matter how vast his curse power might be, he was still flesh and blood. There was no way he could trade blows with a yokai head-on.


  Before approaching the battered corpse of the jorogumo, he made absolutely sure it was safe.


  Only then did he finally step closer and form a seal with his fingers.


  Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance. All things between heaven and earth are shaped by yin and yang. In accordance with that law, I designate you, spirit that you are, as the yin half of this balance, and I, a living being, offer my energy as its paired yang. Let us forge this pact. By this principle, become my shikigami. Manifest, and lend me your strength. Swiftly, by sacred decree.


  What Itsuki used was a sorcery that forcibly bound another being through spiritual energy.


  It was an Onmyodo-style art that controlled familiars through curse power and technique, but while he had made an agreement with the ox demon, with the jorogumo he was demanding a contract by force, leaving it no room to refuse.


  The jorogumo’s spirit resisted, but the vast spiritual energy within Itsuki swept that feeble resistance away like a great river swallowing a trickle.


  It was not a method he particularly liked, but this was a struggle for survival between humans and yokai.


  To begin with, the jorogumo was a creature that hunted humans.


  In the natural world, the victor had the right to devour the defeated. If that was so, then an onmyoji who won using a yokai as a familiar was simply another part of the same natural order—that was how Itsuki saw it.


  You tried to kill me too, so this is a fair enough outcome for a fight between equals.


  Perhaps that was the final push it needed, because the jorogumo finally submitted and became his shikigami.


  After sagging with fatigue for a moment, Itsuki gave an order to the new shikigami that had joined him.


  “Come out, jorogumo.”


  The spirit of a girl about middle-school age appeared without a sound.


  She had blond hair and wore a black kimono, her colors recalling the yellow-and-black pattern of a golden orb-weaver.


  So, the jorogumo could imitate the humans it had eaten, but this one had taken human form from its original body instead.


  With eyes like a spider silently watching its surroundings, she studied Itsuki in return.


  Spirits that wandered too long usually lost the will and memories they had in life. But perhaps because he had turned her into a shikigami so quickly, the jorogumo seemed to have retained hers.


  Itsuki had been her enemy in life, but now she was bound by sorcery.


  Now that she had become his shikigami, she had likely sensed the vast spiritual energy contained within her master. That was why she showed no hostility and simply watched him for the moment.


  Wary of the jorogumo’s intelligence, Itsuki decided to give her a name first and strengthen the binding that way.


  “Your name will be Suisen. Daffodils can bloom yellow, and they’re poisonous too. But they also have a kind of purity.”


  Itsuki was already surrounded by names like Ushitaro and Nekotaro, but even he had enough restraint to admit that calling her Spidergirl would have been a bit much.


  For a woman, he could have gone with something like Yukiko, Tsukiko, or Hanako, after the “snow, moon, and flowers” of the Man'yoshu. But if she introduced herself on a livestream with “I’m Hanako,” the backlash would be brutal.


  Suisen, on the other hand, was the name of a beautiful flower, read from its Chinese name.


  One old Chinese text, the Tenshi Shingekisho, put it like this:


  “The immortal in heaven is called a heavenly immortal, the immortal on earth an earthly immortal, and the immortal in water a water immortal.”


  Suisen grew by the water and was said to remain pure for a long time. It was also a poisonous flower, but by naming her that, Itsuki bound her with the command: As my shikigami, stay close to your master.


  “… That’s where the name comes from. Now for your first order. Act like you haven’t been defeated when you face your former allies.”


  The jorogumo shikigami, now named Suisen, fell silent at the order.


  Then she looked Itsuki over and slowly opened her mouth.


  “I’ll obey, but why didn’t my poison affect you? It’s a neurotoxin that converts yokai aura, so just touching your body should’ve had some effect.”


  The reason Itsuki had come through unharmed was because Jizo Bodhisattva possessed rites for curing all illness and fever.


  Hearing his shikigami say something so unsettling, Itsuki was silently impressed by her. You are the pure Suisen.


  ※※※


  


  “My lord, have you increased the number of your shikigami?”


  When Itsuki returned to the cottage, Aoi looked at him uneasily.


  Right. Since our spiritual energy is connected, she can sense it.


  Given Aoi’s position, it was only natural for her to feel uneasy.


  If her relationship with Itsuki ever broke down, she would have no choice but to eat humans in order to obtain spiritual energy. If that happened, she would turn into a hideous mountain witch, and her life as a human would be over.


  Of course, Itsuki had no intention of letting that happen.


  To begin with, he had already told Aoi, I’ll never let you go.


  If an onmyoji broke a promise once spoken aloud, the power of their words would diminish drastically, and their strength would suffer greatly. Precisely because Itsuki was an onmyoji, he would never do something that foolish.


  Besides, when he had been in trouble, Aoi had lent him the money for his exam fees and even let him live at her house. Without that, he would never have been able to take the exam, much less get his life on track.


  There was a saying: “Feed a dog for three days, and it will remember the kindness for three years.” Itsuki liked to think his memory was better than a dog’s.


  What else am I supposed to say?


  People often said women wanted to hear such things over and over, while men were not so quick to say them.


  In that regard, Itsuki was no exception… He found himself reluctant to say it outright again and again.


  Seeing the troubled look on Itsuki’s face and the unease in Aoi’s, Suisen stepped neatly between them with a faint smile.


  “Are you his wife?”


  “Huh?!”


  Asked if she was Itsuki’s wife, Aoi let out a startled sound, then her cheeks flushed red.


  “Um, not yet, but we do live together, or, well…”


  Honest to a fault, Aoi tried to answer seriously despite her fluster, but Suisen cut in again.


  “My name is Suisen, and I’m darling’s mistress.”


  At Suisen’s words, Aoi froze.


  Then, instead of the beautiful Izanami-no-Mikoto, she took on the chill expression of Yomotsu Okami and turned to Itsuki, asking with her eyes whether it was true.


  It was like a frog frozen beneath a snake’s stare.


  Itsuki’s face went rigid, and he shook his head hard from side to side as he rushed to explain.


  “That’s a lie. She’s the jorogumo I just fought and turned into a shikigami. If you want, Aoi, I can cancel the contract after the job is over.”


  Faced with Itsuki’s rather desperate attempt at self-defense, Aoi turned back to Suisen with a smile.


  The next instant, the Heavenly Jeweled Spear materialized, its gleaming tip resting lightly against Suisen’s throat.


  And then Aoi asked, in a voice as cold as Yomotsu Okami herself, “Would you mind introducing yourself one more time?”“Nice to meet you! I’m Suisen, a shikigami!”


  [image: 07]

  It seemed the hierarchy had been settled.


  Their strength is different, after all.


  At the moment, Aoi’s strength was mid-B rank, while Suisen was lower B rank. Both of them received vast amounts of spiritual energy from Itsuki, but their original natures were different. A mountain princess—one of the goddesses of the mountains—naturally stood above a jorogumo.


  Having made Suisen understand her place, Aoi dismissed the Heavenly Jeweled Spear.


  As the tense atmosphere gradually eased, Itsuki cautiously spoke to Aoi.


  “I’m going to take Suisen to the Gokido group and report what happened. I’ll change out of these poison-soaked clothes first, so Suisen, wait there.”


  “I wouldn’t mind coming along while you change… but I’ll be a good girl and wait.”


  One glare from Aoi made Suisen immediately retract that statement.


  After confirming that, Itsuki finally headed inside to change. Once he had finished, he made his way to the command cottage to give his report.


  “Suisen, there’s no one else watching the cottages besides you, right?”


  “Yeah. This area’s my responsibility. We all have our own territory.”


  Itsuki generally trusted the information Suisen provided now that she was his shikigami.


  As a shikigami user, Itsuki bound Suisen through curse power and sorcery, and when a master asked a direct question, a shikigami bound by such techniques could not tell a completely opposite lie.


  Of course, if the caster’s curse power or technique were insufficient, the effect would be incomplete. If an onmyoji tried to control a yokai beyond their own strength, or if their technique was immature, they would fail to control the shikigami properly.


  But Itsuki’s curse power was immense. There was the yang energy that suppressed the corruption burned into his soul in the Great Scorching Hell, and an equal amount of divine power from Jizo Bodhisattva.


  With that much power, there was no chance he could fail to bind a single jorogumo. His shikigami technique was also executed with full understanding of its procedure and meaning.


  Because of that, Itsuki was certain Suisen was completely under his control.


  He then headed to the cottage and, in front of the gathered onmyoji and Self-Defense Forces personnel, had Suisen explain the situation. Since Sara was technically the one who had hired him, the report was presented as if he were reporting directly to her.


  “I will report to my client, Lady Sara. I killed the jorogumo that was monitoring the cottages and turned it into a shikigami. The binding is complete, and it cannot lie. I would like to have it share what it knows. Is that acceptable?”


  “That will do.”


  The A-rank onmyoji Giichiro gave the order, but Itsuki only gave him a brief glance before waiting for Sara’s decision.


  With both his words and his manner, Itsuki made it clear that Sara—not Giichiro—was his client. Sara acknowledged that with a nod, then confirmed Giichiro’s instruction.


  “Please have the jorogumo you turned into a shikigami share its information.”


  “Understood. Suisen, tell us the strength and number of the jorogumo in the Shirakami Mountains. You may write it on the map.”


  When Itsuki pointed to the map of the Shirakami Mountains spread across the table, Suisen picked up a pen and began marking it.


  First, she drew one large circle on the western side of the Shirakami Mountains, near the Juniko area, and another to the east at Mount Takakuramori.


  Two large circles in total.


  “The strongest one—my aunt—has her nest in the west. The second strongest—my mother—has hers in the east. Those two are the ones who defeated the previous onmyoji and the Self-Defense Forces.”


  Next, Suisen marked one circle each in Ajigasawa, Fukaura, and Nishimeya in Aomori Prefecture, and in Noshiro, Fujisato, Mitane, and Happo in Akita Prefecture.


  Seven circles in total.


  “These are the territories of my sisters, my cousins, and me. Everyone’s gone back to stay with my aunt and mother for now, though.”


  The gathered onmyoji and Self-Defense Forces personnel drew in sharp breaths at Suisen’s information.


  They had never anticipated there would be two bosses.


  Ignoring their reaction, Itsuki raised another question.


  “Do the rest of you cooperate with each other?”


  “Yeah. Jorogumo hatch in large numbers, live together when they’re small, and then go off on their own once they grow up, right? So why wouldn’t we cooperate?”


  When she put it that way, it made perfect sense.


  Itsuki had been surprised by the yokai’s coordinated tactics, but once he heard it was simply the natural behavior of jorogumo, he understood.


  “Compared to those two, which is stronger—them, or Ushitaro?”


  “I’ve never fought either my aunt or my mother, so I can’t say for certain, but I feel like both of them could beat the ox demon.”


  Itsuki’s ox demon possessed strength at the upper B-rank. And because Suisen was connected through Itsuki’s spiritual energy, she understood its exact level of power.


  If Suisen believed those two jorogumo could defeat it, then the pair had to be at least upper B-rank—most likely A-rank.


  But jorogumo were normally only C-rank yokai.


  The prey they hunted consisted of humans, small ogres, or at most mid-level ogres around D-rank.


  Greater ogres at B-rank were simply too large for a jorogumo’s body. Even if one were killed, it could not be eaten.


  Because of that feeding pattern, jorogumo naturally evolved to reach about C-rank in strength.


  A rare individual that lived for a long time might reach B-rank, but from a biological standpoint, A-rank strength should have been impossible.


  “Why are they that strong?”


  “Maybe because our grandfather is a great demon.”


  “A great demon?”


  A great demon was a high-ranking demon or member of the demon race classified as A-rank.


  Many people assumed demon kings and demon races did not exist in Japan, but that was a misconception.


  Mount Funagata, on the border between Miyagi and Yamagata Prefectures, was tied to one such legend.


  According to a record called Funagata Mountain Guide Notes, several generations after Emperor Jimmu, a being known as the Demon King Tontari led tens of thousands of demonic evil gods in an invasion of Japan.


  Demon King Tontari defeated the Kongo deity of Mount Kongo.


  There were others as well: the Gale Demon King who fought Fudo Myo-o, the Arashi Lion Demon King who battled Bishamonten, and the Heavenly Dragon Demon King who fought Marishiten.


  In the battles between the gods and buddhas and the demonic evil gods, three of the demon kings escaped, everyone except Tontari.


  Some of their subordinates escaped as well, and those survivors and their descendants eventually settled in Japan. Those were the origins of the demon kings and demon races that existed there now.


  An A-rank great demon was a being superior even to a B-rank greater ogre. As servants of demon kings who had survived battles against figures like Fudo Myo-o, Bishamonten, and Marishiten, they were anything but ordinary.


  If the jorogumo carried the bloodline of such a being, then possessing power approaching A-rank was not so strange after all—at least, that was how Itsuki came to understand it.


  “Two upper B-rank jorogumo working together… We can’t afford to ignore that.”


  Gisuke had assessed the jorogumo as upper B-rank. Hearing that there were two B-rank jorogumo, he seemed to accept the loss of what had effectively been a C-rank onmyoji and a hundred Self-Defense Forces personnel.


  Jorogumo were normally C-rank, and it was common knowledge that exceptional individuals could reach B-rank. Since bloodlines diluted over time, just because their parent was a great demon did not mean the daughters would be as well.


  Still, just because something had never been confirmed before did not mean it could not exist. There was no concrete proof, but Itsuki suspected the jorogumo’s threat level might actually be A-rank.


  To press the point, he questioned Suisen.


  “You coat your threads with poison, don’t you?”


  “Yeah. We turn yokai aura into a neurotoxin to paralyze or kill our prey… but it didn’t work on you, darling.”


  The reason the poison had not affected Itsuki was because his immense yang energy could counter it, along with the divine power of JizoBodhisattva, which carried the ability to cure all illness and afflictions. Even in Heian-period tales like the Konjaku Monogatari, there were records of healing performed by Jizo Bodhisattva.


  Because Itsuki himself had come through unharmed, his warning did not carry much weight.


  “We have tengu elixirs that can counter poison.”


  That response gave Itsuki a bad feeling, so he had Suisen explain the danger herself.


  “Suisen, when fighting jorogumo, what should humans watch out for?”


  Suisen’s answer was chilling.


  “We can intercept Self-Defense Forces radio communications. We’ve taken them before, and if that doesn’t work, we’ll just take new ones.”


  “What? How can you use them?”


  At her words, shocked voices rose from the Self-Defense Forces personnel present. Suisen ignored the question, since it had not come from her master.


  It was the same as how Itsuki had treated Giichiro earlier, so he had no grounds to criticize her. Instead, Itsuki asked again, just as Sara had done before.


  “Suisen, how can you use their radios?”


  “We go to human schools too, you know. And we make the humans we capture teach us how to use them.”


  Itsuki’s eyes widened in shock.


  The Japanese government did not issue family registers or resident records to yokai, except for a small number that were beneficial to humans.


  “How do you handle family registers and residency?”


  “If we eat a girl we’ve captured, we can use human form to mimic her down to the smallest detail. After that, we either take one parent hostage and threaten the other, or something along those lines.”


  “And then what?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? Once we blend in, we can keep eating without being found out. And even if we do get discovered partway through, we can just eat a classmate and take on a new identity. Actually, I was a third-year middle school student in Hirosaki myself.”


  Faced with the jorogumo’s long-practiced methods of blending into human society, the humans, reduced to nothing more than prey, were left speechless.


  “My mock exam scores were really good too. I was supposed to get into a great high school. Do you think this would count as a murdered schoolgirl case?”


  “You’re the culprit.”


  Itsuki pointed straight at the real offender, clearing himself of suspicion.


  ◇◇◇


  


  “We’re changing the plan and team structure.”


  After receiving Suisen’s information, the A-rank onmyoji Giichiro reorganized the extermination force.


  The top priority targets were the two mother spiders—the daughters of a great demon.


  They would produce powerful offspring, and those offspring would infiltrate human society and prey on people. In time, they would produce more descendants, and the damage would grow exponentially.


  They had to be eradicated at the source.


  Reaching that conclusion, Giichiro decided on a simultaneous strike against both targets to prevent the two mother spiders from contacting each other.


  Team One: Giichiro Gokido (1 A-rank)
Team Two: All remaining Gokido and Kasuga members (6 B-rank, 2 C-rank)


  The western side, which Suisen had identified as housing the stronger target, was assigned to Team One. The eastern side went to Team Two.


  It was said that a difference of one rank was equivalent to ten of the next lower rank.


  From how the Gokido and Kasuga members were assigned, it was clear how highly Giichiro’s strength was regarded.


  “It seems our radio communications are being intercepted, but thanks to Aomori’s development, cell service works out here. We can use that instead. Though at this point, all that’s left is to wipe them out.”


  The plan was for the Gokido and Kasuga families to launch a surprise attack on the nests from the air.


  At the same time, the Self-Defense Forces would advance from the ground, surround the nests, and engage simultaneously, ensuring nothing escaped.


  Meanwhile, Itsuki was informed ahead of time by his client, Sara, that his portion of the job was complete.


  “As a C-rank onmyoji, Itsuki, you have fulfilled your role of scouting and combat support.”


  Having identified all of the jorogumo nests, Itsuki had carried out reconnaissance perfectly. On top of that, out of the two parent spiders and seven offspring, he had already taken down one of the offspring.


  Itsuki’s fee was ten million yen out of the total two billion—one two-hundredth of the whole.


  Compared to that, his contribution amounted to nearly ten percent of the operation.


  If he contributed any more, it would make it seem as though the Gokido family had exploited a lower-ranked onmyoji for cheap labor, which would damage their reputation.


  For that reason, his role was considered complete.


  “As the client, I’m very satisfied with results that exceeded my expectations. I look forward to working with you again.”


  With the rest of the Gokido family watching, Sara formally declared the job finished.


  Did I really do enough to earn that ten million?


  Looking back on his performance, Itsuki recalled being dragged through the mud by Suisen’s threads.


  Even Suisen alone, an upper C-rank—on par with powerful creatures like a manticore or griffon—could have caused a fair number of casualties among armed Self-Defense Forces personnel.


  The only reason Itsuki had survived was because of his Protective Talisman and the power to cure all illness and afflictions.


  Which meant that by defeating Suisen and reducing potential casualties, Itsuki’s contribution was clearly worth the ten million.


  That result, in turn, was thanks to Sara for bringing him in.


  With that, Itsuki was satisfied that he had done his part.


  “Thank you for trusting me. If you have another request, I’ll make sure to treat you as a valued client.”


  Thanks to Sara, Itsuki had secured the funds for high school and for opening his onmyoji office. He had been doing YouTube as well, but that alone had not been enough.


  It still wasn’t enough to build a proper office, but Aoi had told him he could use the first floor—where the mountain witch had lived—as his office space.


  Opening his onmyoji office was finally within reach.


  I do owe Sara for this. Maybe… I can let her father off the hook.


  Gisuke, Sara’s father, had forced Itsuki to pay for a press machine destroyed by the divine power of Enma during the national exam, leaving him in debt.


  But in this contract, he had allowed Sara to use his name.


  Because of that, while Itsuki had no intention of feeling indebted to or giving special treatment to the Gokido family as a whole, he decided to let the debt from the exam go.


  “Well then, I’ll be off.”


  “Yeah. Stay safe.”


  With his part of the job complete, Itsuki dropped back into a more casual tone as he saw Sara off to join the assault.


  Afterward, Itsuki remained at the Self-Defense Forces’ field command post and cooperated with questioning.


  As for everything Suisen had done, there would be no trial—the suspect was dead, and jorogumo did not have human rights. They were targets for extermination, and since that had already been carried out, the matter itself was considered closed.


  The purpose of the questioning was mainly to gather information on her sisters and cousins.


  If they were not hiding in the two nests, onmyoji and Self-Defense Forces units would have to be sent to the towns where they were lurking and eliminate them.


  And the victims would be officially recorded as deceased. For that, they needed Suisen’s information.


  “The only ones I know about are two of my sisters based in Aomori. We weren’t supposed to ask about our cousins from my aunt’s side, so things wouldn’t unravel all at once.”


  The Self-Defense Forces personnel and police officers cast suspicious looks at Suisen.


  There was no way they could simply take a culprit’s words at face value.


  So Itsuki stepped in to explain as an onmyoji.


  “This jorogumo was killed and became a spirit, after which I bound it using my sorcery as a C-rank onmyoji. A shikigami cannot lie to its master.”


  C-rank onmyoji were considered above average.


  B-rank onmyoji served as prefectural heads, and since C-rank was just below that, it still represented a fairly high level of ability.


  On top of that, the video of Itsuki liberating Mount Hiei had been making waves, so the Self-Defense Forces personnel and police officers accepted his explanation for the time being.


  “Then let’s start with the two sisters. Tell us about them.”


  Asked that, Suisen answered without hesitation.


  As a result, a third-year middle schooler living in Ajigasawa and a second-year middle schooler in Fukaura were identified as highly likely to be yokai.


  The ease with which Suisen answered only made the interrogators more suspicious…


  “Do you feel no sense of solidarity with your sisters?”


  And yet, the thoughts Suisen directed only to Itsuki—the master she was connected to through spiritual energy—went in an entirely different direction.


  I’m the granddaughter of a demon, right? If I keep receiving energy as darling’s shikigami, I might reach the level of an A-rank great demon and gain a physical body. If that’s the case, I should stick with darling—and if their daughter grows stronger, wouldn’t that make my mother happy too?


  Those thoughts, carried through their connection, reached only Itsuki.


  Since Suisen did not answer aloud, the Self-Defense Forces and Aomori Prefectural Police tried to read her expression, but it was meaningless against a jorogumo capable of perfectly mimicking a human.


  Jorogumo change their prey depending on how strong they are, right? If I become a great demon, I’ll prey on other yokai with stronger aura. That’ll make me useful to you too, so don’t throw me away, okay?


  Suisen’s true feelings were the complete opposite of the meek expression she showed the interrogators.


  There was not the slightest trace of remorse, the kind humans would expect.


  Itsuki wanted to warn the Self-Defense Forces and police officers not to be fooled, but imagining how long the questioning would drag on if he did, he kept his mouth shut.


  What Suisen had done was something the victims’ families would never be able to forgive.


  But if Suisen continued to grow and became a great demon that preyed on greater ogres that hunted humans, then everyone she consumed would save hundreds of people… From the perspective of those hundreds of families, raising Suisen into a great demon would be the right choice to prevent further loss.


  Itsuki himself had not received any request for revenge from the family of the girl Suisen had eaten.


  He had suffered no harm either, and after careful consideration, he chose to let it pass.


  A clear precedent would be Zenki and Goki, who once lived in the Ikoma Mountains and preyed on humans.


  The present-day Gokido family descended from those very Zenki and Goki, who had once eaten humans.


  After being bound by En no Ozunu, the founder of Shugendo, there was no telling how many people they had gone on to save.


  I’ll accept your direction, Suisen, but as long as you are my shikigami, you are absolutely forbidden from eating humans.


  Don’t worry. I’m already getting the highest-quality, most concentrated energy from you, darling.


  The energy flowing from Itsuki was immense, far greater than anything she could gain from eating humans.


  Suisen had fully aligned herself with Itsuki. Having already come to terms with the sacrifice of her mother and sisters, she had chosen what she saw as the optimal path: to grow into a great demon and gain a physical body.


  A similar judgment appeared in the Taihei Hyakumonogatari (1732).


  In that tale, a man named Magoroku killed a jorogumo, yet the slain jorogumo later appeared before him and tried to marry off her daughter to him; even the daughter agreed.


  In other words, rather than dwelling on resentment over the deaths of themselves or their kin, jorogumo prioritized leaving behind descendants as living beings.


  For Suisen, holding a grudge would have been meaningless. Following Itsuki and achieving incarnation was far more productive.


  Because Suisen was both straightforward and calculating in that way, she volunteered information without hesitation, and the questioning proceeded smoothly.


  ※※※


  


  By the time the sun had risen high and the light pouring through the windows carried a tangible warmth against the skin, Itsuki’s phone rang.


  Seeing Sara’s name on the screen, he answered immediately.


  “This is Itsuki Kamo speaking.”


  At Itsuki’s words, the Self-Defense Forces personnel and Aomori Prefectural Police fell silent.


  In the silence of the cottage, Sara’s voice came through clearly.


  “I’m sorry for the sudden request, but could you take on an additional job?”


  The Gokido group, who had gone to subjugate the jorogumo, was calling before even returning.


  Sensing the urgency, Itsuki kept his reply brief.


  “What’s the job?”


  “My right hand and left leg have been torn apart, and I’ve been poisoned. I’ve received emergency treatment, but I can’t move anymore. The eastern mother spider is lower A-rank, and Team Two is about to lose. Team One on the western side, stronger than the east, might lose as well. How much can you handle, Itsuki?”


  The worst possibility he had feared was coming true, and Itsuki caught his breath.


  Even his strongest shikigami, the ox demon, was only upper B-rank.


  The gap between B-rank and A-rank was immense. He had no certainty of victory.


  “I’ve also heard that if you’re eaten by a jorogumo, your soul is absorbed and you fall into hell with them. If it comes to the worst, I would be grateful if you could recover even part of our remains and perform proper rites for us. The fee will be paid by the Gokido members who aren’t on site.”


  Hearing that they would fall into hell, Itsuki stopped himself from clicking his tongue so the sound would not carry over the line, his expression hardening with anger.


  No one could truly understand the suffering of hell unless they had experienced suffering on that same level—or something even worse.


  If anyone foolish enough claimed they did, then depending on their attitude, Itsuki would be tempted to let them experience a fragment of it through Cheek-Stroker. A fragment alone wouldn’t make them fully understand, but it would at least stop them from carelessly claiming they did.


  And to be cast into true hell and suffer despite having committed no sin, such injustice should never be allowed.


  But when it came to Enma’s judgment, Itsuki had never trusted it. There were more than enough wrongful convictions to justify that distrust.


  Casting aside any hesitation, Itsuki answered.


  “I’ll head there immediately, drive off the jorogumo, detoxify you, and get you to a hospital. But the fee’s going to be steep.”


  In principle, an onmyoji only accepted jobs one rank below their own.


  If they fought an opponent of equal rank, the odds were fifty-fifty that they would die. It wasn’t something they could afford to take on.


  For that reason, in Japan, where A-rank onmyoji were the highest that existed, requests to deal with A-rank yokai generally could not even be established. With careful preparation, it was possible to challenge a lower A-rank, but for emergency requests, no one would accept them, so there was no established rate to begin with.


  “If you save me, I will repay you to the fullest with my life.”


  “Understood. Contract accepted. I’m on my way.”


  With no market rate to compare against, it could not be considered underpaid.


  “Suisen—no, Aoi. Bring the Yatagarasu and all the shikigami talismans.”


  After ending the call, Itsuki, having accepted a request that allowed no delay, shouted to the Self-Defense Forces personnel and Aomori Prefectural Police who had been conducting the interrogation, “The eastern mother spider is lower A-rank. The western mother spider is even stronger. My client has had her right hand and left leg torn apart and has been poisoned. The situation is unfavorable—I am heading out now with my shikigami to carry out a rescue.”


  After making his declaration, he turned to the Aomori Prefectural Police who had been questioning Suisen.


  “To anyone from Aomori Prefectural Police who can drive, please lend me a vehicle and a driver. Take my assistant to the nearest major hospital. I’ll locate my client through my assistant’s energy and use a flying shikigami to transport her.”


  Interrogating a shikigami required the cooperation of its master.


  With Itsuki now acting in his official capacity as an onmyoji to respond to the yokai threat, the interrogation could not continue.


  The police, lacking equipment to deal with A-rank yokai, could not simply head to the battlefield even if they were freed up.


  That was why Itsuki made the request to the Aomori Prefectural Police instead.


  “Please continue the questioning at the hospital, or reschedule it for another day. You can also get details from my client’s family once she’s transported. I’m counting on you for the vehicle.”


  “Understood.”


  The officers conducting the interrogation agreed to Itsuki’s request.


  Relieved, Itsuki stepped out of the now-bustling command post and joined up with Aoi, who had just arrived.


  “Aoi, go with this inspector to the nearest major hospital. Use your connection to locate our client. Once we have her position, I’ll transport her there. Make sure the hospital knows a critical patient is coming in.”


  “Understood. My lord, please be careful.”


  Though worry showed on her face, Aoi exchanged a glance with the police officer assigned to guide her.


  After confirming that, Itsuki took the bag of shikigami talismans and pulled out two hundred of them, each infused with his power.


  Yellow Dragon, Black Tortoise—fly toward the energy of Sara and Shion, the ones you chased during the exam. Azure Dragon, Vermilion Bird, White Tiger—head for the strongest presence in the west. Do not approach under any circumstances. Attack from a distance, and return once the pigeons are exhausted. Suisen, send the image of the jorogumo to the Yatagarasu connected through our link.“Alright, alright. Like this, right?”


  Through Itsuki, Suisen transmitted the image—white-haired and black-haired women with eight spider legs extending from their backs, along with their daughters.


  The white-haired woman held the severed head of a lifeless man, a faint smile on her lips.


  The black-haired woman spread threads throughout her nest, the corners of her mouth curled upward.


  The grotesque, skin-crawling quality of their yokai aura was conveyed to the Yatagarasu.


  Once the transmission was complete, Itsuki gathered every remaining talisman in hand and scattered them into the air as he chanted.


  Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance. From wood you have passed into formless yin; by my yang energy, return to life. Follow the guidance of the Yatagarasu, fly like arrows, and strike down all my enemies. Swiftly, by sacred decree.


  The two hundred talismans burst into pigeons one after another.


  With powerful beats of their wings, they rose into the sky.


  Dividing into two groups—eighty and one hundred twenty—they followed the Yatagarasu ahead, soaring over the Shirakami Mountains.


  “My lord, what will you do?”


  When Aoi asked, Itsuki pulled a single shikigami talisman from his pocket.


  “This one was made with my own blood instead of vermilion ink. I’ll ride the giant pigeon it creates and fly there. I’m counting on you to get to the hospital first.”


  As he declared it, the sorcery of an onmyoji overflowing with divine power gave rise to a massive pigeon.


  ※※※


  


  Shion beat her wings as she wove through the primeval beech forest.


  Closing in from behind her was a silver-haired girl with four spider legs extending from her back.


  Gripping her vajra staff, Shion twisted her body midair and landed against the trunk of a tree. Using the recoil from kicking off it, she turned to meet her pursuer head-on.


  “Die!”


  Her staff swung with fury, scattering spiritual energy as it cut through the air.


  The silver-haired jorogumo wrapped a thread around a beech tree and yanked herself aside, changing direction midair to evade the blow. Will-o’-wisps chased after her, but she dodged those just as easily.


  The jorogumo’s movements, springing and darting through the air on threads, surpassed even a tengu’s agility.


  Shion forcefully swept her vajra staff through the threads spread across her path.


  But she couldn’t clear them completely. The strands that remained cut into her skin, each soaked with venom created from yokai power.


  Her face twisted in pain as the poison took hold.


  The jorogumo’s venom could be mitigated with spiritual energy and elixirs, but it could not be nullified entirely.


  In a battle between evenly matched opponents, even a trace of poison could decide the outcome. Forcing her numbing body to move with sheer willpower, Shion leveled her vajra staff at the silver-haired jorogumo.


  The silver-haired jorogumo was one of Suisen’s sisters.


  Like Suisen, she was upper C-rank, evenly matched with Shion.


  The other powerful jorogumo consisted of one lower B-rank and one lower A-rank mother spider, both currently being handled by other members of the Gokido family.


  The lower B-rank jorogumo was being fought by Fuka of the Gokido family, who was also lower B-rank.


  The lower A-rank mother spider was being engaged by five onmyoji: Gisuke at upper B-rank, Yayoi at mid B-rank, Kazuyoshi Kasuga, Yoshitomo Gokido, and Yuzuki Kasuga at lower B-rank.


  Their curse power and yokai power were roughly equal, but the battle was taking place within the jorogumo’s nest—and the jorogumo also wielded poison.


  The battle was beginning to tilt against the attacking side.


  There were also younger spiderlings at D-rank and below within the nest, engaged in combat with the Self-Defense Forces.


  The Self-Defense Forces were achieving results, but against enemies with far superior physical abilities that struck while weaving through the trees, they were also taking significant losses.


  What held them back were the humans captured within the nest.


  Human bones lay scattered all around it—the jorogumo’s nest was a living hell.


  “You’re persistent.”


  The silver-haired jorogumo fixed her predatory red eyes on Shion.


  “You’re one to talk!”


  Kicking off the ground, Shion charged straight at her.


  If this dragged on, Sara would die. Her right arm and left leg had been torn apart by the mother jorogumo, and she had been injected with a deadly toxin formed from lower A-rank yokai power.


  The only reason Sara hadn’t died instantly was the Protective Talisman Itsuki had given her.


  Thanks to that, they had managed emergency treatment, but unless they defeated the jorogumo that would attack the moment they turned their backs, they couldn’t evacuate her.


  Giichiro, the Gokido family head who had gone west, was mid-A-rank.


  But the jorogumo there was said to be even stronger than the eastern mother spider, so any hope of reinforcements was slim.


  If Shion could at least win here, it would create an opening to escape with Sara.


  With that in mind, she pressed the attack, but the will-o’-wisps she fired in haste and the strikes of her vajra staff were both easily avoided.


  Worried about Sara’s condition, and with her body numbing from the poison, Shion’s movements grew increasingly sloppy.


  She knew it herself, but with her other half on the verge of death, she couldn’t keep calm no matter how much she understood it.


  As the fight wore on, more threads and venom clung to her body. The paralysis built up, dulling her senses, which only led to her taking on even more poison—a vicious cycle.


  Before she realized it, Shion had been caught in the jorogumo’s threads.


  “Hey… where do you want me to start eating?”


  “Shut up. You’re disgusting! Those fake human boobs are so obvious it’s creepy. Spider-cow.”


  The silver-haired jorogumo, showered with insults, glared at Shion in irritation. Then, smoothly moving the four spider legs extending from her back, she shot back:


  “I’ll cut off your arms and legs and turn you into a cocoon. After that… what should I do with you? Go on, tell me what you don’t want done. Maybe I’ll hand you over as a plaything for the goblins I’ve caught. I’ll make sure to pick the ugliest ones.”


  Holding her vajra staff at the ready, Shion glared right back.


  The silver-haired jorogumo, her gaze cold and inhuman like a spider’s, slowly approached as if savoring her prey.


  Then the four spider legs on her back rose high.


  In that instant, an intruder dropped in from directly above.


  What rained down like arrows were ten pigeons.


  The silver-haired jorogumo leapt back on instinct, but some of the pigeons she couldn’t fully evade brushed against her.


  The next moment, flames swelled explosively around her body, as if she had been drenched in oil and set alight, engulfing her in a violent blaze.


  “Ahhhhh!!!”


  Shrieking, the silver-haired jorogumo thrashed wildly, trying to shake off the flames clinging to her.


  But the pigeons’ eflames were born from curse power.


  Unlike ordinary flames, it would not vanish unless the infused energy itself dissipated.


  The raging fire burned into her body, slowing her movements.


  Meanwhile, the pigeons she had avoided earlier wheeled sharply through the air, striking her one after another, each contact igniting another burst of flames.


  The silver-haired jorogumo dropped to her knees, staring at her burning body as she collapsed.


  The pigeons were not targeting only her.


  Fifteen went after the lower B-rank individual, fifty-five toward the lower A-rank mother spider, and one hundred twenty flew toward the western mother spider and her daughters.


  Itsuki’s pigeons were not numerous enough to completely annihilate the mother spiders.


  Between lower C-rank pigeons and a lower A-rank jorogumo, there was a hundredfold difference in curse power. But if fifty-five could shave off even a little over half her strength, it would deal a devastating blow to the jorogumo already engaged with the Gokido and Kasuga forces.


  Itsuki’s follow-up attack on the eastern mother spider did not stop with the pigeon shikigami.


  Above the place where the flames had fallen, a massive pigeon appeared.


  Resonant bowstring.


  From the sky, the bowstring rang out, echoing across the battlefield.


  In an instant, the killing field that had resembled hell gave way to the real thing.


  From beneath the jorogumo’s feet, countless pale hands of the dead surged up, seizing the fallen corpses and clinging to the limbs and bodies of the mother spider that had endured the pigeons’ assault.


  “Arrrgh!!!”


  Her burned body seized by innumerable hands, the mother spider writhed in pain and revulsion, trying to shake them off.


  Izanami’s Purification.


  It was an arrow imbued with the divine power of the Heavenly Jeweled Spear, piercing through heaven and earth.


  A sharp shaft descended from the sky and drove straight through the mother spider, now immobilized by the grasping dead hands.


  “Gyaaaaaaaah!”
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  Burned, restrained, and pierced, the mother spider writhed under a triple assault, and then came the finishing blow.


  “Ushitaro, kill it! No matter what, kill it!”


  From the shadow of the massive pigeon, the ox demon emerged with its club raised, letting out a thunderous roar as it charged.


  The upper B-rank ox demon possessed only about forty percent of the lower A-rank mother spider’s power…


  But the mother spider had already fought the Gokido and Kasuga forces, and the pigeons had shaved off more than half her strength.


  On top of that, the dead of hell pinned her down, and Itsuki’s arrow—empowered through Aoi—had struck deep.


  The balance of power had already flipped.


  The ox demon’s massive club slammed into the immobilized mother spider, crushing her with overwhelming force.


  Meanwhile, having arrived, Itsuki leapt down from the giant pigeon and rushed to Sara’s side.


  Looking at the poison spreading from her torn right arm and left leg, he said, “I’m going to use a rite of Jizo Bodhisattva to neutralize the poison. The only way to save you is to send my energy directly into your body. Think of it as artificial respiration.”Barely conscious, Sara gave the faintest nod.


  Clearing his mind, Itsuki began to chant.


  On kakaka bisanmei sowaka.


  (I humbly beseech you, Jizo Bodhisattva, Jizo Bodhisattva, Jizo Bodhisattva— I praise and revere you, and pray for your aid to be fulfilled.)


  Continuing the chant without distraction, Itsuki gathered the energy of healing, then pressed his lips to Sara’s and sent divine power into her.


  “Mm… ngh…”


  Itsuki’s divine energy flowed into Sara’s body, ravaged by poison.


  After sending in a great deal of it, he gently pulled his lips away.


  “Suisen, bind our bodies together with your threads. We’ll put her on the giant pigeon and get her to the hospital.”


  “Alright, alright. And, Mom, just so you know, I’ve sided with darling now. He’s strong enough to take you down, so you’ve got to be satisfied with that, right? So don’t come back to haunt me, okay?”


  Leaving behind the rampaging ox demon, and the lingering traces of the daughter’s poison, Itsuki took flight from the burning remains of the nest.
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  Chapter 7: Itsuki Kamo’s Onmyoji Office


  

  “At least I wasn’t dragged down into hell with them… That much was a mercy.”


  Three days had passed since the assault on the jorogumo’s nest.


  Sara, who had been taken to a university-affiliated hospital, had lost everything below her right elbow and left knee, but her life had been saved.


  An ordinary person would have died, but Sara was a descendant of oni gods and great tengu.


  By taking in the immense divine power Itsuki had given her and converting it into vitality, she had barely managed to cling to life.


  “I want to believe that just having one hand and one leg left is something to be grateful for.”


  Her right arm and left leg had been consumed by the jorogumo’s venom, imbued with lower A-rank yokai power.


  The neurotoxin created by a jorogumo’s yokai power could paralyze or kill its prey. The stronger the yokai power, the more potent the poison—and the lower the victim’s curse power, the harder it was to resist.


  The poison produced by a lower A-rank jorogumo had surpassed the effects of the elixirs the Gokido family had brought, easily overwhelming Sara’s resistance—despite her being upper C-rank—and spreading through her right arm and left leg.


  By the time Itsuki arrived and neutralized the poison, amputation had already become unavoidable.


  As for the loss of her arm and leg, Sara tried to imagine worse possibilities—losing both arms. suffering spinal damage and losing all mobility, and being cast into hell—and convince herself this was still the better outcome.


  Compared to those, this was better—she told herself that, trying to hold her mind together.


  But she hadn’t truly accepted it. She couldn’t.


  For a fifteen-year-old girl, it was simply too much.


  Itsuki found himself acutely aware of why the Association refused to grant onmyoji licenses to anyone under fifteen. If she had been any younger, Sara might not even have been able to think through it this way.


  Unsure how to respond, Itsuki chose, for now, to affirm her as she was.


  “You’re going to think about your condition in all sorts of ways, but even so, you can still be useful to me. I’ve been thinking about having you work as staff in the onmyoji office I’m setting up, among other things. I have secrets, so I’ve been wanting someone I can trust—someone who won’t betray me no matter how much money they’re offered.”


  The Gokido family had upheld their promise to En no Gyoja for over thirteen hundred years.


  Sara of the Gokido family promised Itsuki. If you save me, I will repay you to the fullest with the life you’ve preserved.


  Itsuki’s immense power was the kind that felt more unnatural the closer one was to it, but in her current state, Sara would not speak of it even if it cost her life.


  “You said you’d repay me with the life I saved, right? Then that means the rest of your life belongs to me. Once I start high school, I’m setting up an office, so help me run it.”


  Even in her shaken state, Sara understood that Itsuki was speaking out of sympathy.


  If she had still been whole, she could have contributed enough over the years to make good on the life she’d been granted. But having lost her dominant arm and one leg, she could no longer contribute in the ways expected of an onmyoji.


  Answering calls that required onmyoji knowledge could probably be managed with practice, even at a level that failed the national exam. But for clerical work like accounting, an ordinary person with both hands would have the advantage.


  Because of that, Sara felt less like someone who could help and more like a burden on Itsuki.


  “I will repay you to the fullest. But I don’t believe I can contribute enough through office work to match the fee of an emergency A-rank request. Still, I promise I won’t die without informing you.”


  In other words, she wasn’t denying the possibility of ending her life—only that she wouldn’t do so without telling him.


  Seeing Sara trapped in that overwhelming darkness, Itsuki let out a quiet sigh.


  “Alright. Then I’ll tell you two things I really think. See if either of them convinces you.”


  “I’m listening. I can’t do anything but lie here, so I have plenty of time.”


  To keep her from choosing death, Itsuki reluctantly spoke words that were far from noble.


  “I’m making enough as an onmyoji now, so I don’t need more money than I can handle. What I do want is for a cute girl my age to repay me out of gratitude. So go ahead, pay me back that way. That’s the first.”


  At that blunt admission, Sara neither looked down on him nor showed disappointment. Instead, she glanced at her missing limbs with a hint of regret before asking, “I hope I can be of use… And the second?”


  This wouldn’t be solved without addressing the root of it.


  So that Sara would not take her own life, Itsuki chose to show her a possibility.


  “One more thing. I’m a shikigami user. I plan to find a yokai capable of healing your injuries and bring it under my control. I’m thinking of buying you now, fixing you up with a shikigami later, and turning a profit in the end. That’s all.”


  When Itsuki finished explaining, Sara turned the words over in her mind, then spoke hesitantly.


  “Does a yokai like that even exist?”


  Healing the human body was extremely difficult.


  In the West, The Book of Raziel the Angel described how to create healing talismans, and in Japan, charms inscribed with Rest and Recovery, by sacred decree could ease things like coughing, but none of them could regenerate the body.


  The divine bird Caladrius could cure certain illnesses, but not physical wounds.


  Still, Itsuki had something in mind.


  “It’s worth trying, even if the odds are low. And even if it fails, that doesn’t change my plan to take you in at my office. So, what do you say? Will you sell this one-of-a-kind Sara to me?”


  If she remained with the Gokido family as she was now, all she would have was the pain of watching her twin, Shion, who could still move freely.


  It would be better for her to be taken in at Itsuki’s office.


  She would have a purpose—to repay a debt. And if someone needed her, she could still affirm her own worth.


  After a brief pause, Sara answered.


  “I may be a damaged product at present, but if you’re willing to accept that, I have no objection to being sold. Unfortunately, I don’t come with an instruction manual, so I’ll have to explain things as we go. Would that still be acceptable?”


  “That works for me. Deal.”


  “Then I’m yours. Thank you for your purchase. I’ll need a few days to explain things to my parents. My father is also hospitalized, and neither of us can move right now.”


  This operation had resulted in many casualties.


  The two target mother spiders and six of their offspring had been eliminated, and the request itself had been successfully completed.


  In return, however, the onmyoji forces suffered heavy losses—most notably Yayoi Kasuga, the original contractor, and Kazuyoshi, the eldest son of the Kasuga family, both of whom sustained injuries severe enough to end their careers as onmyoji.


  Gisuke, Sara’s father, had avoided injuries that would lower his rank, but he was still hospitalized with severe wounds. The rest had suffered moderate or lesser injuries. The onmyoji who took part had been dealt a heavy blow overall.


  If Itsuki had not joined the battle, the eastern side would have been wiped out.


  On the western side, Giichiro might have managed to escape alone, but the Self-Defense Forces would likely have been annihilated.


  In the end, the request had been misjudged from the start—it wasn’t worth the reward at all.


  Setting the fee at two billion yen had been a major miscalculation by the Kasuga family.


  Looking at the outcome, the amount should have been an order of magnitude higher, with multiple A-rank onmyoji deployed. The overall command at the scene had been held by the Gokido family head, so the blame didn’t rest on the Kasuga family alone.


  “I’ll go capture a yokai that can heal you.”


  “Yes… please take care.”


  The additional request Itsuki had accepted was to save Sara.


  As things stood, calling it “saved” was debatable, so Itsuki set his sights on seeing the job through to the end.


  ※※※


  


  “A kamaitachi should be able to heal injuries.”


  The yokai Itsuki chose to complete the job and heal Sara was the kamaitachi.


  Kamaitachi were yokai said to appear not only in Japan but also in China, sometimes taking the form of winged tigers.


  Their ferocity varied widely. The most fearsome was Qiongqi of China, counted among the Four Fiends, while a notably violent example in Japan was the kamaitachi of Kurosaka, found between Mount Yahiko and Mount Kunigami in Niigata.


  Across regions such as Kanto, Tokai, Kansai, and Shikoku, there were many different legends of kamaitachi, but all of them described beings that attacked humans.


  However, in the mountainous regions of Mino and Hida, there existed a rather unusual type of kamaitachi.


  In Gifu Prefecture, kamaitachi were said to be three deities.


  Japan was said to be home to eight million gods, with even objects housing spirits known as tsukumogami.


  Their power varied greatly, and Japanese kamaitachi were not considered gods in terms of combat strength but rather beings revered as gods despite their limited power.


  What set them apart was not strength, but their nature.


  In Gifu, the first would trip its target, the second would cut them, and the third would heal the wound. Of these, the third’s healing was especially remarkable—it could mend the wounds inflicted by the second, erase the pain, and stop the bleeding.


  Wanting a kamaitachi capable of healing, Itsuki searched online for locations in Gifu Prefecture where they had been reported, then made his way to the crest upstream of the Nyukawa Dam.


  “Should be about time.”


  In an age without the internet, he would have had no choice but to search on foot.


  But in the modern era, the tens of millions who could use the internet were effectively his investigators.


  Itsuki repeatedly moved back and forth between the right and left banks, waiting for a kamaitachi to appear. Unaware that their habits had been analyzed, the kamaitachi took the bait without a second thought when prey came wandering right into their territory.


  “Whoa!?”


  His leg was suddenly struck, and Itsuki cried out as he was knocked over… or at least, he pretended to be.


  Then, as he fell, a blade-like gust slashed across him, and bright red blood spurted from his upper left arm.


  His face twisted in pain as the third kamaitachi approached to apply its medicine—at which point Itsuki seized it with his right hand, wrapped in jorogumo thread.


  “Got you!”


  The third kamaitachi spilled its divine medicine as it struggled wildly in his grasp.


  At once, the elder brother who had tripped him and the younger brother who had cut him turned back in anger, baring their fangs in warning.


  “Kikikiki!”


  He had no idea what they were saying, but it was probably something on the lines of “Let her go.”


  Of course, Itsuki had no intention of releasing it. Instead, he openly provoked the two glaring gods.


  “Kamaitachi, bleh.”


  He stuck out his tongue, then rolled his eyes back in an exaggerated, idiotic expression.


  Wagging his tongue while bobbing his head, he went even further. Still gripping the younger sister god in his right hand, he broke into a light, ridiculous dance.


  “Bleh-bleh, bleh-bleh.”


  Muttering nonsense like a chant, Itsuki continued his bizarre dance while holding her.


  The two, thoroughly mocked, flew into a rage and lunged at him.


  “Kyukyukyukyukyu!”


  Seeing red, the kamaitachi moved to trip him again and slash him down.


  The instant they closed in on Itsuki, a net of yokai threads was hurled up from the shadows at his feet, and they ran straight into it, their bodies ensnared.


  Immense curse power flowed from Itsuki into the threads binding the kamaitachi.


  The three deities—including the younger sister he held—were gradually entangled in the endlessly produced strands.


  “Alright, alright, sorry about this.”


  The one who had cast the web was Suisen, one of Itsuki’s shikigami. Suisen was lower B-rank, while each kamaitachi was upper C-rank. Together, the three surpassed her, but Suisen was being supplied with an overwhelming amount of energy from Itsuki.


  Drawing the tightly bound trio toward him, Itsuki activated the prepared formation and attempted to subjugate them.


  Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance. All things between heaven and earth are shaped by yin and yang. In accordance with that law, I designate you three, divine beings, as the yin half of this balance, and I offer my energy as its paired yang to forge this pact. By this principle, become my shikigami. Swiftly, by sacred decree.


  Onmyodo-style shikigami techniques allowed one to bind and command oni and divine spirits through curse power and ritual.


  In other words, the kamaitachi, being divine, were valid targets for such control.


  An ordinary human would lack the necessary power, but Itsuki possessed immense yang energy, along with the divine power of Jizo Bodhisattva. Since he could even provide divine energy to them, he could bind them without diminishing their divinity.


  As he continued channeling divine power, Itsuki spoke to the bound kamaitachi.


  You were caught because you struck first and cut without warning. If you attack, being struck back is only natural. It is the law of the world, the order of nature—submit to me.


  Only the younger sister had done nothing wrong.


  She had merely followed behind her delinquent brothers, tending to those they injured. If she could speak human language, she likely would have apologized.


  But Itsuki deliberately ignored that.


  The struggle between Itsuki and the three bound kamaitachi continued for nearly an hour.


  The first to give in was the younger sister—the only one among them who had done no wrong.


  When she submitted to Itsuki, the voices of the kamaitachi began to reach him.


  “I told you not to do things like this, didn’t I? Every time—every single time—I’ve been the one fixing the wounds you caused. But this time, I’m really angry. I’m done going along with you. So just hurry up and submit and become shikigami!”


  It seemed the younger sister had joined in persuading her brothers.


  “I just wanted to test my strength. I don’t regret it, but since I lost, I’ll obey.”


  “If you’ve got a blade, you use it. I did nothing wrong. I’ll let you command me, so let me keep cutting.”


  “Just hurry up and get over here!”


  The two culprits made statements completely devoid of remorse, the kind the police would never be able to release publicly. After being sharply ordered by their sister, they reluctantly slipped into Itsuki’s shadow.


  Watching that, the younger sister gave them an exasperated look, then followed after them into Itsuki’s shadow as well.


  The first kamaitachi knocked targets down, the second cut them, and the third healed them.


  Itsuki reinforced the three—now elevated to lower B-rank through subjugation—by supplying them with divine power. He also gave them names according to their roles: Shinten, Shinzan, and Shinchi, using both divine energy and naming to enhance their effects.


  Afterward, he had the Yatagarasu capture goblins, had Suisen sever their limbs, and repeatedly conducted healing tests with the kamaitachi.


  This was by no means for amusement—it was a necessary process to ensure Sara could be treated with certainty. He used goblins because Sara herself carried the blood of oni gods.


  After that, he used his own body for testing.


  No one had ever regenerated a human body by controlling divine beings like the kamaitachi. Even if he explained that he had already tested it on goblins, Sara would still feel fear at the idea of having her limbs cut off and restored.


  Even if Itsuki himself accepted such a thing for his own body, if he were told it would be done to Aoi, he wouldn’t be able to trust it so easily. In the same way, the Gokido family would surely find it hard to accept.


  But what if the one claiming he could heal her first cut his own body and then restored it?


  It would serve as proof that the caster was acting with absolute confidence in success.


  And Itsuki himself had no intention of proceeding unless he was certain it would work.


  Which made testing it on his own body unavoidable.


  Having experienced the Great Scorching Hell, Itsuki had long since cast aside any ordinary response to pain. And with Suisen able to use paralysis venom, he could nullify it entirely.


  Even so, losing a hand to a failed experiment would hinder his ability to function, so he started small, having only the pad of his little finger cut away and then regenerated by Shinchi.


  With a worried expression, Shinchi carefully healed his finger.


  The flesh regenerated perfectly.


  “Looks fine. Next, we’ll test including the bone. Suisen, eat the severed flesh.”


  Pointing to the severed piece of his body, Itsuki prompted her. Suisen frowned, puzzled.


  “I don’t mind, but… why?”


  Rather than answer, Itsuki urged her on with a look.


  Reluctantly, Suisen put the flesh in her mouth.


  Then her eyes widened in shock at the change within her.


  “What is this?”


  From Itsuki’s perception, Suisen’s power had increased slightly after eating the flesh.


  Even through training, one wouldn’t normally notice such gradual growth—but this was different. The increase, however small, was unmistakable.


  “So it’s true. Yokai really do grow stronger by eating my flesh.”


  Before his reincarnation, King Enma had warned him: The corruption clinging to you will strengthen demonic beings and yokai. Those who perceive it will target you.


  Since then, Itsuki had lived cautiously.


  Though the corruption was suppressed by his yang energy, he had avoided ever letting yokai take even a single bite of him.


  Now, having gained absolutely obedient shikigami—and with Suisen, who had sworn to consume other yokai once she reached A-rank—he had tested whether it truly enhanced them.


  “Suisen. If you do your job properly and protect me to the end, I’ll raise you to A-rank someday. Ideally, you’ll become something like Zenki and Goki. En no Gyoja was from the Kamo line, after all.”


  At that, Suisen looked at him with a predator’s gaze and replied,


  “If you expect results, then there needs to be a reward. I’ll work as much as the reward is worth.”


  “Fine. Do whatever work you think is worth the reward.”


  “Deal. Master.”


  Satisfied, Suisen dropped her playful “darling” tone and clearly addressed Itsuki as her master.


  ※※※


  


  Itsuki returned to the hospital where Sara had been admitted one week after subjugating the kamaitachi.


  At his request, relayed through Gokido family head Giichiro, a truck had been parked just outside the hospital grounds, and Sara was brought there in a wheelchair.


  Present as witnesses were Giichiro and Sara’s parents.


  “What happens if you fail?”


  Gisuke, still seriously injured himself, asked from his own wheelchair.


  Given that his daughter, who had already lost her limbs and might have chosen death, was about to have them cut again, his concern was only natural.


  Having expected the question, Itsuki raised his left hand and answered.


  “Suisen, cut off my little finger. Kamaitachi, heal it afterward.”


  “Alright, alright. Applying paralysis venom now. It’ll dull the pain.”


  At Itsuki’s tense command, Suisen emerged from his shadow, touched his finger to apply the venom, then wrapped it in her threads and severed it at the middle phalanx.


  A dull pain, like having a tooth drilled after anesthesia at the dentist, ran through him. The divine power in his body weakened the effect of the paralysis, but he endured it without letting it show.


  Immediately after, the three kamaitachi appeared.


  At once, they knocked Itsuki down, then cut his left little finger again, this time from deeper at the base phalanx, and applied a divine medicine created by converting immense divine power.


  His severed finger regenerated under the combined effect of the kamaitachi’s divine medicine and the divine energy supplied to them.


  Letting out a breath, Itsuki spoke to Suisen, who had retrieved the severed piece.


  “Do it properly.”


  “Of course. I’ll do my best.”


  After watching Suisen swallow the finger, Itsuki turned to Gisuke and explained.


  “In this way, I’m confident enough to prove it using my own body that I can heal her. However, if we delay treatment, the flow of energy will settle into a state reflecting the loss of her right arm and left leg, and it will no longer be possible to restore them. Sara and I have already agreed on the treatment.”


  Gisuke, having been told without words not to interfere, looked into Sara’s eyes to confirm her resolve, then pressed the point.


  “If you fail, you’ll take responsibility for the rest of your life. If that’s the case, then do it.”


  If Itsuki showed even a hint of doubt and suggested he might fail, then this would have to be reconsidered.


  Facing Gisuke’s severe expression, Itsuki answered without hesitation.


  “Understood. I’ll proceed with the treatment. From here on, I ask that you refrain from interfering.”


  Under the watchful eyes of the Gokido family, Itsuki instructed Suisen to begin applying paralysis venom to Sara’s right arm and left leg.


  Then he addressed the three adults.


  “To restore her through this treatment, a large amount of specialized energy is required. I’ll be sending my energy directly into Sara, so while I do, could you please turn around?”


  “Why?”


  After a brief hesitation, Itsuki answered plainly.


  “It’s similar to artificial respiration.”


  From his wheelchair, Gisuke let out an involuntary groan.


  At the same time, Sara and her mother both shot him a sharp glare. Giichiro stepped in as well, placing a hand on Gisuke’s shoulder to restrain him.


  “There is a clear necessity for this as treatment. You said yourself that if he takes responsibility, he may proceed—and he accepted. Then you will remain silent and turn around.”


  Gisuke, brows raised and deeply furrowed, swallowed his irritation and said nothing more.


  Once Itsuki confirmed the adults had turned away, he leaned closer to Sara.


  Sara gave him a small smile and quietly closed her eyes.


  ※※※


  


  After earning a large sum over the summer, Itsuki temporarily halted his work as an onmyoji.


  The second term of his third year of middle school had begun, and entrance exams were fast approaching.


  A shikigami user using shikigami is simply exercising the power they already possess.


  Itsuki had come to think that way because Suisen—the spiritual form of a jorogumo he had turned into a shikigami—possessed far greater academic ability than he had ever imagined.


  When he had her take a scholastic test, her average across all subjects exceeded ninety-nine points.


  English 98, Math 100, Japanese 98, Science 100, Social Studies 100.


  Since Itsuki’s usual scores were nowhere near that level, he was naturally suspected of cheating.


  However, when he was made to take a retest on his own, he achieved nearly identical scores and was cleared of suspicion.


  As a spirit, Suisen could not manifest without the use of curse power.


  Since teachers could not see her, Itsuki, who commanded her, found that his own academic performance now directly reflected Suisen’s intelligence.


  Under Japanese law, if a shikigami caused any kind of damage, the practitioner bore full responsibility.


  In other words, when a shikigami user employed a shikigami, all resulting effects were considered the user’s own power. Therefore, even if Suisen solved the exam questions, it counted as Itsuki solving them.


  Itsuki forcefully convinced himself that having Suisen answer the test counted as his own ability.


  Why were jorogumo more intelligent than humans?


  The likely reason was that foolish jorogumo had long since been weeded out through natural selection.


  Those that took human form, blended into society, and continued feeding and reproducing would have been discovered and killed if they were not smarter than humans.


  Only individuals capable of flawless transformation and possessing the intelligence to live undetected among humans survived to pass on their traits.


  As a result, jorogumo had come to surpass humans in intelligence.


  Suisen, with her superior lineage and intellect, had truly lived up to her own claims of academic excellence. When Itsuki provided her with textbooks and workbooks, her abilities improved even further.


  And so, with Suisen at his side, Itsuki sat for the entrance exam to Hanasaki High School.


  Question six—answer is three.


  The spirit Suisen solved the problems and relayed the answers through their connection of curse power.


  As Itsuki steadily filled in the multiple-choice answer sheet, Suisen had already moved on, solving the next question.


  Question seven—answer is two.


  It would have been easier for him afterward if he had taken the entrance exam using his own academic ability.


  But Aoi, who excelled academically, would be attending the same high school as Itsuki precisely because she was his shikigami. To not be a disadvantage to her, Itsuki chose to rely on Suisen.


  The school he applied to, Hanasaki Academy High School, had been founded as a form of social contribution by the descendants of the “Old Man Who Made Trees Bloom”—a family once known as the Hanasaki conglomerate.


  The Hanasaki family had long been users of Inugami, and the current head was also an A-rank onmyoji.


  Built with immense financial resources, Hanasaki Academy also included a university. The high school and university shared the same campus, with some facilities and activities used jointly.


  Because students could access university-level facilities, the educational environment available to high schoolers ranked among the best in the country.


  Since internal advancement to Hanasaki University was possible, many high-achieving middle school students in the area applied to both the private Hanasaki High School and public schools, choosing Hanasaki if accepted.


  Question eight—answer is one.


  Suisen’s transmissions also reached Aoi, who, as a shikigami, was connected to Itsuki through curse power.


  At Hanasaki High School, classes were divided by academic ranking. To ensure he ended up in the same class as Aoi, Itsuki decided to match his performance to hers.


  He rationalized it simply: A shikigami user using their shikigami is just part of their own ability.


  And so, with Suisen solving the questions and relaying the answers to Aoi as well, Itsuki passed the entrance exam.


  ※※※


  


  “Itsuki, Aoi—congratulations on your acceptance.”


  In mid-February, the results were announced online, and both Itsuki and Aoi were accepted into Hanasaki High School.


  Since it had been his first choice, he didn’t apply to any public schools, and with that, his high school entrance exams were over. Aside from the graduation ceremony, he no longer needed to attend middle school, and he entered an early spring break.


  He posted on Twittor about his acceptance, the resumption of his work as an onmyoji, and the launch of the Itsuki Kamo Onmyoji Office.


  The very next day, Sara showed up.


  Itsuki had rented the first floor of Aoi’s house to use as his office.


  Aoi hated the first floor, the one that had been occupied by her grandmother, but she couldn’t abandon the house, as the second floor still held her memories of her parents.


  Because of that, Aoi welcomed the idea. If Itsuki was going to remake the first floor, then she had no objections at all.


  She told Itsuki he could remodel the entire first floor however he liked. Taking her feelings into account, Itsuki deliberately hired contractors and had it extensively renovated.


  When Sara was shown into the office’s reception room, she handed Aoi a box of sweets, then presented her Hanasaki High School exam number.


  “I was accepted into Hanasaki High School’s academic program as well, so we’ll be together starting in high school. I’ll be helping at the office, so I look forward to working with you.”


  Sara rose from her chair and gave a deep bow to both Itsuki and Aoi.


  It had been Itsuki who told her which school he was applying to, along with his exam number. Since he had said he would open the office after starting high school and have her help him, he had simply shared his plans. Naturally, Sara chose to apply to Hanasaki High School as well.


  Aoi had no real objections to hiring someone for the office.


  Sara was a certified onmyoji with knowledge and connections, and she could even fly using her tengu wings.


  If something happened, there was a real chance she could carry Itsuki to safety.


  It wasn’t as if Aoi felt no jealousy at the idea of Itsuki hiring another girl.


  But Itsuki’s work was dangerous, and without Sara, there was a possibility he could lose his life. If that happened, Aoi wouldn’t be able to go on living, so she accepted Sara.


  “Likewise, I’m counting on you. Sounds like classes are divided by academic ranking. At your level, you’ll probably end up in the same class as me, even with me using Suisen.”


  The Gokido family, an onmyoji lineage that had lasted over thirteen hundred years, possessed considerable wealth.


  A B-rank onmyoji could charge up to one hundred million yen for exorcising a C-rank yokai.


  Although things hadn’t gone well recently, even a branch family of the Gokido could normally earn that much with ease. Hiring private tutors for each subject was nothing to them. And since Hanasaki High School was in a rural area, it didn’t attract top students from all over the country.


  For Sara, the entrance exam had not been particularly difficult.


  Imagining them ending up in the same class in high school, Sara smiled shyly.


  “Also, Aoi, I have something I’d like to ask. If I pay rent, would you allow me to live on-site as a staff member, in one of the guest rooms on the first floor that Itsuki uses for the office?”


  “Why would it come to that?”


  Caught off guard by Sara’s request, Aoi froze, then asked after a brief pause.


  She had truly meant it when she said Itsuki could do whatever he liked with the first floor.


  If Itsuki decided to open a soba shop there, Aoi would probably smile wryly and help out as a server.


  But letting Sara live there was something she couldn’t agree to.


  “I’d like to stay close so I can repay the debt I owe,” Sara replied.


  “Wouldn’t it be enough for the entire Gokido family to pay the fee?”


  As the homeowner, Aoi didn’t grant permission and instead offered an alternative—have the Gokido family pay the compensation.


  Sara, of course, didn’t back down.


  “The client was me personally, so the Gokido family isn’t involved. If there were apartments nearby, that would be one thing, but it’s all mountains and houses around here… It would really help if I could live here at the office.”


  As Sara said, the additional request had indeed been made by her alone.


  No contract had been made with the rest of the Gokido or the Kasuga family, so Itsuki had no right to demand payment from them. Charging someone you hadn’t contracted with would make no sense.


  Of course, if Sara asked, both families would pay immediately.


  Aside from Giichiro, who could have escaped on his own, the seven others who fought on the eastern front had been saved by Sara’s additional request.


  Because of that, Sara had the standing within her family to push through her own decisions.


  That was precisely why, despite being a Gokido onmyoji, she was able to come to Itsuki.


  Seeing that Aoi still wouldn’t agree, Sara made a bold proposal.


  “If I can’t repay my debt by living here, then perhaps I can make up the difference another way.”


  “What do you mean by ‘another way’?”


  Aoi asked, suspicious, as Sara appeared to yield conditionally.


  “Itsuki said, ‘I don’t need more money than I can handle. I’d rather have a cute girl my age repay me instead.’ I’m perfectly fine with that option as well.”


  Sara smiled up at her, tilting her gaze slightly, her right hand resting lightly at her collar.


  At that, Aoi rose from her chair and replied with a smile that called to mind a mountain hag—beautiful, yet unmistakably fierce.


  “I heard you were invited as staff to help and support him. Sara, you can use one of the guest rooms on the first floor. Work hard at the office and repay your debt that way. Itsuki and I will live upstairs together. The second floor is off-limits.”


  “Yes, thank you very much.”


  Unlike with Suisen, the hierarchy this time was not settled quite so clearly…


  At Sara’s feet, as she returned Aoi’s smile, Nekotaro let out a wide yawn.


  And so, with two employees, the Itsuki Kamo Onmyoji Office officially began its operations.
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  Newly Written Extra Story: Borrowing a Corpse to Return the Soul


  

  Reincarnated Onmyoji: Kamo Itsuki


  “Congratulations on your promotion to B-rank!”


  Three months after the subjugation of the jorogumo, Itsuki was promoted to a B-rank onmyoji. On the same day he received official notice from the Onmyoji Association, he also got a congratulatory message from Sara, and only then did he truly believe the promotion was real.


  Messages of congratulations also poured in through the Association from governors, mayors, and representatives of various organizations, giving him a clear sense of how highly society regarded upper-ranked onmyoji.


  There were sixty-four B-rank positions in total. Forty-seven were assigned as prefectural heads, and most of the remaining seventeen were considered future candidates for those roles.


  There was a shortage of B-rank onmyoji, and among the current prefectural heads, quite a few were only at the upper C-rank in terms of actual ability.


  The remaining seventeen were practitioners with genuine B-rank ability, but even by simple calculation, there were only seventeen successors for forty-seven prefectures. One of them was the eldest son of the Gokido main family and a candidate for A-rank, meaning not all of them would even become future prefectural heads.


  The difference between a prefecture whose strongest defender was B-rank and one that only had C-rank was enormous.


  If a B-rank ogre or a C-rank mid-level demon appeared, a B-rank onmyoji could respond early—either independently or in cooperation with the Self-Defense Forces. A C-rank onmyoji, on the other hand, would have to evacuate civilians while requesting aid from neighboring prefectures.


  And the onmyoji who came as reinforcements would prioritize their own safety above all else and wouldn’t overextend.


  That was because each prefectural head was responsible only for their own jurisdiction. Taking risks to save another region while endangering one’s own would defeat the entire purpose.


  As a result, it wasn’t uncommon for multiple B-rank onmyoji from neighboring prefectures to gather before a response could even begin. In some cases, they might even arrive deliberately late.


  After all, regions without a B-rank couldn’t send reinforcements when a major threat appeared elsewhere. More precisely, they couldn’t send them, but from the outside, it made no difference. When a favor wouldn’t be returned, there was no need to offer more than the bare minimum.


  That meant damage would escalate, and if multiple high-ranking onmyoji had to be urgently summoned, the cost of the request would skyrocket.


  And even then, the prefecture receiving help could not complain about delays. If they did, they might not be helped next time. All they could do was bow their heads and accept it.


  That was the scale of the gap between a prefecture with a B-rank onmyoji and one with only C-rank.


  Even in prefectures that currently had a B-rank onmyoji, there was no telling when they might be killed in the line of duty.


  Because of that, B-rank onmyoji whose future jurisdiction had not yet been decided were highly desirable connections.


  It would be ideal if one of them chose to belong to your prefecture, but even just being on good terms and having them willing to lend a hand was valuable.


  Having even a single B-rank onmyoji meant that, if you sent reinforcements to a neighboring prefecture, you could earn their gratitude. And if both sides exchanged support, it ensured safety while keeping things even—no debts owed either way.


  On top of that, due to both hereditary and environmental factors, the children of B-rank onmyoji were more likely to become B-rank themselves. Most current B-rank onmyoji had parents who were also upper-ranked practitioners. Having strong ties to one B-rank onmyoji increased the chances of being able to recruit multiple such individuals in the next generation.


  Since sending a single congratulatory message could increase the likelihood of securing such a connection, it was only natural that messages flooded in from across the country.


  “Let’s pretend I didn’t see any of that.”


  After reading through the notice about the flood of congratulatory messages, Itsuki quietly closed the email from the Association.


  Before long, a message arrived on his phone as well.


  This time, he frowned.


  “Please keep phone messages to emergencies.”


  He didn’t mind hearing from his father, Aoi, or Sara—people who contacted him regularly—but if everyone else started messaging him just to send congratulations, it was simply too much. Even so, it might be urgent, so he reluctantly checked it.


  I need help.


  The urgency was unclear, but this time, Itsuki couldn’t just close the message.


  The sender was his younger sister.


  His parents had divorced when Itsuki was in third grade and his sister in first.


  Itsuki believed the main cause had been his father’s pride and poor sense of priorities, which had led to years of financial hardship. When you’ve lived through days where your only meal was a school lunch, saying “Mom, Dad, please don’t fight” is obviously meaningless.


  So then, should Itsuki have taken his father’s place and earned money by slaying oni?


  No matter how much power he had, without the ability to create proper shikigami talismans, he would have been nothing more than prey on the battlefield.


  And if that happened, his soul would have been devoured by a yokai, and he would have been dragged down into hell along with it.


  Having already fallen into hell once, Itsuki was determined to avoid a second time at all costs. The conclusion he reached was simple: there had been nothing he could do.


  At the time of the divorce, his mother had tried to take both Itsuki and his younger sister with her.


  But because of the circumstances surrounding his reincarnation, Itsuki needed to learn onmyoji arts, so he chose to go with his father instead.


  For a third-grade child to choose his father over his mother was, by societal standards, highly unusual.


  As a result, people assumed there must have been something wrong on the mother’s side as well. Feeling that she had been rejected by her son and unfairly blamed, his mother came to resent Itsuki too.


  Even regarding that, Itsuki’s conclusion remained the same: there had been nothing he could do.


  His soul carried the corruption burned into it from the Avici Hell, and it had to be purified. If he ignored that for his mother’s sake, he would suffer after death—and the afterlife lasted incomparably longer.


  Now that Itsuki had risen to B-rank, if his parents were to remarry, it would mean his mother had been wrong.


  Even if he earned money, he believed their remarriage was unlikely for reasons like that.


  But his younger sister, Ayaka, never came to hate him.


  Itsuki, whose mental maturity far exceeded his age, had taken care of her, played with her often, and shielded her from their parents’ fights. Between parents who dragged their children into arguments and an older brother who protected and played with her, it was obvious who she would grow attached to.


  At the time of the divorce, Ayaka had been most attached to Itsuki, and that likely didn’t sit well with their mother.


  Perhaps their mother needed someone on her side, but in Itsuki’s view, it was his first-grade sister who truly needed someone.


  And so, even after the divorce, without letting it be discovered by their mother, Itsuki had his pigeon shikigami watch over Ayaka on her way to and from school, play with her through those same familiars, and, whenever his father’s work brought him nearby, secretly go to see her.


  He made her promise to keep their meetings a secret and never gave her anything that could serve as proof for their mother to discover. Ayaka, in turn, became better and better at lying, even registering the phone number Itsuki gave her under the name of a female classmate.


  To that younger sister, he remained “big brother,” and when she reached out, Itsuki went to see her.


  ※※※


  


  Now going by her mother’s maiden name, Fushihara Ayaka lived in Kyoto City, Kyoto Prefecture, where her mother’s family resided.


  Kyoto, an ancient capital, lay close to Mount Hiei—where the iron rats had once run rampant—but it was also a major tourist destination. Both her mother and maternal grandfather worked in the tourism industry, earning stable incomes.


  Unwelcome in his mother’s eyes, Itsuki avoided going to her house and instead arranged to meet Ayaka on a bench along the Kamo River in the city.


  Sitting beside her and gazing at the gently flowing river beneath the November sky, Itsuki spoke. “Ayaka, it’s been a while. You doing okay?”Ayaka wore her hair at a semi-long length, with an average height and a slender build.


  She had well-balanced features, and even accounting for his bias as her brother, Itsuki considered her cute, more so than most girls in his class, aside from Aoi. Since they lived apart, he didn’t know her academic performance, but from their conversations, she was clearly intelligent.


  As for her personality, he couldn’t say how she acted around others, but with him, she was an affectionate little sister.


  That wasn’t so much indulgence as it was a result of her upbringing. She couldn’t rely on her parents, so turning to him was only natural.


  And just like always, she leaned into that role.


  “Yeah, I’m okay. But I’ve got a problem…”


  She exaggerated a sigh, lifting her shoulders as she inhaled, then letting it out slowly.


  Seeing that, Itsuki felt reassured that she at least seemed well, and replied:


  “If it’s not about money, I’ll hear you out… is what I would’ve said before. But if you’re in trouble, just say it. I’m B-rank now. I’m not strapped for cash anymore.”


  After repaying his debts from the iron rat subjugation, earning through Sara’s request, and even receiving Super Chats on YouTubo, Itsuki no longer had to worry about travel expenses within Japan.


  His own office hadn’t been fully launched yet, and he was still operating under his father’s agency, but by splitting fees with his father, he was already able to take on high-paying requests meant for B-rank onmyoji.


  Even if he needed one hundred million yen, the current Itsuki could put it together within a month.


  In that case, he would have to consider taking Ayaka away from their mother and also rethink his current arrangement of living at Aoi’s house.


  “Congratulations. I knew you’d make B-rank, but it happened a little sooner than I expected.”


  Since she was in first grade, Ayaka had been watching Itsuki’s shikigami.


  Over six years, she had seen their speed increase across prefectural distances, the duration of his techniques improve, and the precision of their transmissions sharpen. From her perspective, his reaching B-rank had always been inevitable.


  The only reason it felt early was because promotions normally proceeded step by step—you didn’t skip ranks from D straight to B.


  “I got recommendations from an active A-rank. A few B-ranks also put their names forward.”


  “I see. Then A-rank is next. Three years, maybe.”


  Ayaka said it without hesitation. She had watched the national exam exhibition match and the footage of the iron rat subjugation as well.


  Itsuki’s spiritual power clearly exceeded standard B-rank levels. He commanded a B-rank-class Ushi-oni as a shikigami and had purified the iron rats of Mount Hiei—something no one else had been able to resolve. To the public as well, he had already proven himself the strongest among B-rank.


  Among the current eight A-rank onmyoji, it was known that the seventh and eighth were only at B-rank in actual ability. They had been promoted to fill the fixed number of eight, essentially elevating veteran upper B-ranks nearing retirement.


  But true A-rank onmyoji were those capable of defeating B-rank yokai.


  If someone with genuine A-rank ability appeared, it was only natural for those B-rank placeholders to give up their seats. That was why Ayaka was certain it was only a matter of time before Itsuki advanced.


  “Heh.”


  Itsuki gave a small laugh, but he didn’t deny it. He, too, was certain he would reach A-rank.


  How quickly he would be promoted would reveal whether the Onmyoji Association valued appearances or results. If they failed to properly recognize ability, then Itsuki could simply act according to his true capability—with full justification.


  But the Association didn’t have the luxury of choosing appearances when the lives of its onmyoji were at stake.


  At the latest, within three years, meaning while Itsuki was still a minor, they would elevate him to A-rank, demonstrating that they properly recognized real talent.


  That would also mean greater expectations placed on him, but it was necessary if he wanted to purge the corruption embedded in his soul.


  “So, what was the problem you mentioned?”


  After they finished catching up, Itsuki asked, and Ayaka gestured subtly toward her own back as she spoke.


  “Himari—the one who used to cling to me like a spirit—you don’t see her anymore, right?”


  “Yeah. She’s not there.”


  The Himari Ayaka was referring to was a classmate who had been killed by the iron rats’ vengeful spirits when they were in fifth grade.


  Kyoto lay close to Mount Hiei, and the vengeful spirits of the eighty-four thousand iron rats would occasionally spill out.


  The iron rats themselves were B-rank mid-tier, but divided among eighty-four thousand, each individual was only about twenty percent of a low F-rank.


  F-rank strength was comparable to that of small oni, goblins, or even chimpanzees—with grip strength up to six times that of an adult man. Even a single one posed a serious threat to an elementary school girl, and if several attacked together, they could easily kill.


  Even with regular culling, such incidents couldn’t be completely prevented. That was precisely why Itsuki’s extermination of the iron rats had been so highly praised.


  Killed by a yokai, Himari had become a spirit out of lingering resentment.


  And Ayaka possessed enough spiritual power to sustain a classmate like that.


  As a daughter of the Kamo family, born from the same mother as Itsuki, who had exceptionally high spiritual power, and raised while exposed to his energy, Ayaka had significant latent power herself. She hadn’t trained properly, but Itsuki estimated she likely had around C-rank levels of spiritual power.


  Using that power, Ayaka had been maintaining Himari’s spirit.


  Her reason wasn’t anything deeply thought out. It was simply that her classmate had died and was about to fade away, so she reached out to help.


  Itsuki had only lived with her until she was in first grade, but even then, Ayaka had already been capable of channeling energy at that level.


  Whenever Itsuki visited her, Himari had often been there. She was a cheerful girl with no ill intent toward Ayaka, and since she served as someone to talk to, Itsuki had let it slide.


  “Did she pass on after I dealt with the iron rats?”


  If the iron rats—the ones responsible for her death—had been exorcised, then her lingering regrets should have been resolved. Thinking that might be the case, Itsuki assumed she had passed on.


  But Ayaka shook her head.


  “No. Himari watched the video of you taking down the iron rats, and she was really happy, but she didn’t pass on.”


  “She didn’t…?”


  Maybe Ayaka had been supplying her with too much energy, preventing her from fading. That was what Itsuki suspected, and he frowned at the thought of a spirit that could no longer pass on.


  Though the spirit herself was nowhere to be seen now.


  “So what happened to her?”


  “That’s the problem.”


  Ayaka pursed her lips and spoke hesitantly.


  “If something’s gone wrong, then I share the blame for letting her stay. Besides, there’s no law saying you have to exorcise every spirit you find. So… what happened?”


  Pressed again, Ayaka finally answered.


  “A girl in my class got attacked by a makura-gaeshi and died… and Himari went into her body.”


  There weren’t many words in Ayaka’s explanation.


  But the weight of it made Itsuki feel dizzy.


  ※※※


  


  A B-rank onmyoji held a social position roughly equivalent to the head of a prefectural medical or bar association.


  At minimum, they oversaw all yokai-related matters within a prefecture, or were expected to in the future. And at A-rank, that authority extended nationwide.


  When Ayaka first brought Itsuki there, both sets of parents—the ones whose daughter had been possessed and the ones whose daughter had done the possessing—reacted with rejection.


  From the perspective of the parents of the girl who had been possessed, Kitagawa Kaede, their daughter had died… and then come back to life.


  They had felt overwhelming relief and joy—only to be told that the soul inside her body was someone else.


  “Our daughter came back. She’s saying strange things, but she must be confused. She has to be. It can’t be anything else.”


  That was what the Kitagawa parents believed.


  From the perspective of Himari Minamihara’s parents—the ones whose daughter had possessed the body—their daughter’s soul, whom they believed dead, had remained in this world and now returned with a body.


  “Our daughter never passed on. She has returned with a body. As for the fact that she has taken over another girl’s body. We, too, have once lost our daughter, so there are no words that can fully express this. But that girl? She is our daughter!”


  That was how the Minamihara parents felt.


  The body belonged to the Kitagawa family’s daughter, but the soul belonged to the Minamihara family’s daughter.


  Legally, the death of the girl named Kitagawa Kaede had been revoked, but the memories she carried were those of Minamihara Himari. Both families insisted she was their daughter, and neither could back down.


  Both households had initially rejected outside intervention because neither could accept any outcome other than taking her in themselves.


  And Himari, now in Kaede’s body, couldn’t exactly say, “I have the memories of the Minamihara family’s daughter, so I’ll take this body and leave.” Put simply, the situation had become completely unmanageable.


  But when Ayaka, who had been a friend to both Himari and Kaede and stood in a neutral position, brought Itsuki, a B-rank onmyoji with a social standing comparable to the head of a prefectural medical or bar association, a meeting was finally arranged at the Kitagawa residence.


  “First, let me introduce myself. I’m Itsuki Kamo, a B-rank onmyoji, and the older brother of Fushihara Ayaka, who is friends with your daughter. My parents are divorced, so we have different surnames, but as you can see, we’re still close enough that I came here in person. I was also aware that Himari’s spirit had been staying by Ayaka’s side.”


  Starting that way, Itsuki explained how Himari, after death, had remained as a spirit alongside Ayakaand that it had been possible because of Ayaka’s high spiritual power.


  “Himari was, in effect, in a state where she would normally have faded after death, but instead persisted by attaching herself to Ayaka, who possesses unusually strong spiritual power. I judged that she wasn’t a malicious spirit, and since she was my sister’s friend, I chose not to exorcise her.”


  With that clarification, everyone present came to a shared understanding of the situation before the incident.


  “Himari-chan was Kaede’s friend. She came to our house a few times while she was alive. So how did things end up like this?”


  The one who spoke was Kaede’s father.


  In response, Itsuki first confirmed the facts.


  “Ayaka told me that a makura-gaeshi appeared.”


  A makura-gaeshi is a yokai that moves a sleeping person’s pillow away from their head.


  In Toriyama Sekien’s Gazu Hyakki Yagyo (1776), it is depicted as a small figure resembling a guardian statue.


  When a pillow is moved, the world of dreams and reality is reversed, and the person can no longer return from the dream. In Ryujin Village in Wakayama Prefecture, there is a tale of seven woodcutters who had their pillows moved and all died.


  Like other yokai, the makura-gaeshi feeds on human life force. It attacks people in their sleep because they are defenseless and easy to kill.


  “In cases involving a makura-gaeshi, the body remains, but the soul is taken away, resulting in death. Once the soul is gone, the person never wakes again, and the body soon dies as well. Himari, who was nearby, likely possessed Kaede’s body in an attempt to keep her alive.”


  By framing it that way, Itsuki both supported Himari’s actions—preserving the Minamihara family’s dignity—and explained that Kaede had not truly died, taking the Kitagawa family’s feelings into account.


  For the moment, neither family rejected his explanation.


  After establishing a basic understanding of the situation, Itsuki laid out a key premise before moving toward a conclusion.


  “If you place blame on Himari, she may leave Kaede’s body and your daughter could die. I am neither with the Kitagawa family nor the Minamihara family. I was asked to come by my sister, and I will act as an upper-ranked onmyoji on behalf of both of your daughters, who are her friends.”


  Without specifying which girl was “the daughter,” he made it clear he stood on the side of both.


  Carefully choosing his words, Itsuki guided both families toward a mutual understanding.


  “Has anything like this ever happened before?”


  It was Himari’s mother who asked.


  There were, in fact, at least forty such cases that Itsuki knew of—instances where a dead person’s soul took residence in another body.


  “There are various precedents where someone who has died returns to life in another person’s body.”


  From those cases, Itsuki selected one that closely resembled the current situation and had been resolved reasonably: the phenomenon of jieshi huanhun (“borrowing a corpse to return the soul”), recorded in Er Tan, written by Wang Tonggui during China’s Ming dynasty.


  In Tongcheng County of Anhui, there were two households—one by the east gate and one by the west—each with a daughter.


  Both girls had only just turned ten, but they died of smallpox.


  Afterward, the daughter of the eastern family was judged in the court of King Enma: “Her lifespan is not yet exhausted,” and she was sent back to the world of the living.


  However, her body had already been cremated. With nowhere to return, her soul entered the body of the western family’s daughter and came back to life.


  Enma… you again! Itsuki gritted his teeth.


  After death, the dead are judged seven times at seven-day intervals. The judges are, in order: King Qin Guang, King Chu Jiang, King Song Di, King Wu Guan, King Enma, King Bian Cheng, and King Tai Shan. By the time King Enma presides over the fifth judgment, thirty-five days have already passed.


  By then, it is only natural that the body has already been disposed of. If returned to the living world at that point, possessing another body becomes the only option—making conflict inevitable.


  Faced with yet another precedent where no proper consideration was given to humans—mere ant-like beings to the King of Hell—Itsuki continued, suppressing his anger.


  The western family rejoiced, believing their daughter had come back to life.


  It was much like how the Kitagawa family had rejoiced when Kaede revived.


  But the girl who returned carried the memories of the eastern family’s daughter. She insisted that she was their daughter and begged to be sent home.


  The story quickly spread as rumor and reached the eastern family.


  When the eastern parents came to see her, the girl recognized them immediately and happily called out to them as her parents.


  But to the eastern parents, her appearance and voice were completely different. Even so, the girl pleaded to return, and the eastern parents said, “Then we will take her in.”


  For the western family, however, that was unthinkable.


  “We won’t let you take our daughter after she’s finally come back to life.”


  The dispute between the two families spiraled out of control, and the authorities gathered testimony from both households and even from neighbors.


  “So… what happened in the end?”


  Kaede’s mother asked, her voice uneasy.


  “The official ruling was this: ‘The body belongs to the western family, the soul to the eastern family. Therefore, both families shall treat her as their daughter.’ The girl split her time evenly between the two households and was recognized as a daughter by both. When she married, both families competed to prepare her dowry and her husband was called ‘son-in-law’ by both sides.”


  For the Minamihara family—Himari’s real family—it would be an unimaginable joy: the daughter they believed dead two years ago had returned and could live a happy life.


  For the Kitagawa family, Kaede’s family, their daughter had also come back, and would even leave behind proof of her life—a child, their grandchild. Compared to losing her entirely, that was surely better.


  As an onmyoji, Itsuki presented the precedent and made his appeal.


  “How about a solution like this? And you, Himari in Kaede’s body, what do you think?”


  After addressing both families, he turned to the girl, who was acting quiet despite her normally cheerful nature.


  “Yeah. I think I’d like to do what Ayaka’s brother suggested.”


  Himari softened her tone to resemble Kaede’s, clearly trying to be considerate toward the Kitagawa family.


  Seeing how much pressure she was under, Itsuki offered her a way out.


  “If it ever becomes too hard, just say, ‘Mom, Dad, I’m getting married,’ and make your escape. At least you’ll have an end in sight. Hang in there. And if anything happens, contact me through Ayaka.”


  “I was a spirit before, so something might come up. Could I get your contact info directly?”


  Himari asked shyly, wearing Kaede’s gentle expression.


  Itsuki glanced at both sets of parents. If this final push would help them reach a resolution, then so be it.


  “Alright.”


  As Itsuki gave the girl his contact information, both families exchanged silent looks.


  “You know what you just did, right?” Ayaka muttered, giving him an exasperated look.


  “As an onmyoji, I simply provided emergency contact information to a victim of a spiritual incident.”


  Itsuki defended himself, insisting on his innocence.
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  Newly Written Extra Story: Procuring Ingredients for the Aikawa Household


  

  Reincarnated Onmyoji: Kamo Itsuki


  “Master, Genbu hasn’t come back since yesterday.”


  Itsuki received the report from Aoi in early July.


  About a month had passed since the Yatagarasu hatched, and they were now able to fly, at least a little.


  Crows typically fledge between June and August, and they were already preparing to leave the nest. That said, Itsuki’s five Yatagarasu were really just in the process of moving from the main house to the Aikawa family’s shed.


  As a shikigami, the Yatagarasu would respond whenever called by their master Itsuki or by Aoi, who was also a shikigami.


  Otherwise, they spent their time flying around nearby, playing. They had started catching their own food as well, sometimes eating what Itsuki and the others prepared, and sometimes eating outside—it varied from day to day.


  But until now, none of them had ever stayed out past nightfall.


  Acting as their surrogate mother, Aoi was worried, but Itsuki reassured her with confidence.


  “Our spiritual link is intact. I’d know if one of them was weakening, and if one got into trouble, the other four would rush to help. I think it’s fine.”


  What Itsuki trusted was this: they were divine birds raised on divine energy, further empowered as shikigami, and now entering the stage where they could stand on their own.


  In other words, they were strong by nature, had more than enough energy to sustain themselves, could find their way home through their spiritual connection, and had grown enough to act independently.


  Their intelligence was about that of a two-year-old human, but a two-year-old isn’t stupid. They can understand simple speech, play on their own, and even communicate basic needs.


  The Yatagarasu were the same. They understood instructions from Itsuki and Aoi, could play freely, and could express things like hunger.


  Their faster development came from being birds, and their ability to follow instructions so accurately came from their shared spiritual link—through which not just words but even images were transmitted.


  They understood where home was, stayed cautious around unfamiliar yokai, and could even use techniques aligned with their respective Five Elements.


  Wouldn’t being overly protective just hinder their growth?


  Of course, the mountains were dangerous, and there was no absolute guarantee of safety.


  If a yamauba came seeking revenge, the pigeon shikigami stationed around the area would automatically intercept it. But no measures had been taken against other yokai.


  In the worst case, one or two of the birds might die, but that was precisely why Itsuki had raised several of them from the start.


  Most wild animals have many offspring; if even one or two survive, the rearing is considered a success.


  A harsh experience would contribute to the growth of the surviving Yatagarasu. And even those that died could still exist as spirit forms, so they wouldn’t truly be lost.


  But that kind of reasoning was something Aoi, who acted as their mother, couldn’t accept.


  For once, she fixed Itsuki with an unwavering gaze, refusing to accept the loss of even a single bird.


  “Alright. Let’s go get it.”


  “Yes. Let’s go right away.”


  As soon as Itsuki agreed, Aoi opened the front door, urging him on.


  “Now then… just how far did it wander off to play?”


  With a machete in hand, Itsuki let Aoi lead the way as they headed toward where the Yatagarasu was.


  The mountains owned by Aoi’s family lay within territory considered to belong to yokai—places where humans had only barely managed to live since long ago.


  There was no formal treaty or clearly drawn border separating human and yokai domains.


  Both had lived in these lands for generations, reaching the present through a history marked by mutual losses.


  Because of that, it wasn’t unusual to find a lone village or house within yokai territory—or, conversely, places where yokai still lived within areas claimed by humans.


  Aoi’s home had long been seen as a human foothold carved into yokai land.


  In truth, it had been the domain of a yamauba. But since Aoi’s father was human and such cases of mixed presence existed, the human side had never been able to clearly distinguish it.


  Now, with Itsuki and his father there, it had become, in both name and reality, human territory.


  Crossing the river at a narrow point, Itsuki continued deeper into the mountains.


  “Come to think of it, the name Aikawa—was it taken from this river?”


  “Maybe. My family has lived in these mountains for generations.”


  Around the Heian period, even commoners in Japan had surnames.


  However, in 1801, the Edo shogunate issued the Myoji Taito Prohibition Edict, making surnames and the wearing of swords privileges reserved for the samurai class, and prohibiting ordinary people from publicly using them. While such restrictions had existed before, this formalized the system.


  As a result, many families lost their surnames. But in 1875, the Meiji government enacted the Commoners’ Surname Requirement Ordinance, mandating that all citizens adopt surnames.


  At that time, families without surnames—or those who had lost theirs—often chose names based on the characteristics of where they lived, or were assigned one.


  If they lived among cedar-covered mountains, they might become Sugiyama. If they lived atop a mountain, Yamagami.


  Of course, not all surnames were created this way, but in some cases, hearing a name could hint at what a family’s ancestors once did or where they lived.


  As for the Aikawa family, it was unclear whether their name came from the river where the yamamba and a gyuki once faced each other across its banks, or from the river that joined others nearer the human settlement. Still, it was easy to imagine that the “river” in their name referred to the one flowing near their home.


  Crossing that river, they passed from human territory into yokai territory.


  On the Aikawa side of the river lay the yamauba’s domain—a cedar forest with limited food, where neither ogres nor animals approached. But on the opposite side, where humans did not set foot, it had become the domain of ogres and wild beasts.


  “This trail… It’s not made by animals. It looks like a path used by small ogres.”


  The path Itsuki and Aoi followed was just wide enough for creatures the size of human children—small ogres—to pass through.


  As third-year middle school students, they could walk it, but at times they had to push aside branches and leaves to get through.


  “That might be right. Humans don’t come here.”


  Aoi’s home had once belonged to a yamauba.


  Anyone human would have been eaten before even entering the mountain, so there had never been a chance for them to come this far.


  “You could probably gather as many bamboo shoots as you want here,” Itsuki remarked.


  “There were all sorts of things to collect in the mountains,” Aoi replied. “In spring, we could pick bracken, tara shoots, and royal ferns, and they tasted better than anything you could buy. Around this time, we could also gather bayberries, and I knew exactly where to find them.”


  “That sounds convenient,” Itsuki said.


  If someone owned land on the scale of an entire mountain, they likely never lacked food for a single household.


  A thought occurred to Itsuki. “Did you ever try farming? I heard potatoes were easy to grow, and it seemed like you could cultivate just about anything here.”


  The mountains were vast, and they were considered the Aikawa family’s land. It seemed reasonable that they could grow various crops, but Aoi shook her head.


  “If we made fields, the small ogres would treat them as food and multiply,” she explained. “They would destroy everything, and if their numbers increased, they would even cross the river and come to our side. That’s why we couldn’t farm.”


  “I see… They would just end up feeding them,” Itsuki muttered in understanding.


  In the world of yokai, small ogres were classified at the very bottom in terms of strength.


  Because their intelligence was low, they could not maintain large groups. Instead, they split into smaller factions and fought among themselves, keeping their total numbers within the limits of available natural food.


  They reproduced as much as possible, only to be preyed upon by stronger yokai.


  Their distribution extended across the world, where in the West they were known as goblins and thrived in much the same way.


  Small ogres and goblins were closely related but not the same species. They shared the same genus but diverged along the evolutionary line. If compared to humans, their relationship resembled that of archaic humans who had branched off roughly a million years ago. The same applied to mid-level ogres and hobgoblins as well as greater ogres.


  Because small ogres were weak but highly prolific, if farmland were created, they would have devoured the crops and increased their numbers. Given that, Itsuki had no choice but to accept that farming was impossible.


  Various yokai revealed themselves within the territory.


  The small ogres, however, did not appear—likely because Aoi, whose strength rivaled that of a yamamba, was with him, and they understood they could not win.


  Even so, in the sky beyond Aoi’s reach, a red bird yokai flew gracefully.


  “That’s a hanmyokui,” Itsuki muttered as he looked up.


  “That’s the poisonous bird, right?” Aoi asked to confirm.


  “Yeah,” Itsuki replied. “It’s a yokai bird that feeds on venomous snakes and insects, and it carries poison itself. For humans, though, it’s actually beneficial.”


  The hanmyokui was a yokai recorded in Kokuten Sago (1896) by Shou Jinmi. It was described as a red bird about the size of a pheasant.


  In Date City, Fukushima Prefecture, one had once been seen floating on an old pond. When a samurai tried to shoot it down with an arrow and capture it, he stepped into the pond and died on the spot.


  Those who attempted to retrieve his body also died one after another.


  Its habitat was widespread. In China, it was known as the poisonous bird zhen, and on the island of New Guinea, it was called the pitohui.


  In ancient times, its poison had even been used for assassinations.


  The toxin was a neurotoxic steroidal alkaloid—homobatrachotoxin.


  It was the same toxin found in creatures like Colombia’s poison dart frogs, and just one gram was said to be enough to kill fifteen thousand people. In China, records told of an emperor burning entire mountains to eradicate them, and executing a man who had brought chicks back to the capital—along with the chicks themselves.


  It might have been useful for killing humans, but since consuming a poisoned victim would transfer the toxin, even a yamauba likely couldn’t make practical use of it.


  “We should probably keep that thing’s presence a secret,” Itsuki said, warning Aoi about the mountain’s overly rich ecosystem.


  As they continued walking through the excessively abundant wilderness, they eventually spotted Genbu about a hundred meters ahead.


  Genbu perched on a tree branch, staring intently at a patch of brush in front of it.


  Itsuki could sense Genbu through their spiritual connection, but he couldn’t tell what it was looking at.


  Aoi, however, immediately understood the situation.


  “There’s a wild boar in the brush,” she said quietly.


  “There’s a boar here?” Itsuki asked.


  Wild boars typically went into heat between December and February. After a gestation period of about four months, they gave birth between April and June.


  A single litter usually consisted of four to five piglets, and the nursing period lasted six to eight weeks. By July, it was either still the nursing period or just after it had ended.


  The young became independent after about a year, though females sometimes formed small groups with their mothers.


  A single sow could produce four to five offspring each year. Being omnivorous, though about ninety percent of their diet was plant-based, they continued to increase in number across Japan. Their range was wide, extending from Kyushu in the south to Aomori in the north. They were known as agricultural pests, damaging crops, and also served as prey for yokai.


  In a world where countless yokai existed, wild boars, which ravaged the limited farmland of humans while also feeding yokai populations, were clearly harmful animals.


  For that reason, wild boars were not designated as protected animals under animal welfare laws, and there were no penalties for killing them. However, they were fast and highly cautious, making them difficult for humans to hunt without firearms.


  Boars also inhabited the Aikawa family’s land. Aoi occasionally hunted them, but eradication efforts had not kept up.


  “Is it hunting one?” Itsuki asked.


  The recently fledged Yatagarasu were not yet skilled fliers and could not carry large prey.


  Guessing that they had targeted a piglet and were now in a standoff with the mother protecting it, Itsuki understood why they had not returned.


  “If it were Suzaku, it would have burned the brush with fire and driven it out,” Itsuki said. “But Genbu uses water, so maybe it couldn’t flush out a boar that doesn’t mind getting wet.”


  “Genbu’s personality is pretty laid-back too,” Aoi added.


  The Yatagarasu were named after the Five Elements: Seiryuu for Wood, Suzaku for Fire, Byakko for Metal, Genbu for Water, and Kouryuu for Earth.


  Because Itsuki had continuously infused them with spiritual power while imagining their forms, the personalities of the five birds had come to resemble the mythical beasts they were named after.


  Genbu was often depicted as a turtle with a snake coiled around it.


  Within the Five Elements, it governed winter, and between stillness and motion, it clearly belonged to stillness.


  In contrast to the ever-active Suzaku, Genbu would likely remain in position for days if necessary.


  Relieved to realize it wasn’t an injury or trouble but simply hunting, Itsuki hesitated over whether to order it to stop.


  Part of him wanted to let it continue freely, but not returning for an entire night was pushing it. Even if he supplied it with spiritual power, it still had a physical body and needed food. And it had only just been born.


  While Itsuki was still weighing his options, Aoi bent down and picked up a stone no bigger than what could fit in the palm of her hand.


  Then, through Itsuki, she called out to the Yatagarasu connected by their shared spiritual link.


  “Seiryuu, Suzaku, Byakko, Kouryuu—come here.”


  “Caw!”


  The four Yatagarasu responded immediately to Aoi’s call.


  Itsuki could feel the image of them taking flight from different locations, heading toward her.


  “What are you planning to do?” Itsuki asked.


  “I thought we’d catch the boar and head back quickly,” Aoi replied.


  As she answered, Aoi sent an image through Itsuki to the Yatagarasu.


  It depicted her flushing the boar out of the brush with thrown stones, followed by the Yatagarasu working together to bring it down with their techniques.


  So shikigami can share images like that.


  The brief mental projection carried far more information than words ever could.


  The image of Aoi throwing stones into the brush, the boars bursting out, and the five birds coordinating their attacks was conveyed clearly to the Yatagarasu, who in turn sent back their understanding.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Itsuki muttered under his breath.


  As he watched in tense anticipation, the Yatagarasu gathered one by one and began circling overhead.


  Before long, it seemed they were ready.


  An image of the brush, seen from all five birds, flowed back to her. Aoi drew her arm back and hurled the stone toward the thicket from nearly a hundred meters away.


  It was just an ordinary stone, but the one who threw it was a fragment of the goddess Izanami, possessing power on par with a B-rank mid-tier ogre.


  It flew far faster than a baseball launched from the latest pitching machine, like volcanic rock blasted from an eruption, as the small stone tore through the air toward the brush.


  With a heavy crack, it split the air and slammed into the thicket a hundred meters ahead.


  At once, four piglets burst out from the undergrowth, scattering in all directions.


  “Caw!”


  The four Yatagarasu, already lying in wait, attacked the boars that fled into their respective zones, each using techniques aligned with the Five Elements.


  Wooden arrows formed from spiritual power shot wildly through the air. Flames scorched the mountainside. Metal fragments rained down from above. Clumps of earth crashed forward, kicking up clouds of dust.


  At the same time, Genbu fired water projectiles into the brush, flushing out the mother boar that Aoi’s thrown stone had already taken down.


  She took it down with a thrown stone?


  For Itsuki, the idea of killing a boar from a hundred meters away with nothing but a thrown rock was almost unbelievable.


  As he stood there in shock, Aoi turned to him with a bright smile.


  “Master, we caught a boar.”


  “Yeah. Looks like we’re having boar hot pot tonight,” Itsuki replied after a brief pause, managing a somewhat natural smile.


  This was the first time Itsuki had seen Aoi hunt, and he had never imagined she would do it in such a forceful way. He had assumed she used traps.


  That said, he had seen how boar was prepared.


  At the yamauba’s house, there was a pot large enough to boil an entire boar. Boiling it in hot water made it easier to remove the skin and break it down.


  After heating it, the skin would be scraped off with a knife.


  Itsuki had also witnessed Aoi sever the boar’s head, slice open its belly, split the hip joints, and butcher it with bold, efficient movements. The meat was then stored in a commercial freezer and used for cooking.


  Boar hot pot was made by simmering boar meat, bones, and daikon in a pressure cooker.


  The cooking itself was skillful, but the way the ingredients were obtained was anything but subtle.


  “Then let’s carry it back quickly. If we drain the blood here, flies will start gathering,” Aoi said.


  Standing beside the mother boar, Aoi grabbed its leg and hoisted it onto her back. The animal looked heavier than she was, yet she carried it with ease, the limp body swaying as she started back toward home.


  “Everyone, we’re heading back.”


  “Caw, caw!”


  At Aoi’s command to end the hunt and return, the Yatagarasu beat their wings one after another. They circled above Itsuki and Aoi, following at a leisurely pace.


  Genbu was among them, and after successfully bringing down such a large prey as a group, it seemed to have already moved on from letting the piglets escape.


  “We’ll need to drill their techniques before the exam. Maybe I should have them hunt slower-moving goblins,” Itsuki said.


  Since it had been their first time hunting boar, the Yatagarasu had likely struggled to land techniques from above on such small, fast-moving targets.


  Pushing aside thoughts of Aoi’s overwhelming hunting style, Itsuki began considering how best to train them.
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  Afterword


  

  First and foremost, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to you for purchasing this book.


  The reason this work could be published is thanks to you—no one else.
Out of the countless works available, thank you very much for choosing to pick up this one.


  This work was originally posted on the novel submission site Shousetsuka ni Narou. Thanks to the support of readers, it was ranked highly, which eventually led to the opportunity for publication.
To everyone who supported the story online and wished to read more, I would also like to extend my heartfelt thanks once again.


  Now then, since elementary school, I have been involved in shishimai (lion dance).


  I have taken on roles such as kotengu, daitengu, lion, flute, drums, and even troupe leader, and through those experiences, I came to strongly realize one thing: Straw sandals and tabi get heavy when soaked in rain, hurt when stepping on small stones, and are not suited for combat.It’s not as though I specifically set out thinking, “If I ever write a novel, I’ll make sure the protagonist wears sneakers…” but when given the opportunity, I did end up making a number of such requests.


  The illustrator, Hakusai-sensei, took even those unreasonable demands and brought them to life perfectly, adding numerous creative touches to shape them into something wonderful. I am deeply grateful. Thank you very much.


  I would also like to extend my thanks to Ryo Yoshii-sensei, who is in charge of the manga adaptation.


  Originally, Yoshii-sensei created original manga works. I found them truly excellent, and so I personally asked if they would be willing to draw this series. The manga version includes many depictions not present in the novel, and I am sincerely thankful that Yoshii-sensei agreed to take it on.


  I would also like to thank everyone at TO Books who has been involved with this work.


  The web version of this story was first posted on July 14, 2022, and the deputy editor-in-chief reached out after reading it on July 22—just eight days later. I was honestly in awe that it was recognized so quickly.


  And to my editor, who worked alongside the deputy editor-in-chief—thank you for pointing out rough areas and gaps in description in the web version, and for helping refine it.
Much of what improved in the published version is thanks to the two of you.


  In Volume 2, Itsuki, now a high school student with a broader range of activity, will take on requests across regions such as Tohoku, Kyushu, Kinki, the Seto Inland Sea, and Kanto.
As with Volume 1, many elements will be revised from the web version.


  Volume 2 is currently planned, but beyond that will depend on sales.


  I sincerely hope for your continued support of both the novel and the manga versions.


  Yosuke Akano
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  Bonus Short Story: The Kamo Lineage


  

  “I’ll take Aoi and the Yatagarasu with me and go take the exam.”


  When Itsuki announced his plans, his father Kazunori—who was also his mentor—nodded solemnly.


  “Very well. Go and make the name of the Kamo family known to the world.”


  “If there’s someone who can beat me, then there’s nothing I can do. I’ll just accept it,” Itsuki said, making sure to add that.


  However, Kazunori held no doubt whatsoever that his son would pass in first place.


  What the second stage of the exam measured was how well a candidate could use their spiritual power.


  Itsuki possessed spiritual power that ranked among the very top—even compared to high-ranking onmyoji—and he had inherited the Kamo family’s techniques for imbuing that power. There was no way he would fall behind other examinees.


  “Anyone capable of defeating you wouldn’t end up ranked one hundredth in the second stage. Even if someone held a grudge and aimed specifically for first place, they wouldn’t be able to deliberately place themselves at one hundred. Just make sure you don’t show up late,” Kazunori said.


  Satisfied, Itsuki accepted that, and the father-son exchange came to an end.


  The Kamo family was an old lineage of onmyoji. However, with Kazunori currently certified as C-rank, they were not recognized as a prestigious onmyoji house. Such status was reserved for families that could produce at least one B-rank onmyoji per generation.


  A family of that standing would be entrusted with overseeing one of Japan’s forty-seven prefectures.


  They would direct the onmyoji within their jurisdiction and take part in local yokai countermeasures. Their influence was significant—at times even enough to shape regional government policy.


  “If you reach D-rank this year and place above the Gokido family, then becoming B-rank before twenty is practically guaranteed,” Kazunori said.


  He had been thinking about restoring the Kamo family’s former prestige. Since spiritual power was influenced by heredity, it had been difficult for Kazunori himself, whose power was relatively low, to achieve that revival. But his son Itsuki possessed immense power and had received proper training as an onmyoji.


  Even without strong backing, Itsuki would likely reach B-rank before turning twenty. He already commanded an Ushi-Oni of at least mid B-rank, and his reserves of spiritual power were more than sufficient—making even A-rank promotion entirely possible.


  The Kamo family was the lineage of the teacher of Abe no Seimei. Being known as the mentor of Itsuki, the one who would restore the Kamo family, was an honor for Kazunori.


  Satisfied with the current situation, and now freed for the first time in a while from helping care for the Yatagarasu, Kazunori decided to relax and take it easy.


  ※※※


  


  “Oh my, welcome. Haven’t seen you around lately. So you were still alive after all,” the old shopkeeper quipped lightly at Kazunori as he entered.


  If this had been a well-known department store and the old woman a sales clerk, the surrounding customers might have reacted.

But unfortunately for such expectations, Kazunori had stepped into a privately run shop owned by the old woman herself. She was the service manual, and she wasn’t even human to begin with, so modern customer service standards meant nothing to her.


  Kazunori had no inclination to take offense at a youkai several centuries his senior, and he simply looked around the shop.


  “As ever, you stock the most peculiar items,” he remarked.


  The shop, roughly fifty tsubo in size—about the scale of a convenience store—was filled with goods one would never find in such places.


  Ash made from burned newts and frogs used for rituals, inverted bamboo from Echigo, brushes made with shafts from five-hundred-year-old pine trees, and tortoiseshells for plastromancy—she had them all.


  There were also ritual offerings such as fukitori-gami, used in Nichiren Buddhist practices.


  To ordinary people living peaceful lives, these items held no value. But to onmyoji and practitioners of the occult, they were treasures worth coveting.


  They weren’t sold through the Onmyoji Association, yet neither were they restricted by law. As a result, the old woman’s shop maintained steady demand among customers who sought to achieve feats beyond their own spiritual capacity.


  “Today, I was hoping to take a look at a brush made from five-hundred-year-old pine,” Kazunori said.


  “Oh? Seems business is treating you well,” the old woman replied.


  Knowing full well the state of her long-time customer’s finances, she first showed a hint of surprise, then her lips curled into a deep, knowing grin.


  There were many legends surrounding pine trees.


  According to Kokin Hyakumonogatari Hyoban (1686), at the gate of Choko-ji Temple in Kamo District of Mikawa (modern-day Toyota City, Aichi Prefecture), there stood a pine tree resembling a dragon, known locally as the “Twin Dragon Pine.”


  One day, two young boys visited the temple and asked, “May we borrow paper and an inkstone?” When the head priest granted their request, the boys wrote a single poem:


  On a traveler’s road through Mikawa, autumn wind and dew, 
A single sleeve of robes marks this rare and wondrous journey. 
At the temple of a thousand years, where twin dragon pines stand
Ancient halls deep in moss, and monks grown white with age.


  The boys said, “With this, no misfortune should befall this temple,” and then departed. When the monk, suspicious, tried to follow their whereabouts, the boys vanished beneath the shade of the Twin Dragon Pine.


  In the past, Choko-ji had suffered disaster. In 1567, Oda Nobunaga mistook the grand temple for a castle and burned it down. The temple was once reduced to ashes. However, after the boys placed their protection upon it, blessings were said to follow.


  There was a bell at Choko-ji that produced a beautiful tone, and at one point, it was nearly stolen.


  When the thief carried the bell away, it suddenly became unbearably heavy and then spoke: “I long for Choko-ji.” Terrified, the thief attempted to return it, and the bell grew light again, allowing it to be carried back to the temple.


  There were many other such tales, but in general, ancient pine trees were believed to house spiritual power.


  When creating talismans, a brush made with a shaft from a five-hundred-year-old pine would greatly enhance their potency.


  “Other places might try to pass off three-hundred-year-old wood as five hundred, but everything here is the real deal,” the shopkeeper said.


  “That should go without saying. If it were only three hundred years, I wouldn’t even consider buying it,” Kazunori replied.


  And so, the negotiation began over a brush with no price tag.


  “A five-hundred-year piece doesn’t come cheap. The bristles are made from spirit fox fur, too,” the shopkeeper added.


  “From a single pine, quite a number of brushes could be made, no? And foxes are hardly in short supply,” Kazunori countered.


  In Japan, roughly one-third of the land lay within human territory, while the remaining two-thirds belonged to non-human forces such as yokai. In untouched regions, pines over five hundred years old still remained in fair numbers.


  As for spirit fox fur, there were benevolent foxes that aided humans and malevolent ones that harmed them, but the two couldn’t be distinguished by fur alone, so its use wasn’t prohibited.


  To begin with, the old woman herself was a tanuki yokai. In Shikoku, most foxes had been driven out, leaving the tanuki dominant—some even holding official identities within human society.


  By contrast, on Honshu, foxes held the advantage. With humans supporting both sides, conflicts between foxes and tanuki never truly ceased.


  Even beyond human awareness, these struggles continued, and the old woman would have had no trouble sourcing foxes.


  “You seem rather fond of selling foxes,” Kazunori said.


  At that, the shopkeeper let out a raspy laugh.


  “Hehehe. Oh, I do. I truly do.”


  The old woman, clearly delighted, gazed happily at the brush hairs, perhaps recalling the moment she had torn them from a fox.


  Then she turned back to Kazunori and spoke in a cheerful tone.


  “I love selling, but I love money too. You’re an onmyoji, aren’t you? This is a tool of your trade. If you skimp on money and lose your life for it, that’s the end.”


  For her, it was all just playful banter, but for Kazunori, whose finances were tight, this was a serious matter. Of course, there was no way he could win against a yokai hag who had lived for several centuries, and he was quickly cornered.


  “Come on then. How much can you pay? I’ll go a little easy on you, so go ahead and name a price,” she pressed.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. How much is it?” Kazunori shot back.


  After toying with the middle-aged onmyoji like a child, the old woman finally named a price right at the upper limit of what Kazunori could afford—and made him buy the expensive brush.


  ◇◇◇


  


  By the time Kazunori returned to the Aikawa residence, the television was covering the results of the National Onmyoji Exam.


  If Itsuki had merely broken the all-time record, it likely wouldn’t have caused such a stir.


  The test involving crushing dried bonito with a press machine looked unimpressive on the surface. Those who regularly worked with such machinery might appreciate it, but for most people, the significance was hard to grasp.


  What truly captured public attention was that he had faced off against the twin sisters of the Gokido family—regular contenders for A-rank—engaged in an aerial battle with his Yatagarasu, and ultimately won by commanding an Ushi-Oni, classified as a Great Oni.


  “Yesterday, the final stage of the National Onmyoji Exam was held, resulting in 558 newly certified onmyoji.”


  The female announcer in her twenties read the astonishing results with a composed expression.


  The newspaper in Kazunori’s hand also listed the names of the 558 successful candidates, along with their rankings and assigned grades, as announced by the Onmyoji Association. Itsuki’s name stood at the top, and the details of his C-rank certification were prominently featured.


  “This year, an exhibition match was also held. The first-place Kamo onmyoji faced the second- and third-place Gokido twin sisters. The Kamo onmyoji secured victory by commanding a B-rank Great Oni, the Ushi-Oni.”


  After reading the results, the announcer turned things over, and the program host standing beside her began introducing a guest.


  “Today, we’re joined by former C-rank onmyoji Osaki, who is still active in training disciples. We’ll be asking him a variety of questions. Osaki-san, thank you for being here,” the host said.


  “Yes, thank you for having me,” Osaki replied.


  As the camera turned to a man in his sixties, he bowed slightly upon being introduced.


  In Japan, aside from the ten thousand active onmyoji, there were also many who had retired from the profession.


  Osaki, the guest being introduced, was a former C-rank onmyoji who had transitioned into media work after retirement.


  “Now then, Osaki-san, how did you view the results of the Kamo onmyoji?” the host asked.


  Given a broad question, Osaki responded in kind.


  “I was surprised. The children of the Gokido family are already at least C-rank in ability by the time they take the exam. Those twin sisters were also C-rank, likely among the upper tier. To face both of them at once and win without a scratch would require not only superior skill, but also exceptionally high spiritual power and refined technique.”


  Watching the broadcast, Kazunori nodded to himself as if to say, “Naturally.”


  Osaki continued, “However, the current Kamo family is not considered a prestigious onmyoji house, and its individual capability as onmyoji is not regarded as particularly high.”“The hell did you just say, you bastard?!” Kazunori snapped at the television.


  Had Kazunori been appearing on the program, Osaki likely would have chosen his words more carefully. Unfortunately, he didn’t, but what Osaki said was, in fact, true.


  “What exactly is the difference between a prestigious onmyoji house and one that isn’t?” the host asked, probing further for the general audience.


  Osaki then offered his own explanation.


  “Spiritual power is hereditary. In prestigious onmyoji families, it’s possible to bring in spouses from other such families or from individuals with high spiritual power, allowing them to maintain strong power in the next generation.”


  His explanation was accurate. Prestigious houses possessed wealth, status, and honor, making it easier to attract individuals with high spiritual power, even beyond mutual alliances. Those born with great power were naturally drawn to such favorable conditions.


  “On the other hand, families that are not prestigious have difficulty attracting such individuals, and their overall spiritual power declines in the next generation. If that continues for several generations, their power diminishes accordingly, and they eventually lose their standing as an onmyoji lineage.”


  “I see, that makes sense,” the host replied.


  The amount of spiritual power an onmyoji possessed was influenced by both hereditary and environmental factors.


  Once a family fell from the ranks of the prestigious onmyoji houses, it became difficult to take in spouses with high spiritual power, and their bloodline quickly weakened.


  Kazunori, born into the Kamo family after it had lost that status, had struggled accordingly due to insufficient spiritual power.


  If he had possessed abundant power, he would never have needed to rely on the shop of a tanuki hag in exchange for money, though he might still have desired a brush made from a five-hundred-year-old pine.


  “What are your thoughts on the unusually high spiritual power of the Kamo onmyoji?” the host asked.


  “Since his father is a C-rank onmyoji, it’s possible for the child to be one rank higher. Two ranks higher is unusual, but considering the Kamo family is one of the two great lineages of onmyodo, it’s understandable. I suppose we can look forward to their revival,” Osaki replied.


  “Take that back. It’s been reviving since my generation!” Kazunori shouted at the television.


  Grabbing the remote, he switched the channel from the variety program to the news.


  A serious-looking announcer began reporting selected stories from around the country. There was nothing particularly exciting, but the steady tone helped Kazunori regain his composure.


  “Honestly,” he muttered.


  If someone knew the full story, they might conclude that the revival had begun with Itsuki, the one who raised Kazunori from D-rank to C-rank.


  But it was Kazunori who had taught Itsuki onmyo techniques. No matter how great one’s spiritual power, a high-ranking onmyoji could not emerge without proper instruction. Every result had a process behind it.


  “There are few families as well-versed in onmyodo as ours,” Kazunori said with conviction.


  With that, he began creating a talisman using his new brush.


  The reason he did not allow Itsuki to use expensive tools was simple: if one relied on such things too early, one would never truly succeed as an onmyoji.


  Tools should only be relied upon after one’s spiritual power had fully matured and one’s technique had been thoroughly honed when no other options remained. That was Kazunori’s belief.


  “That Osaki fellow likely doesn’t understand the true essence of drawing a Yatagarasu on a talisman,” he scoffed.


  What Kazunori began to draw was a Yatagarasu. Using the new brush, he inscribed it onto the talisman while imbuing it with spiritual power, applying the Gozu Tenno’s Ox-King Sacred Seal, a sacred mark of onmyodo.


  After all, it had been Kazunori who taught Itsuki his techniques.


  “I may not reach it in my lifetime, but Itsuki’s generation will restore the Kamo family to its rightful place at the very pinnacle,” he said quietly.


  Firm in his belief that his approach was the correct one, Kazunori continued writing talismans.


  He compensated for his own lack of spiritual power with tools. Since his technique was sufficiently refined, he felt no shame in relying on expensive equipment. The new brush performed to his full satisfaction.


  “Next in the news: Since the day before yesterday, a mid-level oni has appeared in Hanazaki City, leaving twelve people dead or injured. The oni has yet to be subdued, and local authorities have heightened their alert. The oni is a red oni, approximately 180 centimeters tall, wearing a waist covering…”


  Hearing the report of a mid-level oni appearing nearby—a rarity in recent times—Kazunori frowned.


  “What’s this? Right in their own territory, and they can’t handle it? Pathetic.”


  His criticism might have been somewhat harsh.


  The Hanazaki family, known for producing A-rank onmyoji, was recognized as a prestigious onmyoji house.


  However, they were a human lineage, unlike the Gokidou family, which carried the blood of oni and daitengu. Much of the Hanazaki family’s strength depended on a special inugami bound to the family head.


  The current head of the Hanazaki family, who possessed that inugami, was likely attending the National Onmyoji Exam at that very moment. The role of overall supervisor rotated, and the Hanazaki family was scheduled to take that position starting the year after next—so preparations and handover duties were underway.


  Aside from the head, members of the Hanazaki family were considered respectable if they reached D-rank.


  A D-rank onmyoji could not fight a mid-level oni of equivalent strength. When two equally matched opponents fought, there was a fifty percent chance of death.


  “Setting aside their A-rank head, the strongest in Hanazaki City might very well be our Kamo family,” Kazunori thought.


  As he continued crafting talismans, evening came, and Itsuki and the others returned home.


  “I placed first, received a recommendation, and was promoted to C-rank,” Itsuki reported.


  A smile briefly spread across Kazunori’s face at the good news, but he quickly composed himself and spoke in a stern tone.


  “Well done. But don’t forget, you’re still a newcomer.”


  The first three years were when onmyoji were most likely to die. Overconfidence, arrogance, and carelessness after obtaining certification could dull one’s caution toward yokai, leading to fatal mistakes.


  Moreover, once a disciple earned certification, the restrictions imposed by their mentor naturally became looser compared to their time as an apprentice.


  Itsuki nodded solemnly at Kazunori’s reminder about his position as a newcomer.


  “In four days, as thanks for helping me with the exam, I’m going to Onineko Island with Aoi. Take care of the Yatagarasu while I’m gone.”


  “Very well. Take your time and relax,” Kazunori replied.


  From Kazunori’s perspective, it wasn’t a bad prospect for Itsuki to grow close to Aoi, a mountain princess.


  The Gokido family, descended from Zenki and Goki, possessed the physical strength of oni and the wings of tengu, making them consistent A-rank contenders.


  If the Kamo family could incorporate the bloodline of the goddess Izanami, what might happen?


  The gods born from Izanami carried various attributes—wind, sea, wood, fire, and more. Fire was inauspicious to Izanami, but wind and water could be converted into spiritual power for direct attacks, while wood aligned well with talismans.


  If even a fragment of such power manifested in their descendants, the Kamo family might achieve prosperity surpassing that of the Gokidou family.


  And even if no direct power appeared, a child born from a spouse with B-rank spiritual power would still be guaranteed to possess considerable strength.


  Kazunori had some concerns about the yamamba blood Aoi carried, but if Itsuki reached A-rank, he would be able to rely on others of the same level—some of whom were connected to the gods—for assistance.


  Having been asked to look after the Yatagarasu, Kazunori readily agreed, almost as if he were caring for grandchildren while his son and daughter-in-law went on a trip.


  “Grow up to be as useful as the Hanazaki family’s inugami someday,” he murmured.


  With that thought in mind, Kazunori set about cleaning the shed that served as the Yatagarasu’s sleeping quarters.


  Various tools once used by the yamauba were stored there—saws, hammers, hatchets. As he moved aside items that wouldn’t seem out of place in a rural shed, he swept even the corners clean.


  The day after Itsuki left, Kazunori was still cleaning the shed when the cawing of crows echoed from the distant sky.


  “So, they’re back,” he said.


  Crows seemed to have territories, and the only ones living near the Aikawa residence were the Yatagarasu.


  When Kazunori stepped out of the shed at the sound, he saw one of the Yatagarasu returning from the distant mountains.


  The Yatagarasu, capable of converting its high C-rank spiritual power into wind, flew at great speed. In the blink of an eye, it grew larger in view, and it seemed to be clutching something in its three talons.


  “Did it bring down a goblin? Then I suppose I should praise it,” Kazunori said.


  In nature, it was common to see young animals play with their prey while simultaneously training to hunt. That was how they improved, so even if it looked like play, it wasn’t something to scold.


  If it had hunted something, then it deserved praise—that was how Kazunori saw it.


  As he looked more closely at what the Yatagarasu held, the prey was still thrashing and struggling.


  A deep roar echoed through the sky, making it clear the creature was very much alive.


  Kazunori continued watching, wondering if it intended to play by releasing the prey and chasing it again. But as he did, the oni gradually became clearer.


  Its skin was red—a typical red oni. It wore a waistcloth, and its size was not that of a child-sized goblin, but closer to that of an adult—roughly a mid-level oni.


  “Don’t bring me a live mid-level oni!” Kazunori shouted.


  A mid-level oni, classified as D-rank, was roughly equal in strength to Kazunori, whose spiritual power was low.


  Abandoning his earlier stance, Kazunori shouted toward the sky, frantically waving his hands as if to say, “Go away!”


  Unfortunately, the Yatagarasu only understood Itsuki and Aoi, to whom it was spiritually connected.


  Seeing Kazunori jumping about, the Yatagarasu seemed to mistake his reaction for praise. Like a cat presenting a captured mouse, it tossed the mid-level oni toward him.


  “Ahhhhh!” Kazunori screamed.


  As the oni came hurtling down from the sky, Kazunori turned and ran.


  He dashed into the shed, and a moment later, the sound of the oni crashing into the ground rang out behind him.


  But a fall from several dozen meters wasn’t nearly enough to kill a mid-level oni. Grabbing a hatchet from inside the shed, Kazunori rushed up the stairs as if driven by panic.


  As he reached the second floor, he heard the sound of the oni climbing the stairs in pursuit behind him.


  Kazunori’s expression tightened as he raised his left hand over the blade of the hatchet gripped in his right, channeling spiritual power into it. Just as the pursuing mid-level oni reached the top of the stairs, he brought the hatchet down from above.


  “By order of the law, swiftly!” he shouted.


  The hastily executed physical strike slammed into the oni’s head.


  The well-worn hatchet—one that the yamauba had likely used to butcher countless humans—proved true to its long history, but not in the way Kazunori had hoped. Its durability failed, and it snapped cleanly.


  The blade spun through the air, whirling as it flew up toward the ceiling.


  “Don’t break on me!” Kazunori cried.


  Eyes wide in shock, he hurled the broken handle at the oni and fled toward the window.


  Thanks to his earlier cleaning, the window was open, but there were no roof tiles outside the shed. Instead, a pine tree grew just beyond it. Between the prickly pine needles and the oni’s massive arms, which would hurt more?


  The answer was obvious. Gritting his teeth, Kazunori leapt toward the pine tree.


  The impact as he slammed into the trunk knocked the air from him, and he slid down while clinging desperately to it.


  The rough bark tore into his palms, splitting the skin and drawing blood.


  When Kazunori looked back up toward the second floor of the shed, the mid-level oni stood there, watching his clumsy fall with a sneer.


  “For a mere mid-level oni… how dare you mock the Kamo family!” Kazunori growled.


  Glaring sharply, he slipped his left hand into his robe and grasped a talisman.


  At the same time, he scooped up a stone from the ground with his right hand and began chanting an incantation in rapid succession.


  “Warriors who stand before me—form ranks and advance.… Though this being has flowed into yin through wood, I grant it the yang of myself and the sacred tree, returning it once more to life. The borrowed form shall be that of the divine messenger—the Yatagarasu. Thus, in accordance with the principles of yin and yang, manifest—”


  Kazunori held back the final phrase, suspending the activation of the technique, and instead threw the stone he had picked up at the oni.


  The stone flew straight and struck its target without deviation, landing with a dull tock against the oni.


  The small stone had almost no striking power against a mid-level oni, but the oni took it as an insult. Grabbing the window frame of the shed, it leapt down.


  At that very moment, Kazunori pulled out a talisman and recited the final line.


  “By order of the law, swiftly!”


  The talisman in his hand transformed into the form of a glowing red Yatagarasu.


  The transformed talisman flew toward the oni and struck just as it landed from the second floor.


  Instantly, flames coiled around the oni’s entire body and roared to life.


  The oni thrashed violently, trying to shake off the clinging fire.


  Kazunori, whose spiritual power was only D-rank, had poured his strength, along with the aid of an expensive medium, into a single talisman, but it still did not surpass the oni’s full power. Even as it writhed in agony, the oni tried to repel Kazunori’s spiritual force with its own.


  Then, the observing Yatagarasu let out a cry.


  “Caw!”


  In that instant, it was as if oil had been poured onto the flames—the fire swelled explosively.


  In terms of spiritual power, it was as though ten times the energy had been added to a previously balanced clash. The oni’s scream was swallowed by the raging inferno.


  Before long, the talisman, unable to withstand the immense spiritual output, disintegrated. At the same time, the oni, unable to resist the overwhelming force, collapsed, parts of its body charred black.


  Looking down at the corpse, Kazunori steadied his breathing and addressed the Yatagarasu.


  “Do not bring me mid-level oni.”


  “Caw?”


  The Yatagarasu responded with a questioning cry, as if to ask, “That was praise, right?”


  Thank you all


  Thank you for reaching the end of Reincarnated Onmyoji - Volume 01! We hope you've enjoyed following Kamo Kazuki’s journey and his action-packed encounters with eccentric supernatural companions. Your support means the world to us!


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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