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  To My Dear Friend


   


  1


   


  HER DYED LIGHT BROWN HAIR was tied up with a ribbon into a side ponytail, and her makeup was light and natural. She wore her uniform stylishly with her skirt kept short and a few buttons of her blouse undone. Her flip phone was bejeweled and attached to straps of animal characters such as dogs and cats, making it seem awfully heavy. Momoe Moe looked like your typical high school gyaru in every sense.


  Her carefree attitude combined with her looks meant she caught the eye of many a playboy, but she’d never give them the time of day. Though she wore her uniform stylishly, she wasn’t the delinquent type. Sure, she sometimes skipped class to have fun around town, but she made it clear she didn’t care for gossiping behind people’s backs and never engaged in bullying. It shouldn’t even need to be said, but she certainly didn’t meddle with compensated dating either.


  But people loved their prejudices. Many among the student body blindly convinced themselves that she sold her body.


  “It’s sooo dumb! I’m from a totally well-off family! I’d never do that stuff. I’m, like, teacher’s pet material.” Moe stood in front of a residential district’s flower shop and grumbled to the owner.


  Miura Flowers was a small flower shop owned and operated by a single woman. It wasn’t too far from Modori River High School, so Moe often visited it. The owner was youthful and looked to be in her teens at the oldest, but apparently she was well past her forties. Moe once asked what her secret skincare routine was, but the flower shop owner claimed she didn’t do anything in particular.


  “I know you would never, Moe-chan. You’re a good girl.”


  “Riiight?!” Moe didn’t much like her name, Momoe Moe, and she had her friends call her by her nickname “Aki” instead. But the flower shop owner only knew her by her real name, so she didn’t correct her.


  “But people always like to spread rumors about cute girls.”


  “They totally do! You get it! Jeez… I wish the boys in my class were as sweet as you.” Moe was used to being judged for her looks. It was true that she acted carefree and sometimes skipped class to mess around; she wouldn’t blame others for calling her too free-spirited. But rumors about her selling her body crossed the line. These days, that had become her main worry.


  “I only picked this high school because I heard the boy I had my eyes on was coming here. I studied my goddamn butt off to pass the entrance tests, so why are people saying I did something dirty to get in?!”


  “Oh my. Young ladies like you shouldn’t swear, you know.”


  “But it’s so unfaaair. I’m, like, totally a purehearted, devoted maiden.” At least the devoted part was true. The fact that Moe had chosen Modori River High School in pursuit of a boy was no lie.


  She and the boy had never spoken, and he didn’t even know she existed, but she chose to apply to the school anyway because she wanted to get closer to him and tell him something important to her. Even after the school year began, she had kept her distance and observed him, asking those around him what he was like and so on, but never directly making a move.


  “Whew, it feels good to get all that off my chest. Sorry for the trouble, and thanks for always listening to my complaints,” Moe said.


  “Not at all. Anything for my favorite customer.”


  “Ha ha, you’ve got good business sense. Okay, I’ll take some royal jasmines, white roses, and eustoma. I’ll pick them up next Sunday.”


  “Thank you for your business.”


  Taught by her mother, Moe had practiced ikebana, the Japanese art of flower arrangement, ever since she was a child. She selected the flowers and even knew how to put on a kimono by herself. Incidentally, she also knew how to cook and was quite good at making Japanese dishes. She and the flower shop owner had become friends because she would always buy her flowers for ikebana here. Lately, Moe had had a lot of complaints to unload, but they would often chat before that too.


  “I’ll catch you next week, then.”


  “Take care. Oh, one more thing. Appreciating the boy you like from afar is a form of love in itself, but I think it’d be best if you try actually talking to him sometime.”


  “I don’t love him. But yeah. I held off because I wasn’t 100 percent sure it was, like, him him. But I guess I should make a move soon. Yeah. I’ll try.” She was putting on a bit of a tough act, but it was the truth. His name was deeply ingrained into her memory, but she couldn’t be certain it wasn’t just another guy with the same name, so she held off on approaching him. By now though, she was sure it was him. “I guess it’s time for me to start really going for it.”


  With a little more courage in her step, she waltzed toward the station. Thankfully, today was Sunday. She had time to buy some new clothes and lip gloss before game day. And since she was already shopping, she figured she might as well pick up some new lotion, body milk, and moisturizer too.


   


  ***


   


  July 2009.


  With July’s arrival, the temperature shot up, the foliage turned greener, and the air began to teem with the rich smell of vegetation. The oppressive heat could be felt even in the shade behind the school building. A faint breeze blew by and stirred the tree leaves. The cool wind felt refreshing, its soft murmur almost ticklish to the ears.


  However, this was no time to savor such sensations. His body tense, the boy in front of her worked up what little courage he could and confessed his feelings to her. “I fell in love with you at first sight. Please go out with me!”


  Himekawa Miyaka’s eyes shot wide. This kind of thing never happened to her in junior high school. This boy from a neighboring class had just called her out during lunch and asked her out. “Uh, right… I don’t think I know you? Have we met?”


  “W-well, no. But I’ve seen you around! A-and I’m in the soccer club! So how about it?”


  He said he’d fallen in love with her at first sight, but she didn’t think there was anything particularly notable about her appearance beyond her naturally brown-tinged hair. She had a small circle of friends because of her perceived curtness and could count on one hand the number of male friends she had, so she was far from popular. This was the first time anyone had ever confessed to her, but she wasn’t happy about it at all. If anything, it felt like she was being made fun of.


  “Sorry. I’m not really thinking about that kind of stuff right now.”


  But even before all that came into play, she simply had very little interest in either romance or the boy in front of her. Without so much as a blink, she turned the boy down and walked away, leaving him in stunned silence.


  “Oh, Miyaka-chan. Welcome back!” When she returned, Kaoru greeted her with a smile that brimmed with curiosity. “So? How’d it go?”


  Miyaka sat down and began eating the lunch her mother made for her with her usual air of indifference. “I turned him down.”


  “That was quick! Not even a maybe?”


  “Nah. I mean, I’ve never even talked to the guy before today.”


  “Wait, really?”


  “Yeah. He said something about falling in love with me at first sight or whatever.” Miyaka kept her explanation short and sweet. A boy she’d never talked to before confessed to her, claiming he’d fallen for her at first sight. He never had a chance.


  “You seem kinda angry. Was he that bad?”


  “He didn’t seem like a bad person, but I could really tell he just wanted a girlfriend because summer vacation is coming up. And who’d actually believe he fell in love at first sight?”


  “I mean, it happens all the time in shojo manga.”


  “He might as well have said he doesn’t care what I’m like on the inside. Plus, he’s got poor taste in girls if he picked me.” She would have at least considered dating him a little bit if they had actually talked a few times and he’d asked her out because he liked being around her or something along those lines.


  “I think you’re pretty, Miyaka-chan.”


  “You’re just saying that because you’re kind.”


  “That’s not true.” Kaoru cheerfully smiled. Miyaka thought that if anyone were to fall in love with somebody at first sight, it would be with her. “I guess you’d rather date someone you actually know, then?”


  “Better than a total stranger who pretends they fell in love with somebody they never saw before.”


  “Then what about…Kadono-kun?”


  “…For different reasons, no way.” She inadvertently lowered her voice as she answered. She swallowed, then took a drink of her tea and sighed. Then she looked at Kaoru with a squint. “Where’d that even come from anyway?”


  “What do you mean? He’s the boy you’re closest to in class, isn’t he?”


  Miyaka recalled everything she knew about her classmate Kadono Jinya. Even though he was a student like her, he fought urban legends every night. They even first got to know each other after he saved her from one. He claimed to be over a hundred years old, loved isobe mochi, was terrible with technology, and didn’t look down on humans despite being a demon. He was prone to lecturing but always kept an eye out for others. He was a man of many mysteries, but a dependable man nonetheless.


  “Even so, dating him is out of the question,” Miyaka said. The two of them were close, but their connection wasn’t a romantic one. He acted more like her guardian than anything else. What’s more, she couldn’t see herself dating anyone in her current state.


  “Really? But I’ve never seen you be so close with a boy before.”


  “I could say the same to you. Plus, isn’t he extra soft when it comes to you?”


  “I thought he treated everybody the same way.”


  From Miyaka’s perspective, Jinya doted on Kaoru like she was his grandchild—which was pretty far from anything romantic in itself.


  “At any rate, we don’t like each other that way,” said Miyaka.


  “I feel like he likes you quite a bit, though.”


  “What makes you say that?” Miyaka asked after a pause.


  “He said that if I’m a heavenly maiden, you’re a spring flower. Remember?”


  Miyaka knew that had nothing to do with Jinya liking her, but something else. To him, she carried a trace of something from the old world that he missed. By comparing her to a flower that bloomed after waiting many, many seasons, he was praising the Itsukihime, not her personally.


  “Is something wrong? You’re making a face,” Kaoru said.


  “It’s nothing.”


  “You sure? Let me know if you feel sick or anything.”


  “I will. Thanks.” She didn’t feel ill, but a thought did flit through her mind. If Jinya really was the long-lived demon he claimed to be, then his time in high school would only be a blip in his long life. The three years he spent with them would never hold the same value they held to her.


  Miyaka took a deep breath to cast aside her strange gloom and went back to eating.


  “Speaking of, he’s not back yet, huh?” Kaoru scanned the classroom but didn’t see Jinya. He usually ate lunch with them, but today he had business to take care of, so he slipped out at the start of lunch period. More than half an hour had passed, but he still wasn’t back. He wouldn’t have enough time to finish his lunch at this rate, and the two girls started to worry he was caught up in some trouble again. Kaoru called out to Toudou Natsuki, with whom Jinya was close. “Hey, Toudou-kun. Any idea where Kadono-kun went?”


  Natsuki paused his conversation with Nekune Kumiko and nonchalantly said, “Jii-chan went to eat with some second-year girl. Apparently, she made him a boxed lunch as a thank-you for helping her as part of his usual ‘work,’ and he felt he couldn’t turn her offer down.”


  Shocked by Natsuki’s unexpected reply, Kaoru stared blankly back at him with her jaw dropped.


  “Why not ask him about it when he gets back if you’re so curious?”


  They didn’t talk much about Jinya after they learned where he went, but just as lunch period was ending Kaoru brought him up again.


  Miyaka really was a bit bothered by his absence. She, Kaoru, and Jinya had hung out together a lot near the start of the school year, but lately he’d been off on his own. She could understand him being with Natsuki, Tomishima Yanagi, or Yoshioka Mai, people they knew well, but this time he was with none of them. From the sound of it, he’d also been handling urban legend cases without their knowing.


  “Should we really?” Miyaka asked in response.


  “Huh? Why not?”


  “We’ve gotten fairly close with Jinya, but sometimes some restraint is good.”


  “Why? We’re friends; I don’t think there’s any need to care that much.”


  She might have been right, but Miyaka still hesitated to pry into his business. “Jinya’s probably hiding a lot of things. I’m worried asking too many questions might lead us to run into something he’d rather not reveal.”


  Other than the fact that he was currently trying to defeat the counterfeit urban legends in the area, Miyaka knew little about his goals. He seemed like a good person, but his aims and why he was even attending their school were a complete mystery to her.


  “Uhh, meaning?”


  “Okay, so… If I asked you about something you didn’t want me to know, what would you do?”


  “I don’t know. Lie or change the subject, maybe?”


  “Right, and I’m saying I don’t want to put him in a spot where he has to do that. There’s probably not much he can talk about.”


  He probably had far more secrets than the average person, and yet he told Miyaka and Kaoru what he could for their own safety. She didn’t want to force more out of him when he was already doing so much for them. After all, she wasn’t really sure how close they were to him yet. She couldn’t figure out the distance between them and wasn’t sure if she could be so forward as to pry.


  “I see… Then I’ll go ask him!” Going completely against the conversation they just had, Kaoru leaped up from her seat and made her way to Jinya, who had just returned to the classroom. “Hey, hey, Kadono-kun. Did you really eat lunch with your girlfriend just now?” Without so much as a hello, she cut right to the chase. She always was one to take swift action.


  “Where did that come from?”


  “Toudou-kun told me a second-year senpai made you a boxed lunch, so I thought maybe you two were dating.”


  “Ah, that. Sorry, but no. She’s just a girl I happened to help while I was working on an urban legend case, and the lunch was her way of thanking me.”


  “Oooh, I see.”


  “Apparently it bothered her that I usually only eat cup noodles and convenience store lunches. Her meal was pretty good.”


  “Ah ha ha, that stuff’s bad for your health, y’know? But I take it you’re not dating anyone, then?”


  “I’m single, and I’ll probably stay that way for a while.”


  “I see! Thanks!” She waved him goodbye, then beelined straight back to Miyaka. “And there you have it!”


  “You’re really something, Kaoru.”


  “Jinya’s a friend. There’s no reason to dance around stuff with friends.” Kaoru put her faith in others like it was nothing, and Miyaka respected that side of her. 


  “Thanks. But, um, I actually wanted to ask him something a little different…” Miyaka said.


  “Huh?”


  “I wanted to ask if there was an urban legend connected to the school, if and why students like us were being targeted, and that kind of stuff.”


  “Oooh, I see, I see. Whoops. Sorry about that.” Kaoru had misunderstood and thought Miyaka was jealous about Jinya seeing a girl. Still, there was something to be learned from her example. Prying too far wasn’t good; Miyaka wouldn’t concede that. But being too hesitant wasn’t a great idea either.


  She felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to see Natsuki standing there with a wry grin. “Yes, Toudou-kun?”


  “Just putting it out there, but Jii-chan’s more worldly than he seems. He won’t mind you asking him a few prying questions.” Natsuki knew Jinya well, being an old acquaintance of his. He said Jinya wasn’t the kind of man to get angry no matter what a bunch of children asked him. He’d just laugh off any rudeness as the cute antics of the young. “He doesn’t think of entertaining the selfish wishes of children as a burden. He’d just go ‘Shucks’ and play along with a wry smile.”


  “Ah. Yeah, I could see that happening.” Miyaka had only known Jinya for a short while, but even that was enough for her to see what Natsuki meant. Jinya had gone along with Kaoru and Miyaka’s reckless demand to help with the Red Mantle case, even begrudgingly letting Miyaka play the role of bait. It was just how Natsuki put it. “Thanks, Toudou-kun.”


  “Don’t mention it. I have a lot of stories about Jii-chan if you ever want to hear; just let me know. You can even call him Jii-chan yourself if you want.”


  “I don’t know about that.” She let slip a slight grin. Natsuki had probably come over for the heck of it, not to make her owe him any favors or anything. Having said what he wanted, he left and went back to Kumiko. He was an average-looking guy, and not particularly great at sports or studying, but Miyaka felt she’d caught a glimpse or two of why Jinya respected him so much.


  Jinya appeared in Natsuki’s place and sat down in his own seat. He seemed interested in Miyaka’s exchange with Natsuki just a moment ago. “You two have gotten close.”


  “Not really. I can tell he’s a good guy, though.”


  “He is. He’s always been a kind boy, good at looking out for others.”


  Thanks to Natsuki, Miyaka’s heart felt a bit lighter. She had more questions now as well, but it wasn’t good to jump the gun. She started by asking something relatively harmless like any classmate would ask. “Do you not cook yourself, Jinya?”


  “It’s not that I can’t, but I don’t do it regularly. It’s too much of a pain to cook just for one.”


  She hadn’t expected laziness to be his reason for not preparing his own meals. Hearing what he was like in his actual day-to-day life was new to her. “How unexpected.”


  “I can’t work up the motivation to cook just for myself. Cup noodles and convenience store boxed lunches taste fine and are enough to tide me over. They’ve even come out with isobe mochi that’s ready to eat just by microwaving it.”


  “I can’t cook too well, so I rely on that ready-to-eat stuff quite a bit myself. I’m surprised you live so normally, though.”


  “What, did you think I had to scavenge for weeds and nuts to get by?”


  “Nothing that extreme. But I did think maybe you lived in an old traditional home that practiced strict dietary asceticism for training or something like that.”


  “I do train, but I think everything else about my lifestyle is pretty normal. I even have some hobbies.”


  He felt like an ordinary high school student, a far cry from the impression he usually gave off. Everybody needed to sleep and eat, whether they were human or demon. Perhaps it made sense, then, that how he lived wasn’t so different from the norm. Miyaka could understand why that second-year girl was worried about his eating habits, though. She wondered if she’d be overstepping to tell him to take a little better care of his health.


  “No waaaay. You have hobbies? But your house was totally barren,” Kaoru said.


  “Really?” Miyaka asked.


  “Really. He just has a TV, fridge, and a microwave, with no video games, computers, manga, or anything fun.” Kaoru had apparently gone over to Jinya’s place to hang out at some point.


  Jinya awkwardly averted his gaze, looking like he’d been caught red-handed. He held his hands up in surrender. “I’m not too good with those sorts of things. Manga aside, electronics are completely beyond me. Technology has just advanced so fast that I can’t keep up.”


  Apparently his real hobby was reading. No wonder he got along so well with Mai, their resident bookworm.


  “You should find some hobbies a normal high schooler would have!” said Kaoru.


  “But I just can’t wrap my head around those video game things…”


  “Oh, hey! It’s almost summer vacation, so why don’t we all go somewhere? Let’s invite Mai-chan and Tomishima-kun along and go to the beach, go mountain climbing, or stay at an inn somewhere! You may not be able to handle video games, but surely that kind of stuff isn’t too much, right?”


  There were only two weeks left until summer vacation, so it was a good time to start making plans. Yanagi was like Kaoru in that he would be on board with anything that looked fun, and if he was going then Mai was likely to come along as well. Jinya looked unsociable, but he would probably come along too, since he’d previously joined them at their afterparty for their group project.


  “Sounds like a good idea. We only get so many summer vacations, so we might as well make the most of them,” said Jinya.


  “Yeah! It’s not a real summer vacation without something big like this!” exclaimed Kaoru. Incidentally, she had left her summer vacation homework for the second half of August, the end of summer vacation, every year so far and always wound up coming to Miyaka in tears begging for help. To try and prevent that this year, Miyaka was planning to hold some group homework sessions with her during the break, but it felt a little cruel to bring that up now.


  “What do you think, Miyaka-chan?” asked Kaoru.


  “Sounds great, but let’s try to make a real plan so things won’t fall apart at the idea stage.”


  “Right. Planning…”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll do it for you.”


  “Yay! I love you, Miyaka-chan!”


  “Sure, sure.”


  Kaoru happily embraced Miyaka. Kaoru wasn’t much of a planner, but Miyaka didn’t mind throwing things together for her, especially if it made her friend this happy.


  “I assume you’re joining us, Jinya?” asked Miyaka.


  “Sure, count me in.”


  “All right. Give me your phone number and email address so I can get in touch once we know what we’re doing.”


  All she did was ask for his contact information, but he frowned as though he’d been put in a difficult position. Did he not want to share his personal info? The realization that there was still a wall between them saddened Miyaka a bit, but then she noticed that he didn’t seem annoyed or anything like that. Recalling his earlier mention of being bad with electronics, she put two and two together. In disbelief, she hesitantly said, “Jinya. Don’t tell me you…”


  “…Sorry. I don’t have a cell phone.”


  Her suspicions were right on the mark. She’d known he was old-fashioned, but not to this extent. Assimilating into modern society was apparently quite a challenge for this demon.


   


  2


   


  ON SUNDAY, Miyaka put on her favorite outfit and went to the station. The rainy season had just recently finished, leaving only scalding rays of sun for the month, but the heat made the soothing winds feel all that much better.


  The plan was to meet at eleven o’clock at the fountain in front of the station. She arrived a little early, but Jinya showed up even earlier.


  “Sorry, were you waiting long?”


  “Not at all.”


  They shared what sounded like a cliché exchange for a date, except this was nothing of the sort. The two were simply going to the phone store at the station. She wanted to set up a way to contact him before summer vacation, but Jinya said he didn’t think he could pick something out on his own. That was when Miyaka and Kaoru offered to help him out all the way through to the contract signing. They felt they owed him that much for all the things he’d done for them. But Kaoru suddenly messaged Miyaka, saying she couldn’t come, so it wound up being just Miyaka and Jinya.


  Truth be told, Miyaka didn’t know much about cell phones herself, but she at least knew more than Jinya. They reached the store and she explained everything in simple terms as they looked around. After looking at everything on offer, he tried to buy a bare-bones phone meant for the elderly, and she made sure to stop him. Coming along had been the right choice after all.


  Seeing as he was always leaping around, fighting, and so on, she suggested something relatively simple with long battery life that was sturdy and waterproof. He approved of her choice and thanked her, and they moved on to take care of the contract. Then she realized that procuring identification might be difficult given his age. A bit worried, she whispered to him, “Hey, do you have a birth certificate or anything like that?”


  “I had documents prepared for me when I enrolled in our high school,” he answered. By “prepared,” he likely meant forged. It probably wasn’t a good idea to pry too deeply there, so she smiled ambiguously and dropped the whole line of questioning.


  Before long, the contract was settled and signed.


  “Thanks. You were a big help, Miyaka.”


  “You still gotta learn how to use it. Let me know if you can’t figure anything out.”


  “Will do.”


  Though Jinya looked young, he was an old man on the inside, and he was sure to face difficulties with his new cell phone. She took it and put her own number in the address book so he could contact her at any time. “There, I put my number in your phone. Get in touch whenever you need help with something.”


  “I owe you one.”


  It was strange to be thanked just for helping him out with his phone, but she felt good nonetheless. It was just past noon when they left the shop.


  “We’re done with what we came for, but we might as well do something else while we’re out. How about lunch?” she suggested.


  “Sounds good. No reason to go home this early.”


  A spring entered her step as she felt they had grown closer. The two chatted as they looked for a decent place to eat, and they happened across a large CD store.


  “You mind if we take a quick look?” she asked.


  “Why not?”


  They still hadn’t chosen a place to eat, but there was nothing wrong with a little window-shopping beforehand. She wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but she wanted to check the new releases, and she was also curious about his tastes. She examined the maxi singles by the new releases corner but was mainly focused on their conversation.


  “Do you listen to music at all, Jinya?”


  “Not much, to be honest.”


  “Not your thing?”


  “I just don’t have any singers I’m partial to. I don’t mind what they play in shops and such, though.”


  It looked like he didn’t mind music as background noise, but he wouldn’t go out of his way to buy any, which tracked. She couldn’t imagine him as the type to ever go gaga for bands or idol groups, at least.


  “How about you?”


  “Me? I kind of listen to a little of everything. Whatever catches my interest. Sometimes I get hooked on the songs they use in commercials or play on the radio. There’s been too many love songs lately, though. I’m not big on those.” Miyaka watched the popular TV shows and listened to a good deal of music. She tended to buy CDs of female singers more, since she sometimes went to karaoke with other people.


  Jinya dropped a small grin as she grumbled. “Love songs are nothing new. In Edo times, people used to gift waka poems to those they had feelings for.”


  “Really? I guess things haven’t changed that much, then.”


  They chatted back and forth about love songs for a bit as they looked around some more. Eventually, Jinya stopped in front of the DVD corner. With a gravely serious expression, he reached out toward a DVD with a monochrome jacket.


  “Song of Summer Clouds…” he murmured nostalgically, as though he were pulling out an old photo album.


  “You know this movie?”


  “Yeah. It’s an old motion picture film.”


  “You don’t say. Have you seen it before?”


  “I have.” A bit curious, she grabbed a copy to look at herself. The title read Song of Summer Clouds. According to the back cover, it was a remake of a Taisho-era film.


  He stared wistfully at the DVD, forgetting his surroundings.


  “Jinya?” Worried by how silent he’d become, she hesitantly called his name, but he didn’t respond. She called out a few more times with the same result. Then she tried pulling his sleeve and getting his attention a bit more firmly. “Hey? Something up?”


  At that point, he finally came to his senses and looked at Miyaka, but a wistful look remained with him. When she saw him like this, he looked his true age for once.


  “No, sorry. I was just thinking about the past.”


  “That so? Is that movie any good?”


  “Not at all. It’s terribly clichéd. But I watched it together with someone dear to me. I guess that’s why this particular film leaps to my mind whenever the topic of movies comes up.”


  He seemed to have some emotional attachment to the film and decided to buy the DVD. He didn’t know the difference between a DVD player and a VCR, though, and he only had the latter. He was greatly shocked when she pointed out that DVDs couldn’t be watched on a VCR.


  Somewhat exasperated, she said, “All right, let’s go to an electronics store after lunch. I’m sure we can find a cheap DVD player.”


  “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head.


  She felt some relief. He was a demon over a hundred years old who slew urban legends with ease, but he wasn’t perfect. There were things he couldn’t do, so he relied on others like this from time to time, and that made her happy.


  “Yeesh. It’s hot…” she complained. They finished paying and stepped back outside only to be greeted by the sweltering sun. The brightness was dizzying, and the heat penetrated deep, especially after leaving the cool air of the store. “All right, let’s go eat.”


  “Sure. Let me treat you as thanks.”


  “Really? Then I’ll have a gyuudon beef bowl, with a burdock root salad on the side. Oh, you good with Yoshidaya?”


  “Sure. I haven’t been there for a while.”


  “That so? Then it’s settled.”


  His reply felt a bit strange. Maybe he didn’t like beef bowls? She glanced at his expression, trying to read him. He was as stoic as ever, but he didn’t seem put off. At times like these, she wished he’d be a little more expressive, but maybe that was asking for too much.


  The sun was still high, and they had plenty of time to stop by an electronics store after lunch. While she was at it, she might as well show him what modern entertainment was like so he could experience some of the joys of being a high schooler.


  She wondered to herself where she should take him. She envisioned the dumbfounded look on his usually unshakable face and felt amused, humming as she sauntered along beneath the blazing sun.


  A demon who had lived over a hundred years and a shrine maiden who embodied an ancient promise. These two, perhaps the strangest of friends, were enjoying an entirely normal day off together.


  Of course, they weren’t the only ones out shopping with friends.


  “Aki? What’s up?”


  “Nothin’, just spotted sumthin’ kinda funny.”


  After grumbling a little to the flower shop owner, Momoe Moe met with her usual friends to shop around the station for beauty products and new clothes. By pure coincidence, she happened to see Miyaka and Jinya walking together.


  “Hmm…” Her lips curled into a wicked, sadistic grin.


   


  ***


   


  “…After that, we went to the electronics store to look at the DVD players, then we stopped by the bookstore. Then we headed to a café to rest for a bit. He ate some cake, which surprised me. Apparently, he has a sweet tooth. He said something about sugary sweets being rare in the past, but he mentioned he still likes isobe mochi the best.”


  “Um, I see…”


  “Is something wrong, Kaoru?”


  “…Miyaka-chan. Isn’t that a date?”


  “Bwah?!”


  During the lunch period of the next day, Miyaka told Kaoru all about her shopping trip with Jinya. Miyaka figured Kaoru would want to know, since she was originally supposed to come. Kaoru’s read on the events was unexpected, though. She looked at Miyaka suspiciously.


  “It was just an ordinary shopping trip,” insisted Miyaka.


  “Really? That book you have there is one you bought with him, right?”


  “Oh, yeah. Encyclopedia of Urban Legends. Jinya doesn’t seem too familiar with recent urban legends, so I figured I could help if I studied them for him.”


  “It really was a date after all…”


  “I’m telling you, it wasn’t.” They went shopping and ate together, but that was it. It was nothing like a date at all. Besides, things became all business in the second half. “I’m not trying to deflect or anything, but toward the end we stopped messing around and started investigating.”


  “Investigating?”


  “Yeah. Have you heard the rumors going around about the crying baby?”


  Kaoru immediately stopped teasing. Her expression stiffened, and she listened earnestly.


  “Out of nowhere, I heard the frantic cries of a baby calling out for its mama…” After stopping by the electronics shop, bookstore, and café, Miyaka and Jinya heard this rumor at the bowling alley they went to. By chance, Miyaka ran into an old friend she knew from junior high school, a girl from the same year who was also in the basketball club. She had gone to a different school and was at the bowling alley with her new friends. Miyaka got teased because she was with Jinya, but while the two were catching up with one another, the rumor of the crying baby was mentioned.


  “While they were hanging out around the station, they suddenly heard the cries of a baby, crystal clear despite all the surrounding noise. They quickly left because they were creeped out, so nothing more was discovered. Apparently, there are a lot of other accounts like that one,” recounted Miyaka.


  “Yikes. Kind of gives me bad vibes. You think it’s another urban legend?” asked Kaoru.


  “Probably. ‘Coin-Locker Baby’ would match the description of being around a station. Jinya wanted to look into things, so we investigated after we went bowling.” But they wound up empty-handed, and their Sunday ended on a sour note. “We hung around the station pretty late but didn’t hear any baby crying. It doesn’t seem like anybody’s been hurt yet, though; I hope this time it’s just a rumor and nothing more.”


  “Nobody’s been hurt?”


  “Not as far as I’ve heard. Even at my old friend’s other school, there hasn’t been any talk of anybody disappearing or dying.”


  According to what Miyaka heard from her friend, the rumors mentioned the voice of a crying baby and nothing more. If there was no substance behind the rumors, then that in itself was fine. But even if there was some spirit lurking somewhere, there would be nothing to worry about so long as people fled when they heard its creepy voice.


  “Anyway, the only thing we know is that a baby’s voice can be heard in the evening around the station. But so long as you leave after you hear it, nothing bad seems to happen.”


  “Whew, that’s kind of a relief. I’ll be careful when I’m around the station.” Kaoru nodded cheerfully, having digested Miyaka’s explanation.


  Just then, a voice intruded on their conversation. “Sounds interesting.”


  The two had been so caught up in their tense conversation that they hadn’t even noticed Momoe Moe sitting down nearby to eat her melonpan bun.


  “Momoe-san, when did you get here?” Kaoru asked.


  “For a while. Since around the ‘Coin-Locker Baby’ thing. And call me ‘Aki.’” She grinned at them as she ate her fluffy piece of bread.


  They had been talking openly in class, but they didn’t say anything too out of the ordinary. They could still explain things away by claiming Miyaka was just telling Kaoru to be careful because of an odd rumor she heard. However, Moe had dropped in on them so suddenly that it left them surprised.


  “Y’know, I heard it too,” said Moe.


  “Huh? The rumor?”


  “No, the baby. I was walkin’ home with my usual crew, and we stopped to hang out at the station. Then we heard this craaazy loud cryin’ going on. It was all like ‘Mama, Mama,’ so I thought it was some lost kid, but we didn’t see any around. We all thought it was kinda sketch and got out of there. It was late evening. Basically night, I guess? Anyway, it was totally some sorta supernatural stuff.”


  By “usual crew,” she probably meant the flashy girls she hung out with in class. If even they heard the baby, then maybe there really was something behind the rumors. It was worth questioning Moe a little more.


  Miyaka was about to ask something, but Moe beat her to it with an impish grin on her face. “By the waaay, I was doing some shoppin’ in front of the station on Sunday, and I couldn’t help but notice you were on a date with Kadono.”


  Apparently, they had been spotted.


  “It…wasn’t a date,” said Miyaka, averting her gaze.


  But that wasn’t enough to curb Moe’s curiosity. Clearly enjoying herself, she said, “Really? But the two of you seemed really chummy.”


  “Really. We just went shopping because he didn’t have a cell phone.”


  “Aha, I bet. I doubt he’d know how to use one. But are you sure it wasn’t a date?”


  “A hundred percent.”


  Moe folded her arms and thought for a bit. After pondering for roughly half a minute, she heaved a sigh of relief. “Whew, that’s good. Then I don’t have to feel bad askin’ for this favor.”


  “Do you need something?”


  “I do, I do. I told you how I came to this school chasin’ a boy, right?”


  Miyaka remembered that conversation. She’d thought it was unexpectedly wholesome of Moe to come here chasing young love, but for her to bring that up now could only mean one thing.


  “Right, so the thing is…” Moe smiled from ear to ear. “…I was hoping you could introduce me to Kadono.”


  Miyaka stared back at her in amazement.


   


  3


   


  I’VE KNOWN ABOUT HIM FOREVER.


  We’ve never talked, and I’ve never even seen his face.


  But I’ve always known what kind of person he is.


  Someone awkward and kind, someone weak but stronger than anyone else.


  I know how soft he is.


  That’s why I want to meet him so I can say—


   


  ***


   


   


  “So, um… This is Momoe Moe-san.”


  “I’m aware. I at least know who my own classmates are.”


  “Um, yeah, but…” Miyaka wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She herself didn’t exactly understand why she, of all people, was introducing Moe to Jinya.


  After school let out, the students all either headed home or went to their clubs, leaving the courtyard fairly empty. Miyaka wanted to be extra careful anyway, so she called Jinya out to the spot behind the cherry blossom trees. She had hesitated to grant Moe’s request at first but eventually lost out to her pushiness.


  That being said, Moe and Jinya were classmates. He was already acquainted with her, so being introduced like this was strange to say the least. Moe seemed fine with it, though, and she smiled broadly. 


  “She wanted me to introduce her to you anyway,” Miyaka said.


  “Is that so?”


  Miyaka and Moe sometimes greeted each other in the mornings, but they didn’t really talk, being in different social groups. But Miyaka went along with her request anyway, since she understood Moe wasn’t just playing around.


  “So I’ve actually known about Kadono since before I enrolled here.”


  “I basically came here chasing him. Hey, I’m not a stalker or anything. I’m just devoted, you know?”


  “Huh? Have I even talked to him before? Nope! He probably doesn’t even know I exist.”


  “But I’ve wanted to meet him since forever ago.”


  Moe had a nostalgic look in her eyes as she said all those things. She’d asked Miyaka how she knew Jinya quite a few times in the past and had apparently asked Natsuki about him several times too—not out of simple curiosity, but out of a genuine interest in who Jinya was associating with. The fact that she hadn’t tried to directly speak to Jinya herself showed she was more cautious than her appearance let on. Though Miyaka thought the girl was a bit off, she couldn’t bring herself to deny her request in the end.


  “Ah ha ha, sorry, sorry. You and Himekawa seem to get along really well, so I asked her to introduce me to you. I figure we might as well be friends since we’re in the same class, y’know?” said Moe.


  “I guess so,” replied Jinya.


  “Then with that out of the way, nice to meet you, Kadono.”


  “Yeah, it’s nice to meet you, Momoe.”


  Moe was rather casual about things, despite what she’d told Miyaka. Maybe she was too shy to come out and say what she really wanted, or maybe she had other reasons for holding back.


  Moe offered out her hand, and Jinya firmly shook it. It was a bit too formal for an exchange between classmates, but at least it went over without a hitch.


  “All right, I’ll leave you two to it now,” said Miyaka.


  “You’re leaving?” asked Moe.


  “Yeah. I don’t want to get in your way.”


  Moe was likely more serious than Miyaka had even thought. In that case, she would probably be fine on her own. After giving them a quick goodbye, Miyaka left the two to their own devices.


   


  ***


   


  Jinya watched as Miyaka indifferently headed off.


  “Dang, she’s always so nonchalant and cool,” said Moe.


  “Really? I think she was just being nice.”


  Moe seemed to see Miyaka as nonchalant, but Jinya had a different impression of her. Miyaka could come off as cold, but she was always willing to help her classmates. He was fond of her, not just because she connected his past to the present but because of her own personality.


  “Say, do you like her or somethin’?”


  “Of course I like her. Just not in that way.” The age gap between them was vast. There was no possible way Jinya could ever hold the feelings for Miyaka that Moe seemed to be imagining.


  “Oh really…” Moe stared at him, probably trying to get a feel for whether he was telling the truth, but she eventually gave up trying to read him and relaxed. With a bright smile, she said, “Well, whatever. So, like, since we’ve been introduced, why don’t we go hang out somewhere before headin’ home? I’d love to get to know you better.”


  “Sure. There are some things I’ve been wanting to ask you anyway.”


  “Oh yeah, for real? Have I caught your eye?”


  “In a way. I’m wondering why you’ve been watching me from a distance ever since school started.”


  Moe’s teasing smile vanished. She had been probing into Jinya’s background ever since they became classmates. She didn’t even try to hide it, so it was no real surprise that he’d caught on. She grinned wryly and scratched her cheek, like she had been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Whoops. You realized?”


  “I did. I don’t believe we’ve met before?”


  “No, we haven’t. But I’ve known about you for a long time.” She flashed him a fearless smile. He really didn’t recognize her from anywhere, but he also didn’t sense she was plotting anything, nor did she seem to bear any malice toward him.


  “Is that so… All right then, what’re we doing? I don’t know much about what there is to do around here.”


  “I’m your girl, then. I’ll show you some fun places we can go… Wait, is that it? You’re really not gonna ask how I knew about you?”


  “Would you answer?”


  “Well, no…”


  “There you go.”


  She looked at him, bewildered. He found her rapidly shifting expressions to be surprisingly childlike. Even though her goals were still a mystery, she felt all the less like a potential enemy.


  “You may have approached me with some scheme in mind, but you don’t seem that bad of a person. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious what you’re hiding, but I can wait until you’re willing to tell me yourself.”


  He knew she was withholding secrets, but he had no intention of forcing them out. She seemed to like that and openly expressed her gratitude. “Thanks. I’ll tell you once we get a little closer, then.”


  “I’d appreciate that. I’ll try not to make you hate me in the meantime.”


  “Ha, don’t worry. You’re doing pretty well if today’s any indication. All right, let’s go hang somewhere.”


  He couldn’t get a read on what she might be up to. The fact that she had Miyaka introduce her to him made him suspect at first that she had romantic inclinations, but now he thought otherwise. She didn’t seem like a bad person, though. She walked the path leading away from the school with a spring in her step, almost skipping. Seeing her enjoy herself so much, he grinned wryly as he followed.


  From that day onward, Jinya’s school life changed in a very subtle way.


  The classroom erupted with noise the instant lunch period arrived. Students filed out, heading for the cafeteria, the courtyard, and so on. A good number also stayed in class, pulling out lunches brought from home. Jinya joined some desks together and sat with Miyaka and Kaoru, as well as Tomishima Yanagi and Yoshioka Mai—the usual group. But they were joined by a sixth person today.


  “Heeeey, I hope you don’t mind me crashin’ the party.” Instead of joining the girls she was usually with, Moe came to them.


  “Huh? You’re going to eat with us today, Aki-chan?” Kaoru asked.


  “Yeah, I just feel like it today.”


  The two went to different junior high schools, belonged to different friend groups, and looked like they had completely different interests, but somehow Kaoru was already friends with Moe.


  Yanagi gave Moe a polite smile and got a chair for her. He seemed to pick up on something as he placed her chair next to Jinya’s without saying a word. Mai looked a bit intimidated by Moe’s flashy appearance, so he probably also wanted to put space between the two girls.


  “’Sup, Jinya. Hope you don’t mind me joinin’ y’all.”


  “Not at all. Welcome.”


  She seemed more relaxed today than yesterday. Kaoru, Yanagi, and Mai were a bit surprised to see how close they were.


  “Oh? You’re eating a convenience store lunch?” asked Moe.


  “Yeah. It’s quick and doesn’t taste half bad. I eat them quite often,” said Jinya.


  “Ah ha ha, I totally get it. Junk food tastes better than you’d think. I eat fast food all the time even though I know it’s bad for me.”


  The others had hardly seen Moe and Jinya interact at all before this. To them, it was like they had become friends overnight; Moe was acting especially friendly toward Jinya.


  Kaoru cocked her head in wonder. “Hey, Miyaka-chan. Is it just me, or are these two really close?”


  “Um, maybe?” Miyaka answered vaguely, not wanting to come right out and say what had happened yesterday.


  “I totally brought a proper boxed lunch myself, though.” Moe opened the lid to a black boxed lunch on the slightly bigger side. Inside were rice balls with dried plum and shiso, koya tofu with carrots cut into flower shapes, braised burdock root, rolled omelet, and two main dishes: some summer vegetables fried in tempura batter and sea bass pickled and fried Kyoto-style. It was a traditional lunch that used a lighter shoyu sauce to let the color of the ingredients breathe, garnished with a bamboo leaf.


  “That’s one elaborate lunch,” said Jinya.


  “Heh heh, impressed? I made it all myself.”


  “Oh? That’s quite something at your age. Were you born in Kyoto?”


  “Nope, I was born and raised right here in Kadono City. But my gramps lived in Kyoto and moved here when he got married. That’s why I’m more used to eating stuff like this.”


  The usual group was surprised to hear Moe could cook. Miyaka even stared at Moe’s lunch. Her own inability to cook had come up in conversation before, so she probably felt some kind of sense of defeat. Moe misinterpreted her stare to mean something else, though.


  “Oh, Himekawa. Want some? Go for it.”


  Miyaka hesitated for a moment, but then she said “Thanks” and took some of the koya tofu. “…It’s good.”


  “Ehe heh, I’m not too shabby, huh?”


  “Did you make it this morning?”


  “The cooked stuff keeps in the winter, but not when it’s this hot. Gotta worry about food poisonin’ and stuff. I make most of the food in the morning. Oh, but the sea bass is pickled overnight in miso.” A bit emotionally, she added, “It’s no trouble, but it does take time, I’ll give ya that.” It sounded like she cooked regularly.


  Kaoru was given some of Moe’s lunch as well and beamed. “Aki-chan, you’re amazing! Your lunch is basically pro-level!”


  “Well, I’ve been cookin’ for a while now. It’d be weird if I wasn’t a little good after doing it every day.”


  “Every day? Couldn’t be me!”


  “Ha ha! Can’t even imagine yourself tryin’?”


  The two got along surprisingly well, exchanging banter without holding anything back. When they were done, Moe offered some of her lunch to Jinya next.


  “Come on, it’s your turn now.”


  “Then I’ll help myself,” he said, taking a carrot. It was full of the soup stock’s flavor and cooked through. Unlike the professionally made boxed lunches sold at specialty stores, the sweetness was on the subtler side. The softer, mellower flavor made it easy to eat and delicious.


  “It’s good.”


  “Thanks. Do you cook, Kadono?”


  “I can, but I don’t do it all that much these days. I can’t work up the motivation to cook just for myself.”


  “Ah, so you’re that type. I’m a bit different. I have fun cooking even if it’s only for me.”


  Jinya had learned to cook simply so he could feed proper food to Nomari. The process of cooking itself was what Moe enjoyed, so she didn’t mind cooking for herself at all.


  “So cooking’s like your hobby, then?” asked Kaoru.


  Moe shook her head, then took her phone out of her pocket and showed it to everyone. “I don’t like cooking specifically; I like making things, period. Like these. Cute, right?”


  Her phone was decorated with rhinestones and had over a dozen straps with things like animal characters hanging from it. The phone itself was a lightweight model, but all the add-ons made it look hefty. 


  “I made this dog here out of felt, and this cat is knitted. This doll’s made from gemstones with waxed string passed through it. You could use beads, but takin’ the easy way’s not my style, you feel me?”


  Even the phone straps were handmade. Moe seemed to like making things in general, whether it was cooking or handicrafts.


  Kaoru looked at her in understanding and said, “I see. You’re kinda like one of those moms who loves trying to make everything for their kids, right down to their clothes.”


  “That…example bugs me. Especially because I can’t say you’re wrong.” Moe puffed her cheeks out grumpily, making everyone stifle laughter.


  Jinya was happy to see her get along with the group. He said, “Kaoru didn’t put it the best way, but I’m sure she meant it in the sense that you’d be a good homemaker.”


  “That’s quite a generous way to look at it. What’re you so soft on Azusaya for?” joked Moe.


  “I feel like my interpretation is fair. Oh, sorry, I guess I shouldn’t be saying stuff like that, though. Suggesting someone would make a good wife used to be a fine compliment, but not anymore.”


  “I’d say it depends on the person. I’m fine with it.”


  “I’ll consider myself lucky, then.”


  Everybody spent a peaceful lunch together.


  Jinya kept some vigilance toward Moe but let his walls down for the most part. Still, it was a fact that she had kept an eye on him ever since the start of the school year. The strange feeling she gave him hadn’t gone away.


  “…So, like, if some guy came charging at Himekawa and me with a knife, and you could only save one of us, who would you pick?” Some days later, Jinya was reading a book in the library during lunch period when Moe asked him that question.


  “Miyaka.”


  “Just like that?! Dude, you didn’t even think about it for a second.”


  “It’d be a problem if I hesitated and was too late to save either of you. The quicker the decision, the better.”


  A similar choice had once been posed to him long ago. The woman he loved or his precious daughter. In the end, he chose to kill the former with his own hand to save the latter. He still lost it all regardless, but if he were put in the same position again, he knew he would make the same choice. After all, he was a man who could kill a loved one to save another; that was simply the kind of person he was. He had gradually changed over his long life, but at the end of it all, he could not change the way he lived.


  “Y’know, I asked questions like that to a bunch of the boys who confessed their feelings to me back in junior high. Just about all of them either said they would save me or both, claimin’ they would never abandon a girl and could easily win against someone with a knife or whatever… Is that not an option for you? You seem like you could save us both pretty easily.”


  “It’s not a matter of whether I could. Avoiding your question like that would be rude.”


  “Oooh, I get it.”


  In truth, someone with a knife posed little threat to Jinya. But her question wasn’t “Could you beat someone with a knife?”; it was “Who would you choose?” Even if he truly did want to choose them both, avoiding her question with an answer like that would be insincere.


  Though she wasn’t totally satisfied by his choice, she could accept it. Her expression softened a little. “Thanks for playin’ along with my dumb question, but doesn’t that basically mean you care more about Himekawa than me? You must not care what happens to me at all!”


  She feigned tears, pretending to sniffle. She was only playing around—teasing him, really—but his reply sounded somber. “The important choices in life always come when you don’t expect them.”


  “Huh?”


  “You might have to choose between things that are both dear to your heart, things you want to protect. But you still have to choose…even if the act of choosing might be a mistake in itself.”


  He had made difficult choices and lost many things, but something small always remained with him. He’d repeated that process countless times, overcoming countless tragedies to get to where he was today.


  “I’ve never once thought the things I chose were the only ones precious to me. The things that I’ve lost all remain dear. That’s why you put me in a tough spot crying on me like that.” He gave a small, weak smile that he so rarely showed.


  Only a naive child believed they could live without losing anyone. It was a foolish wish that couldn’t be granted, no matter how heartfelt it was. There was no end to the things he’d lost, but it was precisely because they were still dear to him that he could treasure the present moment. Even as a joke, he didn’t want to hear Moe suggest anything different.


  “…Or at least, that’s how I’d like to explain away my choice,” he said.


  “Pfft. What the heck? That’s what you’re endin’ on?”


  “After I picked Miyaka over you, anything I say would only be an excuse.”


  “Heh, fair enough. But I like your answer, so I’ll forgive ya. I just have to keep tryin’ if I wanna be picked myself someday.”


  “Ha. Go easy on me.”


  What they’d shared today was nothing extraordinary. A chat in the library during a spare moment. Two friends entertaining a what-if on the level of what they would do if they found a billion yen or could date a celebrity.


  “Not bad… Not bad at all.”


  But it still made Moe smile happily.


   


  ***


   


  During lunch period, Miyaka found herself watching Jinya and Moe. Three whole days had passed since she first introduced her to him, but the girl still remained on the offensive. Miyaka was bewildered at first, but she’d gotten used to seeing the two together by now and had come to think little of it.


  As Moe was a popular girl in the class, some of the other boys were clearly jealous of Jinya, but he was indifferent. Moe’s friends seemed to think her new obsession with Jinya was strange, but she didn’t care either and was talking to him yet again today.


  “Heeeey, Kadono. Which outfit do you like more in this magazine here?”


  “For you? This more dynamic look might work well.”


  Jinya was unfazed by her attempts at flirting. The two were a strange pair—a flashy girl and a stoic, straitlaced boy—but they got along fairly well. Or rather, Jinya handled Moe and her teasing well.


  Natsuki, also watching the pair, whispered to Miyaka, “Try as she might, she’ll never get Jii-chan flustered.”


  “Really? Why’s that?”


  “Just a difference in experience. He used to know a streetwalker, and back when red-light districts were still around, he had a fling with a sex worker.” Because Miyaka more or less knew Jinya’s circumstances, Natsuki shared bits of his past from time to time. She found this information in particular a little hard to believe, though. “I think he also had something going with a girl who could see the future around the early Showa era? Anyway, my point is a high school girl’s best efforts to win him over look like nothing more than a child being cute to him.”


  “Oh yeah, didn’t you used to live with Jinjin, Nakki?” Kumiko, Natsuki’s childhood friend, joined the conversation. She didn’t seem to know much about Jinya.


  “Yeah, I lived in Tokyo until I was seven. My family home was a movie theater, and Jii-chan lived and worked there. He apparently used to be the gardener for my great-grandmother’s family.”


  “Oh, that explains things.” Kumiko accepted Natsuki’s absurd claim without a hint of doubt. They clearly had a deep trust in one another.


  “You have no trouble swallowing that, huh?” remarked Natsuki.


  “Well, it’s not like you have any reason to lie. I just gotta keep it a secret, right?”


  “I don’t think it’d matter if you told anyone. No way anyone would believe you.”


  He had a point. Miyaka herself wouldn’t believe what he said if she didn’t already know that urban legends existed. Jinya seemed like a perfectly ordinary high school boy from the way he looked right now, talking to Moe.


  “Aki-chan’s really something, huh?” said Kaoru admiringly.


  “She is,” Miyaka agreed with a small nod.


  Moe’s flashy group of friends didn’t seem to quite understand why she was gunning for a guy like Jinya, but they supported her anyway and fondly watched from a distance as the two chatted. Though some of the boys acted jealous, none went as far as trying to get in their way, which left nobody to stop Moe’s aggressive advances. The problem was that Jinya himself appeared utterly uninterested in anything romantic with her, leaving them to go no further than friendly banter.


  “That girl’s got energy,” said Jinya.


  “Oh, welcome back, Kadono-kun,” said Kaoru as he returned.


  Jinya and Moe had been talking a lot as of late, but they weren’t glued to each other. They each had their own circle of friends.


  “Somebody’s popular,” teased Kaoru.


  “I wonder about that. I’m pretty sure she has other reasons for approaching me.” He sat down near her. Yanagi and Mai came over as well, meaning the usual group was all together now.


  “Like what?” asked Yanagi.


  Jinya glanced out of the corner of his eyes at Moe, who was now chatting with her friends. “I’m not sure, but she’s hiding something. Or rather, she’s withholding some kind of secret.”


  “So she likes you enough to approach you but doesn’t trust you enough to come clean, or something like that?”


  “Probably.”


  She mentioned she’d known him since before school started, but he couldn’t recall ever meeting her. Whatever she was hiding probably had something to do with that.


  “Either way, right now I’m more interested in the rumor of the crying baby.”


  The air grew tense. Everyone present had been affected by urban legends in one way or another.


  “That’s the thing you heard about the time you and Miyaka-chan went shopping, right?” asked Kaoru.


  “Yeah, a friend from junior high told me about it. Have you found any leads?” asked Miyaka. After she and Jinya heard about the rumor while they were out buying him a cell phone, he’d continued to investigate on his own.


  “Nothing,” Jinya replied. “I’ve checked the station a number of times but haven’t heard any babies crying once. I’ve gathered more rumors, but there’s still no mention of anyone going missing or dying. I even had Yanagi lend a hand.”


  “Yeah, I went to the station too, but nothing happened.” Yanagi heaved a sigh. 


  Mai cocked her head and curiously asked, “Um, what do you mean by having Yanagi-kun lend a hand?”


  “Because I’ve become Hikiko-san, I can basically sense the location of bullies.”


  “Oh, right. Because of your ‘urban legender’ ability.”


  “Exactly. Even if it’s raining hard and I can’t see, I would still know where bullies are. It’s kind of like having a radar that detects malice.”


  Yanagi’s ability was called Hikiko-san. It gave him the inhuman physical attributes of an urban legend monster, as well as two unique abilities: the ability to create sharp, brittle blades like razors and the ability to detect malice. The latter was short-ranged and could only find enemies, so it wasn’t all that convenient, but Jinya respected its accuracy. If Yanagi felt something was harmless, he was almost certainly right.


  Miyaka found it strange that the phrase “urban legender” was being used as if it were a completely normal thing. Kaoru, on the other hand, looked ecstatic about it.


  “Maybe it’s a baseless rumor, then?” said Kaoru. There was a chance she was right, since nothing had turned up yet. Miyaka didn’t buy it, though.


  “Don’t you think too many people have claimed to hear the baby’s voice for it all to be nothing?”


  This time it wasn’t just a secondhand account being spread as rumor, but many people claiming to have heard the baby’s voice themselves. In fact, Moe was one of them. It was a little hard to believe everyone was lying.


  “Miyaka’s right. I’d rather not label this a baseless rumor just yet,” said Jinya.


  “Hmm. Maybe not all the flags have been triggered,” said Yanagi after some thought. The terminology he used flew right over the heads of the elderly, though.


  Jinya furrowed his brow and asked, “Sorry, but…what’s this about flags?”


  “Hm? Oh, I guess you wouldn’t know since you don’t play games. A ‘flag’ is a condition in RPGs that causes events to happen later. In our case, hearing the crying baby would mean the conditions for something to happen must have been met. But if we haven’t fulfilled those conditions yet, then nothing happens.”


  “Like a spirit that only appears under certain circumstances… I see. I understand now,” said Jinya.


  It made sense that there could be a condition they hadn’t met. But on the other hand, if they couldn’t figure out that condition, then there was nothing that could be done. They were in no better a position than before.


  “U-um…”


  “What’s up, Mai?” asked Yanagi.


  “I can try looking for something in the library after school. If I look into spirits that have something to do with the voices of crying babies, then maybe I can find some kind of hint about what condition needs to be met.”


  They still didn’t know what urban legend they were pursuing and had no leads to work off of. Mai’s suggestion was a roundabout way of handling things, but it might’ve been their best option.


  “That seems like the best we can do right now. Can I count on you, Yoshioka?” asked Jinya.


  “O-of course. I’ll give it my all.” She sounded unconfident but seemed to have the drive to try. She’d changed since the Hikiko-san incident.


  Jinya glanced at Yanagi, who understood without needing to hear a word and returned a reassuring nod that meant “Leave her to me.”


  “Jinya, is there something we can do to help too?” asked Miyaka.


  Jinya shook his head. “Sorry, but not really. It’d be best for you guys to go straight home without stopping anywhere on the way back. Just let me know if you happen to hear any more strange rumors.”


  “Oh… All right.” It was vexing to know she couldn’t be of any help, but insisting she try anyway only to get in the way would be worse. Miyaka begrudgingly obliged. “Are you going to investigate the station again?”


  “Of course. Not today, though.”


  “Oh?” Miyaka found that surprising. Jinya had always been one to investigate things like this immediately and thoroughly. There might not be much of an actual difference if he missed just one day, but it was still unusual for him.


  “Really? That’s so unlike you!” exclaimed Kaoru, who was thinking the same thing as Miyaka.


  “Well, I got invited somewhere after school,” said Jinya. That was unexpected as well. There was only one person outside of their little group who they could see inviting him somewhere.


  Jinya and Moe were getting close. That fact bothered Miyaka ever so slightly.


  After classes let out, Miyaka left the school without lingering. Normally, Jinya would’ve walked her and Kaoru home no matter how late they stayed, but he was busy today, so she quickly packed her things and went home with Kaoru. It wasn’t rare for them to walk back home by themselves, since Jinya would sometimes be busy with his so-called work.


  “Where’s Mai-chan?” asked Kaoru.


  “She already left with Tomishima-kun,” Miyaka answered. “They said they would stop by a bookstore. I’m thinking I’ll look for ghost stories like the ones we discussed on the internet tonight.” In her bag was the book she’d bought a while ago, Encyclopedia of Urban Legends. She would flip through it later in addition to checking the internet. Hopefully they would provide more information on modern urban legends than the library.


  “I don’t think I’d be any help even if I tried to research,” Kaoru said.


  “You never know until you try.”


  “Nah… I’m not amazing like you, Miyaka-chan.” She smiled, but something about her felt different than usual. She seemed to be in poor spirits for once. But her gloom quickly vanished, and her usual childish jubilance returned as she said, “What’s up?” She looked questioningly at Miyaka, who didn’t know what to say. Was her friend’s cheerfulness an act? “Oh, I know. Since it’s just the two of us for once, why don’t we go hang out for a bit? Or is that a bad idea?”


  “We probably shouldn’t. Not until we know things are safe again.”


  “C’mon, Miyaka-chan. We’ll just be stopping by the station for a second.”


  “Kaoru…”


  Before Miyaka had a chance to admonish her, Kaoru took a few steps forward, then turned around and said, “Pleeease?”


  “No. We can do something tomorrow.”


  “But I want to do something today.”


  “Jinya will be free to come along with us tomorrow.”


  “But then what’s the point?!” Miyaka was about to ask what she meant, but Kaoru answered first in a listless tone. “You seem tired, Miyaka-chan. I want to let you clear your mind, so let’s go get something sweet to eat at the station. We can go straight home afterward.”


  Miyaka thought she hadn’t let it show outwardly, but Kaoru had sensed her inner gloom anyway. Though her methods were a little questionable, she was looking out for her. Miyaka felt suddenly embarrassed that she’d been too preoccupied by her thoughts to even realize her friend’s concern. “Oh. Um…”


  “It’ll be fine. We’ll be quick. We’ll buy some crêpes and eat them on our way home. We won’t be out late at all, ’kay?”


  The proper thing to do would be to stay firm and say no. They had no idea what dangers the urban legend at the station might pose. But she relented. “Okay, as long as it’s just that and nothing else.”


  “Yay! Come on, let’s go!”


  “Kaoru? Hey, don’t run!”


  Moe’s actions earlier today left Miyaka a little restless. Her feelings didn’t come from jealousy so much as a sense of inferiority. Moe could approach others without hesitation and build a rapport smoothly, while Miyaka couldn’t do either. Kaoru probably didn’t pick up on that much of Miyaka’s feelings, but she was still sharp enough to know something was wrong. She called Miyaka the amazing one, but maybe it was really Kaoru who should have been praised.


  Kaoru pulled Miyaka by the hand to a small crêpe stand near the station. This place was a recent favorite of Kaoru’s, who’d made sure to tell Miyaka about all her favorite flavors along the way.


  They found somebody unexpected already there, though. Standing before the crêpe stand was Moe, holding a grocery bag in one hand and stuffing a crêpe into her mouth with the other. “Oh, Himekawa and Azusaya. You guys come to eat some crêpes as well?”


  “Huh? Aki-chan? You like crêpes too?” asked Kaoru.


  “Yep. I got strawberry chocolate cream. Simple is best.”


  “I like apple cream myself! Oh, but caramel’s good too.”


  Kaoru was thrilled by the surprise encounter, but Miyaka couldn’t help but freeze up. Jinya had said he got invited somewhere after school. He hadn’t elaborated, but she’d thought it was safe to assume Moe had asked him out on a date or something like that, and yet he was nowhere to be seen now.


  “Isn’t Jinya with you?” asked Miyaka.


  “Huh? No, it’s just me… Why?”


  Belatedly realizing she had misunderstood everything, Miyaka rubbed her temple.


  “Uh, you all right, Himekawa? Got a headache or somethin’?”


  “Yeah, kind of… Sorry, I just… I realized I was wrong about something. Don’t worry about me.”


  “I don’t really get it, but are you sure you’re okay?”


  “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Thanks. And sorry.”


  Moe gave her a questioning look, not sure why she was being apologized to.


  Miyaka’s gloom turned into embarrassment over her misunderstanding. She wanted to do nothing more than curl up into a hole and disappear.


  “Hey, Azusaya, is Himekawa really okay?” asked Moe.


  “Well… She seems better than before.”


  “Really now…” Since she was getting nowhere, Moe eventually dropped the topic. “Huh. I guess you’re not as chill about everything as I thought, Himekawa.”


  “Definitely not. She gets embarrassed super easily,” said Kaoru.


  “Please, just forget what happened earlier…”


  Once things calmed down, they all bought crêpes. Miyaka got chocolate and banana flavored ones, and Kaoru got apple cream. Moe bought herself a second strawberry chocolate cream crêpe. Not wanting to stay out too late, the three of them walked home together.


  “I’m glad you’re feeling better, though, Miyaka-chan,” said Kaoru.


  “I guess? I feel more embarrassed than anything right now.” The realization that she’d misunderstood everything cleared away the unease she felt in her heart. She could talk to Moe normally now like there had been nothing wrong in the first place. “Oh, by the way, Momoe-san. Is that what I think it is?”


  “Hm? Oh, this. Yeah, I bought some ingredients for making lunch. The supermarket by the station has quite the supply of stuff. They even sell local produce. Nothing beats summer vegetables!” She showed off the contents of her grocery bag, which included eggplant, tomatoes, okra, and green beans. Miyaka couldn’t even begin to imagine what she might make with them.


  “Wooow, are you going to make a homemade lunch for Kadono-kun?” asked Kaoru. “You see that kinda stuff all the time in shojo manga.”


  “Maybe if it were just the two of us, but giving special treatment to just one person when you’re eating as a group sounds kinda awkward. I’d rather have everybody enjoy lunch than try to show off my feminine side.” 


  Miyaka could tell how considerate Moe was from the way she said that without a second thought. Though her appearance made her seem a little shallow, she was anything but. Miyaka found she liked her. It wasn’t quite clear what she wanted with Jinya, but Miyaka at least understood Moe wasn’t a bad person. She got along well with Jinya too, so maybe they would make a good pair. But just when she was thinking that…


  …Mama… Mama…


  She suddenly heard a baby call out.


  “…Himekawa, Azusaya.” Moe was the first to react. Her expression immediately turned serious as she scanned their surroundings with a sharp gaze.


  “You heard it too?” asked Miyaka.


  “I’m guessing we all did,” said Moe with a stiff look. She turned to Kaoru, who nodded back. They had all heard the baby’s voice just now.


  “Miyaka-chan…” said Kaoru.


  Miyaka took Kaoru’s hand, having decided to leave at once. “Let’s get away from the station for starters.”


  “Right. Somethin’ weird is definitely up. The station’s so noisy, but I can hear the baby’s voice loud and clear.” Moe readily agreed. Even as they talked, they could hear the baby’s cries. If anything, it sounded as though the voice was getting closer.


  The three shared a quick look and trotted out toward the street. Luckily, they already knew this urban legend was harmless if you fled after you heard its voice. As long as they left quickly, they would be fine. But the place was too crowded, and they were in too much of a hurry. Miyaka wound up bumping into somebody.


  “Oh.”


  “Ow… I’m sorry.”


  “No, I should’ve been more careful. Wait… Himekawa-san?”


  She recognized the person she bumped into as her classmate Yanagi. Next to him was Mai. They’d said they would be stopping by a bookstore, so they must’ve decided to briefly check out the station on their way back home.


  “Sorry for bumping into you, Tomishima-kun, but—”


  “Yeah, I know. We should get out of here.” Apparently, there was no need to fill him in on what was happening.


  “Y-Yanagi-kun?”


  “You heard the crying too, right, Mai? Plus, I sense some presences…one, two…maybe five total. You guys are being chased.” He gently pulled Mai close to him and briskly walked away holding her hand.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yeah, because of my ability. I can more or less sense where there are bullies.”


  Miyaka swallowed. She’d expected his answer, but the situation was worse than she thought. He had the ability to sense malice better than any ordinary person, and so he knew when things were bad. He tried to look calm, but his expression showed he was anxious to get out of here.


  And so three people became five.


  With Yanagi at the helm, they all proceeded out of the station. They snaked their way through the crowd and away. Knowing where their pursuers were, Yanagi took them down the safest paths.


  They left the station, rushed past the shopping district, then entered a dim back street.


  With a deep sigh of relief, Yanagi relaxed. They could no longer hear the baby’s cries. They had gotten away.


  “Looks like we’re safe for now,” he said between pants. He looked worried for the less athletic Mai. “Mai, you all right? Do your feet hurt?”


  “I-I’m okay. Thank you, Yanagi-kun.” Mai breathed a sigh of relief as well, taking a long exhale to steady her breath.


  Just when everyone had calmed down, they heard two voices call out to them on the empty street. “Yanagi? Hey, I thought you already went home.”


  “What’s everyone doing here?”


  Surprised, everyone turned to look at the source of the voices but relaxed when they saw who they were: Toudou Natsuki and Nekune Kumiko. Their surprise made the ensuing relief all the greater.


  “Jeez, don’t surprise us like that,” complained Yanagi.


  A little bewildered, Natsuki said, “All I said was hello?”


  “Nah, that was totally your bad, Nakki,” said Kumiko.


  “Hey, aren’t you turning on me kind of fast? At least try to be on my side a little more.” Natsuki hadn’t done anything wrong, but Miyaka and the rest had to agree with Yanagi—his timing was unfortunate.


  The tension in the air faded, but perhaps that was to be expected. After all, nothing bad had happened in the end.


  But now five had become seven, and the conditions were met.


  “Shoot—we’re surrounded!” Yanagi exclaimed, but it was too late.


  Nobody could be seen around them. They couldn’t hear the sound of the baby’s cries anymore, but they couldn’t hear anything else either. It was unnaturally quiet, even though they were still relatively close to the station. Black figures abruptly rose up from the asphalt and surrounded the seven.


  “Oh. That’s why it’s a baby.” Amid it all, Miyaka realized what exactly they were facing. No wonder Jinya couldn’t figure it out, not when he insisted on investigating things alone to keep everyone else safe.


  “Ooh, ooh.”


  A horrific, ghostly moan came from the figures, which were clad in girls’ high school uniforms. But they were no ordinary high school girls. Their skin was abnormally pale, and their faces were twisted with agony. Their voices were full of resentment, and their eyes overflowed with hatred.


  “The Shibuya Seven Specters!”


  The seven ghosts glared reproachfully at the living.


   


  THE SHIBUYA SEVEN SPECTERS


   


  The Seven Ghosts were a group of powerful human ghosts that drowned at sea. They always acted as a group of seven, as their name implied, and they were known to appear mainly around the sea or rivers.


  People who encountered these ghosts became cursed, racked with a high fever until eventually succumbing. After every kill, one of the ghosts gained the ability to pass on from this world, and the newly deceased took their place as a new member of the Seven Ghosts—doomed to curse others until their own turn to pass on to the afterlife came. The Seven Ghosts always numbered seven, never more and never less.


  The story of the Seven Ghosts was an old one passed down mainly in the Shikoku and Chugoku parts of Japan. The urban legend known as the Shibuya Seven Specters was a story modelled after the classic Seven Ghosts tale.


  Around the time the phrase “compensated dating” was coined in the 1990s, a number of high school girls mysteriously lost their lives in Shibuya. None were visibly injured or known to be sick. By all means, their health should’ve been fine. But their corpses kept appearing one after another. The cause of their death was unknown, but their faces were always locked in an expression of fear and their chests were left exposed. It was speculated that they died of shock while being sexually assaulted, but no evidence of this could be found. The deaths stopped after the seventh high school girl died this way, and the case went cold with the cause still undiscovered.


  Around the same time the case was ongoing, there was a rumor among high school girls that one could hear a baby if they went to Spanish Hill in Shibuya. One after another, girls began to claim they heard the feeble voice of a baby crying for its mother in the area.


  Some people heard of this rumor and investigated the mysterious deaths once more. They discovered that the seven dead girls had two things in common: They all frequently engaged in compensated dating, and they all had undergone abortion procedures.


  Back in the 1990s, when compensated dating was widespread, many high school girls were woefully unaware of contraception and became pregnant with the children of strangers. There was a significant spike in abortion operations, meaning an equal number of fetal lives were lost. Those unborn children became ghosts with powerful grudges against their irresponsible mothers and cursed to death the high school girls who had undergone abortions.


  That was the truth behind the mysterious deaths. But after seven died, the deaths stopped altogether, and so everyone breathed sighs of relief.


  However, seven more high school girls died under mysterious circumstances the following year. This time, the seven girls originally cursed to death became ghosts themselves and killed one for each of their own. Thereafter, seven high school girls would lose their lives every year at places beyond just Spanish Hill in Shibuya.


  They killed as seven, creating seven ghosts who further killed as seven in a never-ending cycle of cursing.


  Such was the tale of the Shibuya Seven Specters—an urban legend created in the wake of a boom in compensated dating and abortions. The ghosts of the urban legend were only known to target high school girls, particularly the flashy sorts who seemed likely to engage in compensated dating.


  “B-but the Shibuya Seven Specters are only supposed to kill high school girls,” said Mai after she heard Miyaka’s explanation. She was right, but Miyaka suspected she knew why the ghosts around them were breaking that stipulation.


  “Going by the original urban legend, you’d be right. But I’ll bet there’s something else mixed in with these things.”


  Their theory that the urban legend only appeared under certain conditions had proved correct. The Shibuya Seven Specters targeted high school girls of the type who might stay out late engaging in no-good business like compensated dating. Unlike the story of the Seven Ghosts they were derived from, the Shibuya Seven Specters strictly limited their killings to high school girls. Therefore, the condition for the ghosts to appear should have been for seven young girls to gather, drawing from the urban legend’s story.


  But Yanagi and Natsuki were boys, not girls, which meant something else must have been mixed in with these ghosts. Unlike the Shibuya Seven Specters, the ghosts of the classic ghost story “Seven Ghosts” killed indiscriminately. It followed that traces of the original Seven Ghosts must’ve been in these Shibuya Seven Specters, just as traces of a wicked fox spirit were in the Slit-Mouthed Woman and traces of a nobusuma were in the Red Cloak.


  As a result, these ghosts targeted any group of seven that included a high school girl, as unfaithful to their urban legend as that made them.


  “Counterfeit urban legends… Someone intentionally made these ghosts to do harm.” Miyaka’s strained words left the air tense.


  As the ghosts inched closer, Yanagi stepped forward, standing protectively in front of Mai. With Jinya missing, he was the only one who could fight. He kept his left hand at the ready, already gripping razor blades. But even from behind, Miyaka could tell he was nervous.


  “My bad, everyone. No matter how you look at it, this is totally my fault,” said Moe guiltily. She didn’t seem the least bit scared even with the ghosts surrounding them. In fact, she seemed hardly different from her usual self.


  “Momoe-san?” said Miyaka.


  “I mean, out of every girl here, I’m the only one who looks like I’d do compensated dating, right? What a joke. First the boys in the class, and now even these urban legends think I’m sleeping around…” Her words didn’t match the tension of the moment. The ghosts drew even closer, having already deemed the group their prey.


  “Um, hey. Now’s really not the time for that kinda stuff!” Yanagi complained as he rained a barrage of razors down on a ghost that tried to lunge forward. Though the ghosts were incorporeal, the blades had no problem cutting one of them and causing its face to contort with pain. The Shibuya Seven Specters glared at Yanagi with eyes full of malice. “Hey, Himekawa-san. Mind contacting Kadono?”


  “I already sent him a message.” She’d sent Jinya their status and location soon after they first encountered the urban legend. She’d also tried calling him, but he had yet to pick up.


  Yanagi gave Miyaka a grateful nod, then focused back on the ghosts. It was one versus seven. He had to fight while protecting six. What’s more, he’d only recently gained his ability to fight. Everyone was on edge, feeling like their backs were against the wall. Only Moe seemed indifferent.


  “Ugh. I’m seriously pissed off!” Though she’d appeared timid moments before, her shoulders now trembled with anger. She rushed past Yanagi toward the Shibuya Seven Specters.


  There wasn’t even time to tell her to stop. The ghosts attacked as she approached, but she calmly reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. As her mountain of phone straps dangled, she softly murmured, “Go, dog spirits.”


  Her felt dog strap briefly glowed, and then three dogs appeared, jet black as though they were cut from shadow itself. They obeyed her command and charged the ghosts, slicing with their claws and gnawing them.


  Miyaka stared at her, wide-eyed. The girl who she’d thought was a simple classmate was holding her own against these ghosts. “M-Momoe-san?”


  “I told you, call me Aki.”


  Though Momoe Moe was her real name, her nickname Aki was truer to her being.


  On her fifteenth birthday, she inherited two things from her father: a dagger passed down through the family and a name of significant importance—particularly to someone they all knew.


  “I’m Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth—and don’tcha forget it.” Momoe Moe, the tenth Akitsu Somegorou, grinned like a child who had successfully pulled off a prank.
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  THOUGH THEY WERE also spirit hunters, the Akitsu differed from their contemporaries the Nagumo of the Demonic Blades and the Kukami of the Magatama. The Akitsu were not a lineage of spirit hunters but a line of craftsmen.


  The first Akitsu Somegorou was a metalworker active from the Meiwa to Kansei eras (approximately 1750–1800 AD). He was a master of his craft, to the extent that the things he made formed souls of their own. He continued to hone his skills as an artisan, eventually developing a technique to take the souls in his crafts and turn them into artifact spirits.


  After that, the Akitsu Somegorou line was founded. His successors inherited his name as well as his technique for creating artifact spirits.


  As times changed, the Akitsu saw more work as artifact spirit users than craftsmen. Each Akitsu Somegorou created artifact spirits that matched the particular craft they specialized in. The first Akitsu Somegorou was a master at metalworking, while the third excelled in wood carvings like netsuke sculptures and hariko dolls. The fourth’s forte was prayer beads. The type of craft didn’t matter. So long as it was made with soul, it could become an artifact spirit.


  “Go, dog spirits.”


  Here and now, all the way into the modern era, Momoe Moe had turned her handmade phone straps into artifact spirits. She had dogs, cats, gemstone dolls, and even more unique things like pandas or moss balls. The times had changed, and her crafts were unlike those of any other Akitsu Somegorou before her. But something remained: Though not without great effort, the feelings of the past reached the present.


  “Momoe-san, what are you?” Yanagi gawked at Moe as she summoned her dog spirits.


  “For the hundredth time, call me Aki. It’s short for Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth. I’m an artifact spirit user, sort of a spirit hunter. And what’s the deal with you, Tomishima?”


  “I’m an urban legender. That means I can use the power of urban legends. The one I have is called ‘Hikiko-san.’”


  “Ya don’t say? How strange.”


  “Like you’re one to talk.”


  The two dodged the angry ghosts around them as they chatted.


  Hikiko-san was an urban legend about a monster that dragged people until they became a bloody pulp. Bearing her power, Yanagi moved in a manner beyond what a normal person could manage. He moved at an inhuman speed, dodging the innumerable mindless incoming attacks.


  “Let’s do this! Kitty spirit!” In contrast, Moe’s own movements were all within human limits. She was a little more athletic than most girls her age but still on the level of a high schooler who played sports. She had her artifact spirits to help her, though. Her knitted cat doll artifact spirit was adorable but nimble. With supple, feline movements, it leaped and clawed at the angry ghosts around them.


  “It’s kind of weird seeing such a derpy-looking cat beat up these ghosts,” said Yanagi.


  “What’s weird about it? It’s totally cute!”


  “Its cuteness isn’t the issue…”


  The kitty spirit, like the dog spirits used before, looked almost cartoonish. Yanagi could admit Moe’s was strong, but he felt a little put off watching her lazily call out as she commanded her cutesy artifact spirits.


  “Well, whatever. Now’s not really the time to worry about things like that. Hup!”


  “For sure. Let’s get this over with.”


  Yanagi returned his focus to the ghosts and stepped in. The Shibuya Seven Specters were only the ghosts of high school girls, and their actual physical strength was low. Making use of his unexpected backup, he moved to take the offensive. He charged forward, feet slamming the earth as he cut one ghost with his razors while the dog and kitty spirits tackled another. One by one, the seven ghosts’ numbers dwindled.


  “…Tomishima.”


  “Ngh… I-I’m okay…”


  However, the situation was far from good.


  The ghosts featured in both the urban legend Shibuya Seven Specters and the traditional ghost story Seven Ghosts were not known for fighting—they were renowned for cursing those unlucky enough to encounter them. Their very existence was a form of powerful curse. As time passed, Yanagi and Moe’s movements grew stiffer. Moe was better off because she kept her distance, but Yanagi was visibly affected. As he sweated all over, a ghost attacked, taking advantage of his moment of weakness. But in the next instant, he returned to top form and cut the ghost’s head off with a cutter blade.


  That made three kills. Yanagi retreated out of danger, then looked at Moe in surprise. “Was that you just now?”


  “You bet. I’ve got plenty of tricks up my sleeve.” She showed off one of the straps on her cell phone: a doll made of strung-together gemstones, specifically tiger’s eye, a precious stone believed to ward off evil. The doll was in the shape of a human so it could have maledictions meant for people transferred to it. It was enduring the curse meant for Yanagi, developing cracks in the process. “This doll here is taking the curse for you, but it won’t last long.”


  “I don’t think that’ll matter. Something a hundred times scarier than these guys just showed up.”


  “Huh?”


  “This’ll probably be over in a second.”


  Yanagi’s power alerted him to someone’s arrival. A few moments later, Moe noticed them as well.


  “Come, Dog Spirits.” Three black dog spirits darted forth, similar in appearance to the artifact spirits Moe commanded but looking more like savage beasts. They violently tore at one of the ghosts, defeating a fourth. Then Kadono Jinya appeared, following closely behind the dogs.


  With this, the Shibuya Seven Specters lost all hope of victory. Almost too quickly to follow, Jinya swung his blade and bisected a ghost in the blink of an eye—the fifth kill. Then, with a short inhale, the sixth. Moe watched as the demon she had only heard about in stories made quick work of the ghosts with Yarai.


  “Sorry. I seem to be a bit late.” He appeared relaxed, even peaceful, but he remained vigilant as he watched the last ghost. It was checkmate the moment he arrived.


  “Wow. The master swordsman who kills demons with a single strike, in the flesh…”


  Jinya calmly directed the tip of his blade at the ghost.


  Moe felt like she had run into a celebrity she adored. She had known about Jinya since she was a child, and she even knew he had been gathering strength this whole time to return to Kadono and one day face the Demon God. She knew he was called the master swordsman who slew demons with a single strike, but she also knew he was far from invincible. He had experienced many victories and defeats, endured terrible losses, and fought battles of desperation. But not once did he ever give up. 


  While other children were told fairy tales like Red Riding Hood and Cinderella before bed, she was raised on stories of him. And so, to her, he was something like a fairy-tale hero that had leaped out of the pages of a picture book.


  “W-wait, Kadono!”


  “Yes, Momoe?”


  “Sorry, but could you gimme the last kill so I can show off a bit?” In truth, she wanted nothing more than to keep watching his heroics. However, she had to introduce herself properly—not as Momoe Moe but as Akitsu Somegorou. And so, she firmly stepped forward.


  “…All right, but don’t force yourself.”


  “Oh, please. A small fry like this is nothing!” She pulled a dagger out from her pocket.


  A ghost like this really was nothing compared to her. In her hands was the dagger passed down through generations of Akitsu Somegorou—the ultimate artifact spirit. The Akitsu had protected the feelings they carried for over a hundred years now. An urban legend no more than ten years old couldn’t possibly be a match for them.


  The dagger Moe held originally belonged to a doll made for Boys’ Day, which was now known as Children’s Day, and the artifact spirit it manifested was…


  “Come forth, Shouki-sama.”


  Shouki. The plague-quelling, demon-slaying demon god.


  A great bearded demon with a ferocious gaze appeared. He wore the gold-embroidered garb of an ancient civil servant and held a sword of the same design as Moe’s dagger.


  The great demon took on an overwhelming presence in the dim evening light. The final ghost was greatly astonished, as were Miyaka and the others. 


  However, no one was more shocked than Jinya. “This is…Somegorou’s.”


  Who could blame him? This was the inherited trump card of his old friend Akitsu Somegorou the Third. Jinya had to be filled with nostalgia this very moment.


  “Heh heh. Honestly, Shouki-sama is wasted on a chump like this. I couldn’t help but want to show off in front of you, though.” Moe felt happy to hear Jinya so stunned. The softness in his voice showed just how dear Akitsu Somegorou was to him. 


  It had all been worthwhile. The many efforts of her father, her grandfather, and all the Somegorou who came before her were rewarded in this moment. Standing before the ghost, she let out a joyous shout. “Sorry, but you get how it is, right? This is over!”


  Shouki had no special abilities of his own. His range was only a short two yards. But he remained the trump card of the Akitsu Somegorou.


  It was over in an instant. By the time one realized that the giant demon was about to swing, the ghost was already erased. Jinya and Yanagi couldn’t catch a glimpse of its speed, much less the others. Shouki had no special abilities. He was simply powerful, plain and simple. That was all Shouki needed to be.


  “…Well done. That strike rivaled the third Akitsu Somegorou. No, it might have even surpassed him,” praised Jinya.


  With a broad smile, Moe stuck her right arm out and punctuated her victory with a peace sign. “Of course! It had all our heart put into it!”


  Naturally, the strike was strong. The Akitsu had words they needed to pass along to Jinya. They wouldn’t have made it this far without the strength to carry their feelings through the ages.


   


  ***


   


  On a night many years earlier, a conversation had been shared.


  “Heya, Heikichi. Before we head out, there’s somethin’ I need to tell ya.”


  With Shouki’s dagger in hand, he met his disciple’s gaze head-on.


  “If something happens to me, yer the next Akitsu Somegorou… ’Course, I’m not plannin’ on kickin’ the bucket that easily. But Magatsume’s the ringleader of a bunch of demons and is s’posed to turn into a Demon God or somethin’ ridiculous one day. Anything can happen.”


  Akitsu Somegorou the Third had chosen to fight Magatsume for his friend’s sake, even though he was far past his prime. Victory was uncertain, and he could very well be throwing his life away. That was why he entrusted the future to Heikichi. His young disciple grew shockingly fast. There was no man better suited to inherit the Akitsu name than him.


  “That’s the first thing out of the way. As for the second, I want ya to pass along a message for me.”


  But he entrusted one more thing to Heikichi: words to pass along to Jinya one day. Despite his friend’s tough facade, Somegorou knew how soft Jinya really was. He knew Jinya would grieve if something happened to him, and that was why he arranged for “Akitsu Somegorou” to tell him something.


  “One of these days, tell this to Jinya for me…”


  He couldn’t help but smile. Imagining how his stony-faced friend would grimace, he…


   


  ***


   


  “Thanks for walking me back. I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”


  “Not at all.”


  After the Shibuya Seven Specters were defeated, Jinya walked Miyaka back to her house while Mai and Kaoru were escorted home by Yanagi and Moe respectively. Natsuki and Kumiko had someone come pick them up. In the end, the urban legend was disposed of without a single person injured.


  “Still… Akitsu Somegorou, huh?” Miyaka sighed. Jinya had told her about the Akitsu on the walk here.


  Akitsu Somegorou was a name passed down through many generations of artifact spirit users. At one time they were even considered legends, spirit hunters without equal. Momoe Moe was the current bearer of the name. Jinya had had no contact with any of the Akitsu past the fourth, so meeting them again came as a great surprise.


  “It feels like everything I thought I knew has been turned upside down ever since I met you, Jinya.”


  “Weren’t you already your shrine’s Itsukihime?”


  “Yeah, but I didn’t think that really meant anything.”


  Miyaka only inherited the title of Itsukihime; she possessed no special powers. It felt terribly strange to have multiple classmates with abilities straight out of the tall tales of old.


  “Well, I should get going,” said Jinya.


  “Oh, right. See you later, I guess.”


  “Yeah… Oh, a message. It looks like Natsuki got home all right. These cell phone things are pretty useful.” Jinya had found them when the ghosts appeared thanks to the message Miyaka had sent. He was still terrible with electronics, but he could at least see their usefulness now. Miyaka giggled even though he wasn’t trying to be funny.


  Shortly after she went inside, he received a message from Kaoru letting him know she’d arrived home safely as well, and he began making his own way home.


  “Heeey. Took ya long enough!”


  Along the path back, he found Momoe Moe waiting for him under a streetlight. She had probably been looking for a chance to catch him alone. She waved at him with a bright smile, then dashed over like an eager puppy.


  “Oh, Momoe. Thanks for today. Things would have been a lot worse without you.”


  “Yeaaah, don’t know ’bout that. If anything, might’ve been my fault this stuff happened in the first place. But who cares about that! You got some time? There’s some things I’d love to talk about.”


  “I’ve got time.” He had things he wanted to discuss as well. She’d mentioned knowing Jinya even before school started. Now he knew why that was, but that only left them with more to talk about.


  “How about we head over to the park near here, then?”


  “Sure.”


  She walked with a spring in her step, and he followed close behind. Along the way, she told him about the stories she heard growing up.


  The Akitsu, originally a line of craftsmen, underwent a significant change one day. Utsugi Heikichi, the fourth Akitsu Somegorou, chose not to take a disciple and instead entrusted his skills to his son Jinya, who went on to become the fifth Akitsu. From there on, the artifact spirit skills and Akitsu Somegorou name were passed down from parent to child. Heikichi’s blood persisted through the Akitsu Somegorou line.


  Heikichi greatly respected his master, the third Akitsu. The decision to change the methods of those who came before him couldn’t have been easy. None could truly know what his reasons were, but most believed he wanted the one who would eventually pass along the Third’s words to be a descendant of himself and Nomari. And so, starting with his son, the Akitsu went from being a line of craftsmen to a family lineage. Unfortunately, his wish would go ungranted.


  During the Pacific War of the Showa era, Akitsu Somegorou the Seventh lost his wife and child. He never remarried, but he didn’t want the techniques of the Akitsu to be forgotten, so after the conflict ended, he adopted a war orphan—Momoe Moe’s grandfather. 


  That was to say, Heikichi and Nomari’s blood only passed along as far as the seventh Akitsu Somegorou, after which the title descended through the Momoe bloodline. Heikichi’s wish would forever go ungranted, but not everything was lost. The eighth Akitsu Somegorou chose to be the bridge that would pass along the potentially lost feelings of the Akitsu.


  “We exist to pass along the Third’s words to him.”


  His predecessor had told him tales of Jinya in place of the usual bedtime stories. The young war orphan Momoe saw the seventh Somegorou as a father, and to repay the debt he felt he owed him, he swore to ensure the Akitsu Somegorou name continued on into the distant future.


  Momoe Moe and the third Somegorou had never met. Neither Heikichi’s nor Nomari’s blood ran through her veins, but all their feelings remained within her. Their hearts and the messages they wanted to convey had not been lost along their great journey.


  “We’re here!” announced Moe.


  Jinya had listened to her explanation as they eventually made their way to Misaki Park, a small park in the local residential area. The word “Misaki” could mean ghost in Japanese, so it was quite a coincidence for them to come here after fighting the Shibuya Seven Specters.


  “So, I’m sure you’ve already put two and two together and figured out how I already knew ’bout you, but just to be clear, I’ve heard a lot of stories ’bout you since I was little. Stories ’bout how you were a master swordsman who could kill demons in a single stroke.”


  The two walked to the middle of the park and faced one another. It was a summer night, and though things had cooled down slightly, the heat was still oppressive. But something else burned in Jinya’s chest like a pyre—sweltering emotions from a time long ago.


  “From your predecessor, I take it?”


  “Yep. I’ve heard the stories over and over. I know all ’bout how the third Somegorou’s best friend was a demon and how he wanted an Akitsu Somegorou to be standin’ by your side when it was time for you to face Magatsume. My father, my grandfather, and even my grandfather’s master all worked super hard to make sure it could happen.”


  Even though Nomari and Heikichi’s bloodline came to an end, the Akitsu still persisted. For the sake of the distant future, they carried on the third Somegorou’s words so he could fulfill his duty as a friend of the man named Kadono Jinya. Akitsu Somegorou overcame eternity.


  “You were close friends with him, right? The Third, I mean.”


  “Yeah. I was. When I think back, he was always there to chide me whenever I thought I was losing my way. He could really hold his liquor too. We’d turn any occasion we could into an excuse to drink.”


  He’d been able to open a restaurant in Kyoto thanks to Somegorou’s help. The man came by practically every day to eat kitsune soba. Sometimes they drank together to grumble about how sad they were to see the kids grow up so quickly: Nomari, Heikichi, Kaneomi, and Somegorou. Ah, come to think of it, the candy apple heavenly maiden also appeared right around then, and he reunited with Chitose around that time as well.


  How nostalgic. It was all in the distant past now, lost but never forgotten. Those happy times supported him even now.


  “Heh heh, I see. Oh, right, so… Y’know how it took me like three whole months before approaching you? I came to our school ’cause I heard a Kadono Jinya was applying there, but I didn’t know if it was really you you, y’know? So I had to keep an eye on ya for a bit.”


  “So you only made your move once you were sure it was me?”


  “Yup. After a while I knew you were the right guy and all, but I still didn’t know if you were what I was hopin’ for. It’d suck if you were different from all the stories I knew and were actually a scumbag or somethin’, right? It’s been a long time since the third Somegorou was around too, so you might’ve changed, maybe strayed off the right path. That’s why I had Himekawa introduce me to you.” She didn’t try to get in touch with Jinya directly and instead asked others about him around the start of the school year. Only after three months did she make a proactive move. Her coming clean about this all now could only mean she was finished sizing him up.


  “So, how about it? Did I meet your expectations?”


  “Sure did. Awkward, but kind. Weak, but stronger than anyone else. You’re every bit the man I’ve known you to be, but you’re different in some ways. You played along with my nonsense and heard me out sincerely. I’d be interested in you even if I weren’t Akitsu Somegorou.” She thought better of him than he’d expected. She saw him for who he truly was, not the demon hunter she heard about in stories, but Jinya himself. “But yeah, I’ve decided you’re fit to hear the precious words we Akitsu have carried all this way… The third Akitsu Somegorou has a message for you. Will you accept it?”


  “Sure. Let me hear it.” Jinya gave her a firm nod that put a soft smile on her face.


  Her expression turned serious. Momoe Moe, the tenth Akitsu Somegorou, dropped down on one knee before Jinya. “It is an honor to meet you, Kadono Jinya-sama. I am the tenth to take up the name Akitsu Somegorou, having inherited Shouki’s blade from my predecessor. Per the wishes of the Third and the Fourth, I come to you to pay my respects, as belated as I may be in doing so.”


  It was strange to see this trendy, modern girl greeting him so formally on one knee, but he would not tease her for it. He had to sincerely hear out what she—no, what all the Akitsu had to tell him.


  “I see. You have my praise for carrying on the legendary Akitsu line,” he said.


  “I am most grateful”


  “You can speak normally if you want. I don’t mind.”


  “I appreciate your consideration, but though I remain inexperienced, I am still an Akitsu Somegorou and must carry myself with dignity befitting the name.” Her words were polite, but her will was firm. Her unyielding manner was a far cry from the aloof Somegorou that Jinya had known, but he felt nostalgic nonetheless. “Jinya-sama. I bear a message from the Third for you.” She lifted her face to reveal a teasing grin. A different, distant face popped into his mind as she said, “‘What’d I tell ya? Humans are tougher than you thought, right?’”


  Jinya was stunned for a moment. The message was far too brief, but it fit his friend to a T. Dazed, he said, “Is…is that it?”


  “It is. We Akitsu have carried those few words for over a hundred years, solely for the purpose of seeing that stupefied look on your face.”


  Jinya recalled the time he tried to tell an elderly Somegorou not to fight. Humans aged. Time allowed one to refine their skills, but eventually the body declined. Worried for his friend, who had only a fraction of the strength he’d possessed in his heyday, Jinya had asked Somegorou to stay behind.


  “Aha ha ha, I appreciate your concern. But we humans are tougher than you’d think. I won’t kick the bucket that easily… Humans are not as strong as demons, nor do they live as long, and yet we are undying.”


  Somegorou boldly answered Jinya with those words.


  At the time, Jinya could not bring himself to agree. Humans were frail creatures. Their bodies broke with the slightest issue, and they had changes of heart over the slightest disagreements. Nothing that existed was changeless, least of all humans. They were the exact opposite of immortality.


  “From the look on your face, I take it you don’t believe me. That’s fine, though. Let me prove man’s tenacity to you firsthand.” Somegorou had laughed off Jinya’s disbelief. It took more than a hundred years, but his words had finally gotten through to Jinya.


  “Ha ha ha. I can’t believe him…” Jinya spoke in disbelief, half out of exasperation and half out of amazement.


  Somegorou did just what he said and proved he was right. Humans were not as strong as demons, nor did they live as long, and yet man was undying. Jinya found himself in total agreement with Somegorou’s words.


  “Humans are tough, huh? Yeah… Yeah, they are.” Jinya couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.


  Time was a mysterious thing. He’d lived a long life and lost many things, but there were moments of unexpected reunions with the past that made his heart leap with joy. Though he sometimes lamented the fact his body could not age, there truly were people he wouldn’t have met otherwise.


  “His words have reached me. Thank you, Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth. I’m proud to call you…no, all of you, my friends.” From the heart, he gave her his honest gratitude.


  “I must thank you as well for hearing out the Third’s words. You’ve given all our efforts meaning.” Moe was grateful as well. Akitsu Somegorou had undoubtedly been proud to call Jinya his friend as well.


  It was a little comical of them—after many years, Jinya reunited with an old friend, and they started off by thanking one another? But he was happy anyway.


  Under a summer sky full of twinkling stars, the two stayed like that for a while, simply smiling at one another.


   


  ***


   


  “And that’s about everything.”


  The next day, Miyaka was at her desk preparing for first period when Moe came in and immediately started explaining everything that had happened last night. From her time spent observing Jinya, Moe knew Miyaka more or less was already familiar with his circumstances, so she came clean and hid little from her.


  “So, like, thanks, I guess. Thanks to you, things went pretty smoothly. I felt like you deserved to know a bit more about what was goin’ on.”


  Miyaka was surprised and a bit dazed.


  In things like shojo manga, the difference between “like” and “love” sometimes came up. They were both used to express affection, but there was a clear difference between the two. It’s a common cliché in romance stories to have characters agonize over whether their feelings for another were of the “like” or the “love” kind. But the feelings Moe had for Jinya were probably neither of the two. He was dear to her, of course, but her feelings for him didn’t belong to her alone. They were originally the feelings of a man many years removed from her own time, feelings akin to a letter that began, “To my dear friend.” 


  That was all to say that Miyaka had misunderstood everything going on between Moe and Jinya and agonized over nothing this whole time. Naturally, she felt quite embarrassed. She was also relieved, though, and that allowed her to feel genuinely happy Moe’s wish came true. “I’m happy for you. It’s good you could meet him.” 


  “Thanks. I’ve always liked him, so I’ve dreamed about meeting him forever,” Moe said. “For real, though, I’m so glad I could meet him and tell him just how much we loved him.”


  “I see… But to think that stuff was why you came here chasing Jinya. You had me misunderstanding things quite a bit.”


  “Aha ha, yeah, I can see why. I did a lotta misleading things, huh? But I do love him, though, so…maybe you didn’t misunderstand things?”


  “Huh?” Miyaka was about to ask what she meant by that, but then Moe abruptly got up, excused herself, and beelined over to the entrance of the classroom to greet Jinya—much like an eager puppy whose owner had just come home. “Mornin’!”


  “Good morning, Momoe.”


  “So formal. You can just call me ‘Moe,’ and I’ll call you ‘Jin.’ Other people already call you ‘Jinya’ anyway.”


  “All right, Moe it is.”


  “Thanks, Jin. I’m hopin’ to get to know ya better, not as ‘Aki’ but as ‘Moe.’”


  Come to think of it, Moe had never once told Jinya to call her “Aki” instead of “Momoe Moe.” She insisted others do it because she didn’t like the ring of her own name that much and because she was proud of being Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth, but she didn’t seem to want him to call her Aki.


  “Y’know, I actually kinda thought you might greet me as ‘Somegorou’ first thing in the morning,” she said.


  “Wouldn’t that be a bit rude of me? You’re not just some replacement for him. I want to treat you as you, Momoe Moe, not Somegorou.”


  “Heh, that kind of makes me happy. You already know I had my reasons for approachin’ ya, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t also personally interested in you.” Bashfully, she drew closer to him. They seemed closer than they’d been yesterday. “You may still be good friends with Somegorou, but I want to be able to say I’m good friends with you too, Jin.”


  Any ordinary boy would have been hurt if she told him she wanted to be just “friends” with him, but Jinya looked warmly at her while she grinned bashfully. Their classmates began to stir when they noticed their strange exchange.


  “See you at lunch later,” she said.


  “Sure.”


  She waved him goodbye and returned to Miyaka, humming a tune as she arrived. She was clearly in high spirits. “Sorry for runnin’ out on you.”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  They went back to chatting as if Moe’s exchange with Jinya hadn’t just happened. Moe felt more animated than before, though.


  “Um, hey…” Miyaka was about to ask something but couldn’t find the words. What could she even ask? Maybe if Moe thought of Jinya as just a dear friend, or something more? Absurd. In any case, Miyaka didn’t have the courage to come out and ask something like that directly.


  Moe stared at Miyaka as the latter slunk into silence. “Hm? What’s up, Himekawa?”


  Moe smiled. Something about her smile seemed more mature to Miyaka than it had yesterday. It was like the calm surface of a lake, candid and beautiful. Her smile felt more captivating than it had before, and Miyaka couldn’t understand for the life of her why that was.




  Flowers from Bygone Days


   


  1


   


  EVERY FLOWER HAD A SEASON it bloomed in.


  Cherry blossoms bloomed in spring, sunflowers in summer, chrysanthemums in autumn, and camellia in winter.


  Though each season bore different varieties, there were always flowers blooming somewhere to give the world its color.


  July 2009.


  “…And that ends our noon broadcast. Thank you for listening.”


  A cute voice brought the regular lunchtime broadcast to a close. A few students let out sighs of admiration. Mai’s broadcasts were still oddly popular, but no one had matched the voice to her yet.


  Lunch period was half over, so most of the students had already finished their lunch and started engaging in lively chatter with others. Even though it was swelteringly hot, the energy in the class was high. Classes were winding down with the semester drawing to a close and summer vacation only a week away. This would be their first long break since they started high school. Everyone chatted excitedly about where they would go, how they wanted to find a part-time job, and so on.


  “Nothing beats the beach!” Azusaya Kaoru was among them. With summer vacation so close, somebody had to plan where they would go. Of course, Miyaka would hash out the finer details, not her. “But camping would be fun too. We def gotta go see a fireworks show—oh, and the festival. Miyaka-chan, is your place doing the usual thing again?”


  “Yeah, on the fifteenth of August. I’ll be busy helping run things, though.”


  The Jinta Shrine held a yearly festival on the fifteenth of August, and all kinds of vendors opened stalls on their grounds. Since her second year in junior high, Miyaka had been helping out with the shrine’s business by selling talismans and charms during the festival. Technically she wasn’t “selling” them but “­offering” them as a form of paid religious service, but the actual work was no different from any other festival stall. The real hassle was the preparations leading up to the festival.


  “Can’t say I envy you, Miyaka-chan.”


  “It’s not that bad. But there are a lot of people who ask to take pictures with you when you’re wearing shrine maiden garb…” Miyaka’s shoulders deflated. 


  “Sounds tiring.” Kaoru smiled understandingly.


  The shrine had received a lot of visitors during the past couple  of festivals Miyaka worked, and she almost wanted to pray they would get fewer.


  “But I guess that means we can’t look around the festival together,” said Kaoru.


  “Sorry.”


  “No, it’s fine. But you can make it up to me by hanging out a lot with me on other days!”


  “You’re right. Oh…but I’m thinking of picking up a part-time job over summer vacation, so I might be a bit busy.” Miyaka had already interviewed for a part-time job at the convenience store near the school. If things went well, she would start working in late July.


  “What, really?”


  “I don’t have any training camp to go to since I quit basketball, so I’ve got more free days than usual. Oh, and I’ll be doing a study course for a week.”


  “Whaaat? Why are you studying more when you’ve already gotten into high school?!” Kaoru looked at her friend in disbelief.


  “Well, I’ve got to start thinking about college exams.” Miyaka hadn’t always intended to be so studious, but she’d had a change of heart, likely because she’d learned more about the Jinta Shrine and the Itsukihime.


  “Where’d this all come from? Is there some kind of dream you have for the future, or a job you want?”


  “Nothing that specific. But you know how my family runs a shrine? The management costs come from the neighborhood


  association, and donations help us get by. But the future of the shrine is a bit unclear, so I wanna get some qualifications to do something on the side while I’m working there. I want to do what I can to protect the Jinta Shrine as its Itsukihime, or something like that.”


  Her ancestors spent an outrageous amount of time trying to connect the feelings of the past to the present, and as the current Itsukihime, it was her duty to carry on their work. Her thinking may have been old-fashioned, but she had chosen to make small, gradual efforts to see this goal through. Her part-time job and her summer course were all to help her get into a good college so she could be ready to do as much as she could for the shrine when her parents handed it off to her one day.


  Of course, the best way to secure the future of the shrine was probably to enter a college with a Shinto priest qualifications course, nab a man looking to become a Shinto priest, and have him take her last name and enter the family. But Miyaka didn’t like that strategy too much and purposefully pretended it wasn’t an option.


  “You’ve really thought about this, huh?” said Kaoru.


  “A little. I am an Itsukihime, after all. But I’ll hang out with you whenever I have time. And I’ll plan our trips, so don’t worry.”


  “Yay! Oh, Kadono-kun! Welcome back.” Kaoru smiled brightly as she greeted Jinya, who’d gone off somewhere at the start of lunch period. Miyaka was happy to see Kaoru back to her usual self, since she had recently been a bit out of sorts.


  “Hey.” Miyaka welcomed Jinya back as well, and he returned her a nod. These lighthearted exchanges made her feel a bit bashful. “Finished with your call?”


  “Yeah. Rika’s request should finally be taken care of now.”


  “That’s Toudou-kun’s younger sister, right?”


  “Right. His younger sister.” He nodded firmly, emphasizing the “younger sister” part for some reason.


  “Well, at least nothing serious happened.”


  “You said it. Even Natsuki was worried.”


  Jinya was working on an assignment given to him by Toudou Natsuki’s sister Rika. Miyaka didn’t ask for the details, but apparently an urban legend had appeared at the junior high school Rika went to. Jinya had already slain the urban legend in question yesterday and had called to check on her.


  In the end, no particular problem had come up. The request had taken up most of his time these past few days, but now Jinya could finally relax.


  “What’re you going to do over summer vacation, Kadono-kun?” asked Kaoru. “Maybe get a part-time job? Do a summer course?”


  “Me? It’s not quite a part-time job, but I’ll be accepting my usual work like always. I don’t think I’ll have the time to commit to any summer courses.”


  “Oh, right. You’ve got your hands pretty full with your ‘full-time job’ as it is, huh?”


  The reason Jinya had come to Kadono in the first place was to pursue the mastermind behind the counterfeit urban legends. He didn’t have time to waste on studies. He wasn’t even their age. But if he didn’t have time to waste studying, why had he entered their high school? Confused, Miyaka asked, “If you’ve got your hands full with that sort of work already, why go to school at all?”


  “You’ve got a point, but I heard a somewhat troublesome spirit would appear at this location. I figured there would be no harm in acting like a student until it does.”


  “But there’s no reason to go as far as actually enrolling, right?” Realizing that her words could come off as harsh, she added, “Er, not that I’ve got any problem with you being our classmate or anything.”


  “It’s all right; I know what you mean,” said Jinya. Miyaka breathed a sigh of relief. “Of course, I probably could have gotten by without actually enrolling in the school as a student, but trying to enter the school premises as an outsider could get me in trouble with the police.”


  “Wait, that’s why? You’re worried about the police?”


  “Don’t underestimate them. Urban legends and spirits may be scary, but the police can be even scarier. Of course, the most frightening thing of all would be getting caught by the eyes of the public.”


  “You don’t say…” Miyaka was in half disbelief, but what he said made sense. She just hadn’t expected him to have such a realistic answer for her. Of course a man who slew spirits with a sword would stand out in this day and age and need to take precautions against being caught.


  “That said, the main reason I enrolled here was because the people of the Toudou family recommended it. I’ve never attended a school, you see. They arranged things for me, saying it’d be a waste for me to not enjoy myself a little.” His tone sounded a bit boastful. He gave a lot of excuses for coming here, but he ultimately wound up coming because of the kindness of those around him, and he was proud of that fact. “But even if none of that was the case, I’d rather not spend my vacation time studying.”


  “Right?! I’m not alone!” Kaoru was ecstatic to find a like-minded individual.


  Jinya took his classes seriously, but he only did enough to keep his grades average. He wasn’t a star student by any means. He was strong in classic Japanese, math, and science, but he was only so-so with modern Japanese and history, and his English was abysmal—as in failing his English finals levels of bad. He seemed to struggle more with the language than he ever did in his battles against urban legends. He managed to pass the makeup exam by studying together with Mai and Yanagi, but it remained his worst subject by a mile.


  “Don’t forget about me, Azusaya.”


  “Aki-chan!”


  Appearing out of nowhere was Momoe Moe, someone they’d recently been with a lot. Miyaka had been a little on edge around her at first, but Moe had become a good friend now.


  “I mean, like, it’s summer vacation, man! You feel me? We’ve got so much to do! There’s no time for studyin’ or homework!” said Moe.


  “Right?! A student’s duty is to play, not study!” said Kaoru.


  “I’m not so sure I agree there, but I do find English homework to be a challenge,” said Jinya.


  Having found common ground, the three shared their gripes. Miyaka watched them in exasperation.


  Yanagi had the best grades of their friend group, followed by Mai and Miyaka, then Kumiko. Natsuki struggled a little bit with academics, and then Jinya, Kaoru, and Moe were down at the bottom.


  “Hey, wait… Jin, you actually get decent grades compared to us. Is this really your first time going to school?” questioned Moe.


  “Back when I lived in Tokyo, I sometimes helped Natsuki and his father with their homework.”


  “Aha ha, showing off for the kids?”


  “Something like that, I suppose.” Questioned further, he told them that the kids in the family would pester him to help with their homework, so he studied to a point where he could handle elementary school work with no problems.


  Miyaka found it surprising that Moe struggled with school. She could cook well, had the classy hobby of ikebana flower arranging, and was always surprising others by being more together than her appearance let on. “I’m a bit surprised. I thought for sure Momoe-san would have good grades. You seem good at learning things.”


  “Yeaaah, well, my Akitsu Somegorou trainin’, cookin’, and ­ikebana keep me busy, and I’m always messin’ around with friends, so I don’t really study. Also, you’re real stubborn about not calling me Aki, huh?”


  “Oh. Sorry, I forgot.” Miyaka wasn’t doing it on purpose; she just wasn’t used to using “Aki” yet.


  “It’s fine. You can just call me ‘Moe’ if you want, and I’ll call you ‘Miyaka.’”


  “You don’t mind?”


  “Nah. I like you, Miyaka.”


  “Oh, um, thanks…Moe?” Miyaka felt a bit embarrassed by Moe’s frankness. Meanwhile, Moe smiled, happy to be addressed by her first name without an honorific. She came over to Miyaka and whispered in her ear.


  “We both have pretty old-fashioned names, so let’s get along. You’re the current Itsukihime, right?”


  Miyaka was the current Itsukihime, and Moe was the current Akitsu Somegorou. Perhaps Moe’s situation meant she knew about the history of the Itsukihime. Kaoru and the others basically knew about the Akitsu and Itsukihime as well, so there was no real reason to be so silent, but Miyaka whispered back just to humor her. “I am. Let’s get along.”


  Moe seemed like someone who was easy to be friends with. Miyaka had a feeling they would be close.


  She glanced at Jinya and saw him watching their exchange with a warmhearted smile, like a parent watching children play.


  “Oh, seems like you guys’re having fun.”


  “W-we’re back.”


  Tomishima Yanagi and Yoshioka Mai returned to the classroom, having finished their noon broadcast. The two of them being together had become such a familiar sight that nobody teased them for it anymore, but Mai didn’t just rely on Yanagi for everything. She’d overcome her past trauma and had grown familiar with her classmates on her own. Their summer vacation this year was sure to be fun.


  “Oh, welcome back, you two.”


  “’Sup, Azusaya-san.”


  “Oh, by the way, which do you two prefer? The beach or the mountains?”


  “For a summer vacation trip? Hm. What do you think, Mai?”


  “Me? U-um, I…”


  Things became all the livelier with the addition of two more people.


  Summer vacation was right before their eyes. Kaoru smiled and said it would be weird if they weren’t this excited. Seeing how much fun her friend was having, Miyaka grinned herself.


   


  ***


   


  After school let out, Azusaya Kaoru was by herself for once. Though she looked and acted young, she couldn’t remain a child forever. She had her own worries on her mind and felt like going home alone that day. She was thinking about Miyaka’s words from earlier.


  Kaoru was proud of her friend. Not much time had passed since they started high school, but Miyaka was already thinking of her future. Kaoru thought that was amazing, but she couldn’t bring herself to praise her. She was full of worry because she felt like she was being left behind. She had been so excited to dream up plans for summer vacation during their lunch period, but now all that bubbliness was gone.


  “What’s with the long face today?”


  As she was leaving the school she ran into Jinya, who must have noticed something was off with her. She smiled ambiguously and asked with some hesitation, “Kadono-kun, do you have any dreams for the future?”


  “Not in particular. I’m satisfied so long as I can eat, drink, and be sure those important to me are safe.” Come to think of it, he already had a way of making a living, so it would be weird for him to have something like a dream job. “Right now, there’s something I must see through. I can’t start thinking about the future until it’s over.”


  “I see…” She looked at her feet, her gloom going nowhere. He had no aspirations either, but their reasons were completely different. He was still focused on something that was yet to come.


  “There’s nothing wrong with worrying about things; just do it in moderation.”


  “…H-huh?”


  He abruptly patted the top of her head. She looked up at him, eyes wide with surprise, and saw a rare, gentle look on his face.


  “…I feel like I’m being treated like a child.”


  “Ha ha. More like a grandchild, given our ages.”


  “Aren’t you supposed to give me some advice at times like this?”


  “Perhaps, but I’d rather you savor this chance to worry while you still can. Before you know it, you’ll grow up and be so busy you won’t have the time to.”


  He looked to the side, seeming much older than he usually did. He knew she had worries, but he offered neither advice nor consolation. She puffed her cheeks out and shot a mean look at him, but he just grinned.


  “People cannot stand in place forever. Even if you constantly worry and no solution comes to you, there will still be a time when you have to move forward.”


  “…Is that what happened to you?”


  “Yeah. Even though I didn’t know what I would do once I reached my destination, I had to keep moving forward. Such things happen, so don’t feel bad. Just let yourself worry while you still can. I’m sure it’ll pay off someday.” He was a demon who had lived for more than a hundred years, but he didn’t belittle her worries because of that. “Anyway, take care. Don’t stay out late.”


  “You really treat me like a child, huh…? But yeah. Thanks. See you later.”


  Nothing had been resolved. Her sense of inferiority still remained, smoldering in her heart. But her gloom had weakened, and she managed to smile as she parted with Jinya.


  She walked home alone, returning before it got dark with no problem.


  Kaoru woke up the next day feeling more refreshed than usual. She felt invigorated after changing her clothes and washing her face, and the breakfast her mother made tasted wonderful. She laughed about what a simple creature she was. All it took was a little chat with Jinya, a bath, and a good night’s rest, and she was her typical self once again.


  Her home was ordinary. Her father was a company employee, and her mother was a housewife. She had one older brother, but he was living alone in another prefecture as he attended college. Her family wasn’t a line of shrine maidens, nor were they craftsmen with special powers. They were plain and ordinary people.


  Kaoru herself had no special skills. Her hobby was manga, but she didn’t read all that much, and her grades were far from good. But she didn’t think less of herself just because she wasn’t special. She knew most people weren’t. She wasn’t jealous of Miyaka for being so much better at sports and studying. Instead, she valued her as a friend and enjoyed life and school. The sense of inferiority in her that reared its ugly head was insignificant enough that it had disappeared after a single night. She told her family she was heading out for school, then went out the door like she always did.


  “Oh, Kaoru. Morning.”


  “Miyaka-chan! Morning!”


  She met up with Miyaka on the way to school. There was no stiffness between them. Talking with her felt comfortable.


  “What’s that you’ve got there?”


  “Oh, right. I almost forgot. Here, a present.” Miyaka handed over a ball-like cluster of small, white, four-petaled flowers that looked modest but exuded a bittersweet aroma.


  “It’s beautiful. Where’d you get it from?”


  “Someone, uh, gave it to me on the way here. You seemed a little off yesterday, so I thought maybe you might like it.”


  “Huh?”


  “Figured it might give you a change of mood.”


  “…Thank you, Miyaka-chan.” Kaoru hugged her friend, not caring that they were walking to school. Miyaka was surprised but didn’t shake her off.


  Not a trace of Kaoru’s gloom remained. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, the sun shone clear, and the cicadas cried out. The beginning of her day was refreshing like clear blue skies.


  “Good morning!”


  She strode into the classroom and found Jinya and Natsuki already inside, chatting with classmates.


  “Good morning, Azusaya. Did you get a good rest last night?” asked Jinya.


  “I slept like a baby! Sorry for worrying you.”


  “Not at all. I’m happy so long as you’re happy.” Jinya’s words would’ve sounded insincere from anyone else, but she knew he meant it. Come to think of it, he tended to treat Natsuki similarly to her. Perhaps he saw them both the same way.


   


  ***


   


  Kaoru arrived in the classroom apparently back to her usual energetic self. Jinya was relieved to see that, but what she had in her hands caught his attention.


  “Those flowers…”


  “Oh, these? Aren’t they pretty? Miyaka-chan gave them to me. Um, what’s their name again?”


  “…Winter daphne.” Jinya flatly answered before Miyaka could react. “Miyaka, where did you find these flowers?”


  “What? Um, yesterday. At a flower shop.”


  “Huh? I thought you said someone gave them to you,” said Kaoru.


  “…Someone did give them to me. At the flower shop.”


  Kaoru cocked her head to the side at Miyaka’s ambiguous answer.


  Jinya had no interest in pressing her for details there. The flowers themselves were what caught his interest. “The winter daphne came to Japan from China around the Muromachi ­period. It’s often planted around garden trees and hedges, and it’s famous for bearing a strong smell like tea olive despite its dainty appearance.”


  “You sure know a lot about flowers,” said Kaoru.


  “I had an opportunity to learn in the past. But the scent of winter daphne is also said to herald the arrival of spring since it blooms at the beginning of the season. The flower has been loved since ancient times because of this…” His voice grew a touch firmer. “…But it shouldn’t be possible for it to bloom in the summer.” 


  There was a flower from a different season in front of him. That would have been strange in the past, but it wasn’t so unthinkable nowadays. Using a temperature-controlled environment to adjust the timing when a flower bloomed was rather normal. But winter daphne held a special significance to Jinya, so he couldn’t help but think there might be something more to it.


  Miyaka saw his reaction and asked in a low voice, “You mean there might be something…supernatural going on?”


  “Who can say? There’s no knowing at this point. Do you remember what that flower shop was called?”


  “It’s the one Moe usually goes to, over in one of the residential districts. I think it was called ‘Miura Flowers’?” Miyaka’s expression clouded as she wondered if another fearsome urban legend was waiting in the wings. 


  When he heard the shop’s name, Jinya’s jaw dropped. “Miura…Flowers?”


  “Y-yeah…?”


  “Interesting… I’m guessing the owner is a woman?”


  “How’d you know? She says she’s over forty, but she looks like she could be a junior high schooler.”


  Miura, flowers, out-of-season winter daphne, and a young-looking owner. These weren’t hints so much as flat-out answers. There was a supernatural element at play here, but there was no danger. Jinya had an idea who had supplied this out-of-season flower.


  “Sorry, you can relax. There’s nothing to worry about here,” he said.


  “…You’re sure?”


  “Positive. I feel silly for getting worked up at all.” Forget over forty, the flower shop owner was well past her hundreds. Jinya sighed, his shoulders sagging and a calm smile on his face. “You know what? I think I’ll head out early today.”


  Leaving his bag behind, he got up and started toward the classroom’s exit. Thinking he was leaving to look into the out-of-season flower, Miyaka called out, “I can tell you where the flower shop is if you want.”


  “No, that’s all right. That would be boorish of me.”


  Not quite understanding what he meant, she looked at him quizzically. “Aren’t you going to investigate the flower shop?”


  “Nah.” He looked back over his shoulder at the stunned Miyaka. “I’m just going to go smell the roses for a bit.”


  He was in high enough spirits to surprise even himself.


  The story of Azusaya Kaoru’s worries was for another time, to be told in the tale of candy apples and the heavenly maiden. What lay beyond this point was the story of a man and a woman who once spent time together.


  Feelings bloomed and withered across the seasons. Though they knew they were fated to scatter in a profusion of petals someday, they bloomed all the same to proudly show they were there.


  This was a story about such flowery feelings that once bloomed along the side of the road.


   


  2


   


  ONCE UPON A TIME, long ago, a man embarked from his home village heartbroken after someone dear to him was killed. His only companions for his journey were a sword and a vague hatred. He’d failed to protect what was important to him and couldn’t even properly loathe his enemy, so he made just one wish: Let me be strong.


  He believed strength would have let him protect what he’d failed to preserve. He believed it would let him see his duty through without wavering. So, he devoted himself to strength and strength alone. He continued his journey without a clear goal or any understanding of why he fought.


  “Human, for what purpose do you wield your blade?”


  He still had no answer to that question that pursued him.


  Even so, he wanted strength.


  The strength never to doubt, the strength never to waver…


   


  ***


   


  Hydrangeas bloomed in summer, in a garden somewhere.


  He failed to protect those he loved and lost everything, but he gritted his teeth and continued forward, believing that something from those times still remained. In the end, the demon found something new to treasure.


  Bewildered, Miyaka watched as Jinya left school early.


  “Jii-chan used to work as a gardener for my great-grandmother’s family,” explained Natsuki, who happened to be there. “That flower must have meant something to him.”


  “He worked as a gardener?”


  “Yeah. My great-grandmother was a Taisho noble who lived in a luxurious home called the Hydrangea Mansion. Jii-chan apparently took care of the hydrangeas in their garden, which is probably why he knows so much about flowers.”


  Miyaka had known Jinya was over a hundred years old, but hearing he worked under nobles in the Taisho era was an unexpected surprise. Natsuki had no reason to lie, so it was probably true too. Her sense of normalcy had only continued to crumble after she started high school.


  “You know, maybe he’s even familiar with Miura Flowers from the past,” said Natsuki. He had a point. There was precedent, since Jinya had ties to the Itsukihime and Akitsu Somegorou. He might have known the owner several generations back. But then what was all that about the out-of-season flower?


  “Wow. Kadono-kun worked for nobles!” said Kaoru blithely. 


  Miyaka dropped her train of thought and just nodded in agreement. It felt strange that their classmate, who looked their own age, had held a job at all.


  “He’s apparently done a lot of things. He told me he’s been a shrine maiden guardian, a ronin, a soba restaurant owner, a gardener, a theater worker, and even a sword.”


  “I’m sorry, ‘a sword’? What’s that mean?” asked Miyaka.


  “Beats me. I’ve asked myself, but he wouldn’t explain.”


  The three pondered what kind of job being a sword might refer to, but nothing concrete came to mind. Eventually school began, and the matter remained a mystery.


   


  ***


   


  Marvel of Peru flowers bloomed from summer to autumn.


  Their petals opened in the evening, earning them another name: beauty-of-the-nights, known in Japanese as “nomari.” They’re a rather unusual flower able to produce many different-colored individual flowers with the same bushel.


  He was sure he would never forget the days they shared as family, nor the sight of the sky’s evening lull. 


  “Aaaahh, I’m late…! Hm? Jin, what’re you doing here?”


  After telling the teacher he was leaving early, Jinya ran into Moe as he passed through the school gates.


  Moe, the tenth Akitsu Somegorou. Memories of the past flitted through his mind. Somegorou had helped him open his soba restaurant back in the Meiji years, hadn’t he? Jinya lived a quiet life with Nomari there. Somegorou and Heikichi visited almost every day, and Kaneomi freeloaded off them for quite a while. Jinya could see those happy times standing right behind Moe, but he shook the thoughts free from his head and ended his reminiscing. The past was dear to him, but he shouldn’t be so rude as to let it overshadow the present.


  “Good morning, Moe. I’m thinking I’ll leave early today.”


  “Is something going down? Let me help.”


  “It’s nothing like that. I’m just going to go smell the roses for a bit.”


  “Huh?”


  While she was left dazed, he bid her goodbye and passed through the school gate. He felt refreshed, like he was going on a stroll, and Moe watched wordlessly from behind as he left. Then she heard the school bell chime and bolted for the classroom in a panic.


  Having enjoyed his brief chat with Somegorou, Jinya set out for town. Just like old times, he thought with a smile.


  Lantern plants and tea olive bloomed in autumn.


  The Lantern Plant Market in Asakusa traced its roots back to the Edo period. In hindsight, he wished he had gone with them back then. That was the season she first began to teach him about flowers. It was thanks to her that he learned the importance of taking his time and walking.


  “Welcome…! Ah, if it isn’t the Yasha.”


  Jinya visited the Aye-Aye Mart near the school and was greeted by the smile of a murderer. He still couldn’t get accustomed to this, but he appreciated the usefulness of convenience stores. He went to them fairly often since he lived alone.


  He planned to buy a can of coffee and ask for directions at the register. People sometimes went to the police box for directions, but officers could be surprisingly arrogant and unhelpful. Convenience stores, on the other hand, were more than happy to be of service so long as you were a customer. But again, the sight of a murderer greeting him with a smile still remained strange to him.


  “Could I ask for some directions while I’m here?”


  “Of course, sir.”


  “…Just speak normally, please.”


  “Hmph. Very well.” The convenience store manager at the register, Okada Kiichi, scoffed, but Jinya didn’t mind the rudeness. Hearing him speak in the customer-service voice was many times worse.


  “I’m looking for a place called Miura Flowers.”


  “Ah, that flower shop over yonder? Wait one moment; I shall draw you a map.”


  “…You’re used to doing this, huh?”


  “Many people come asking for directions. I’ve memorized the area to be better prepared.”


  The vicious murderer took his job seriously. With some admiration, Jinya thought about how the man had changed.


  “Here. Take it.” Kiichi offhandedly passed him a slip of paper.


  Jinya paid exact change for the coffee and left. It wasn’t just Kiichi who had changed, of course; Jinya himself had changed too. The man he used to be wouldn’t have allowed himself to be this much at peace. The Jinya who sought strength and nothing else was a thing of the distant past.


  With that thought in his mind, he sped up his pace. He had many things he wanted to tell her, as many as the number of things she had taught him.


  Daffodils and wild ginger bloomed in winter.


  He saw a small pond and a garden full of charming daffodils—the Garden of Happiness she used to know.


  In the Meiji era, he unexpectedly reunited with a certain woman. Once known simply as “Streetwalker,” she went by “Kinu” after she married Naotsugu. To Jinya, she was reminiscent of wild ginger: One must part fallen leaves to see the flowers of wild ginger at the foot of trees, but they give winter a much-needed gentle color. They withstand the cold and bloom out of sight, a display of modesty and strength.


  He wasn’t without his complaints against her, though. Soon after he started high school, he saw a play called Streetwalker in the Rain. Her depiction of the pathetic ronin in the story was mean-spirited, but he couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he watched.


  “Not far now,” he mused to himself. He walked through the residential district, following the map Kiichi drew for him. 


  He hadn’t asked Miyaka for directions because he felt it would be unfair. Asking a young woman he was close with for directions to visit another woman would be discourteous to them both.


  The flower shop was close now. He felt as though he had walked for longer than the actual distance should have taken. The neighborhood was peaceful. The silence made many thoughts rise to mind, then disappear. Most of them were about her.


  What was she thinking about just now? What would they talk about when they met? Their bond was not a romantic one, but he found himself excited as if he were meeting with a lover.


  As he rounded a corner, the shop came in sight, and he narrowed his gaze wistfully. He felt as though he had walked for more than a hundred years to get here.


  Winter daphne and snow willows bloomed in spring.


  It was she who taught him that the aroma of winter daphne signaled the beginning of spring. 


  “You’re only temporarily fixated on this goal of yours. So don’t say it’s all you have left.”


  She helped him move past his obsession with strength.


  “It’ll do you good to stop and appreciate your surroundings every now and then, just like this. You might not realize it, but there are flowers blooming all around you. If only you’d look, you’d see a world you hadn’t seen before.”


  Here at the end of his long journey, he met the Itsukihime and Akitsu Somegorou—two beautiful flowers he’d never expected to see again. But he would never have seen beauty in flowers to begin with if not for her. She taught him that even if he had set off on his journey for the wrong reasons, there were still things of value to be discovered along the way.


  And now, summer had arrived again.


  A clear blue sky hung overhead, and the cries of cicadas could be heard chirping in the distance. The brilliance of summer remained dazzling, even as he tried to shield his eyes from the sun with a hand. The flower shop he reached didn’t have the typical stylish exterior; instead, it looked old-fashioned in a cozy way. A youthful woman was busy at work near the front of the shop. How nostalgic, Jinya thought, letting slip a small smile. Like an insect drawn to a flower, he found himself approaching her before he knew it.


  She noticed him and looked up. Her posture was just as perfect and elegant as he remembered.


  “Welcome. Can I help you find anything?”


  “Well… I doubt you have snow willows in stock.”


  “Unfortunately, we do not.”


  “And spring has already passed. What a shame. I always thought we’d go look at some snow willows together when we met again.”


  Their parting flitted through his mind. She had asked if they would meet again, and he had hoped so. It was his heartfelt wish that after many years had passed them by, they would meet again sometime, somewhere and go see the snow willows.


  She laughed. “Don’t worry. The snow willows will bloom again next year. Flowers bloom every year.”


  “Right. They bloom to scatter, and they scatter to bloom again someday. Missing a seasonal flower is nothing to be sad about, is it?”


  They’d missed the right season for spring flowers, but there was nothing lacking about their meeting. Flowers bloomed every year, and they would have their chance again.


  “It’s been a while, Ofuu.”


  “Indeed it has, Jinya-kun.”


  Though they hadn’t seen each other in over a hundred years, they greeted one another casually in words lacking all weight. But that was how it should be. The brevity allowed the great length of time that lay between them to fade away so their hearts could draw near again.


  “I heard Moe comes here a lot.”


  “Yes, she’s a regular of mine. She’s told me all about the boy she has her eyes on.”


  “How mean-spirited. If you knew I was around, you could have come and found me.”


  “Oh? But weren’t you the one who suggested we might happen across one another somewhere if we were still alive? Why should I be the one to reach out first?” She playfully put a finger to her lips. She never used to tease him like this, and she also seemed quite capable in her work. She was no longer the bumbling waitress he’d known. “Did Moe-chan tell you how to find this place?”


  “No, I stopped at a convenience store for directions. It felt wrong to ask another woman to lead me to you.”


  She giggled.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “I just can’t believe that the Jinya-kun I knew has grown so tactful. You’ve changed.”


  The passage of time could sometimes feel more like a torrential deluge. He clung desperately to things that ultimately slipped from his grasp, but something small always remained with him. He found precious things along his mistaken path, and those precious things changed him.


  “Yeah. I couldn’t stay the way I was forever. I’m sure it was the same for you.”


  “Yes… I run a flower shop all by myself now. I didn’t want to keep being that girl who ran away to her garden of happiness.”


  She had probably lived through many meetings, partings, and happy times of her own, things he knew nothing about. Perhaps they had both changed too much to really call this a reunion.


  “Are you sorry you’ve changed?” she asked.


  “Not in the slightest.” He felt no sadness over his change. In fact, he wanted to share how far he had come with her, the one who kicked off that change. “As I gained things I wanted to protect, I grew more scared of losing them. My impurity dulled my blade, and I failed to cut down things I should’ve. I am probably weaker than the man you used to know…but I don’t hate the man I’ve become. Is that strange?”


  “No. I think it’s wonderful.”


  He once lived for nothing but strength, yet now he loved the weakness in himself. His foster father used to say nothing was changeless. After coming all this way, Jinya deeply felt the truth of those words.


  “You’ve changed, but you also haven’t. The Jinya-kun in front of me is the same Jinya-kun I knew.” She smiled gracefully. It was the same smile she gave him when she used to see him off at the soba restaurant he ate at long ago. Some things had changed, but not everything.


  “Truly?”


  “Truly. After all, you still uphold even the smallest of promises.”


  He had said “May we meet again” as they parted. It hadn’t even been a real promise, but he’d kept it.


  Flowers changed with the seasons. They bloomed to scatter, and they scattered to bloom again. One could always encounter a nostalgic flower amid the changing seasons, a flower different but the same as what it once was.


  “There’s a lot I’ve been meaning to tell you when we finally met again,” he said. “But there’s one thing I need to start with.”


  She would always see him off when he left the restaurant to go hunt demons. He would hesitate to look over his shoulder as he went, afraid of meeting her worried gaze, but now he was a man with the heart to meet her eyes.


  “What a coincidence. There’s something I need to say to you as well.”


  They both knew exactly what was coming, but neither was so crude as to rob the other of the chance.


  They’d finally managed to meet again sometime, somewhere like they wanted, and though much had changed, their desire to meet hadn’t. Just as a withered flower could bloom again in another season, distant selves could draw close once more.


  As long as the flowers changed with the seasons…


  “I’m back, Ofuu.”


  “Welcome back, Jinya-kun.”


  …He would surely continue to appreciate them.




  Summer Days
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  THEIR MEETING HAD OCCURRED about half a month ago. 


  Jinya delayed his investigation into the Shibuya Seven Specters by a day because he had plans with somebody. Miyaka misunderstood the situation and thought Moe had invited him out on a date, but he’d actually been invited by someone he had a far more complicated relationship with.


  “It’s been a while, Uncle.”


  They met near the station at a hamburger restaurant called “Aster.” Their food was fairly tasty yet still affordable to students. They were quite well known for being one of the few joints in the area that could still hold their own against all the chain restaurants popping up. Sitting across the table from Jinya was a young-looking girl. Since he wore his student uniform, a passerby would probably think they were older brother and younger sister.


  “Indeed, it has been…Himawari.”


  Himawari, looking no more than eight years old, stuffed her face with a strawberry parfait. She looked just like he remembered her, right down to the brown hair that reached her shoulders, except now she wore modern clothing: a black blouse decorated with white lace and a matching skirt. Clothing that served no purpose in a fight. She was leaving herself defenseless in front of him.


  “Meeting at a restaurant like this makes it feel like a secret lovers’ rendezvous, huh?”


  “Not at all. Especially not when the one I’m meeting is my niece.”


  She made no effort to hide her affection for him, but he wasn’t particularly happy about it. Though they were related, she was also the daughter of his nemesis Magatsume. They shared an alliance for a time, but that was only temporary. Quite simply, they were enemies through and through.


  But even though they both knew they couldn’t avoid conflict in the future, they did not hate one another. Jinya’s feelings toward her were complicated, but he found her straightforward affection for him particularly difficult to deal with.


  “Thanks for coming when I asked. And for making this meal your treat,” she said.


  “I couldn’t very well let a child pay, even if you are an enemy.”


  “Jeez, do you really have to spoil the mood like that?”


  “It’s a simple fact. We are enemies, aren’t we?”


  After she swallowed another mouthful of her parfait, Himawari’s expression went blank. Jinya’s gaze sharpened in response. No matter how young she looked, she was still an underling of that Magatsume—he couldn’t let his guard down around her.


  “Firstly, about my mother, she probably won’t make a move this year. She won’t fully awaken until next January at the earliest, April at the latest.”


  “‘Awaken,’ eh?”


  “…Her reasons aside, she can’t act right now, so you can rest easy knowing she won’t do anything specifically to you or the people close to you. Her increased strength has had a lot of effects on the world around her, though.”


  There had been many sightings of urban legends in Kadono City lately. Not simply the fabricated urban legends that Jinya was actively pursuing, but the naturally occurring kind as well. Magatsume might not have been making a move yet, but she had grown powerful enough for her very presence to influence her surroundings.


  She had become a far cry from what she once was. Her appearance had completely changed, and she had cut away all the emotions that once made up her identity. She was a completely different being from the one he once called Suzune—she could only be known as Magatsume now. Still, whatever convictions she possessed continued to smolder inside her. The Demon God slept in this land, filling it with negative emotion and creating a hotbed for spirits to spawn. And from the shadows, Yonabari repurposed these spirits for their own goals.


  “I want you to deal with the one causing trouble in this town soon, before our fateful hour arrives.” Himawari made her request with an innocent smile. She hid things from Jinya, but she couldn’t lie to him because she was a direct manifestation of the love Suzune once had for him. Though she respected Magatsume as her mother, he was special to her too. That was why she sometimes revealed important information to him without a second thought, even though they were enemies.


  Her words could only be the truth. Things were coming to a head.


  “Do be careful, though. Yonabari is the type who chooses to do evil because they like it. They’ll be trouble to deal with.”


  “I know,” Jinya said in a low tone before sipping his coffee.


  Himawari’s analysis was spot-on. Yonabari was someone who made decisions not through logic but based on what seemed the most fun to them. They committed cruelties for enjoyment, not out of need. Such scum needed to be dealt with quickly, but the problem was that Yonabari was shrewd. They wouldn’t reveal themselves until they were sure they could defeat Jinya.


  “…Hold on; I have a few messages I need to check.” Jinya pulled out his cell phone to check the time and saw he’d received a few messages, all from Miyaka. After reading what they said, he stood up. “Sorry, but I have to go. Let’s call it here for today.”


  “What a shame, but I understand. Oh, do you mind if I finish your coffee?”


  “Go for it. I’ll pay before I leave.”


  “Okay. Thanks for the meal.” With a brimming smile, she reached out for his coffee cup. Seeing her like this, it was hard to imagine she was a demon.


  The summer flower’s smile brought a memory to mind. Back in the Showa era, Nanao had said that Himawari was an exception among Magatsume’s daughters and that she bore a final duty. What that meant remained a mystery to him. He thought about pressing Himawari for an explanation but had no time. She probably wouldn’t give him any real answers anyway.


  Jinya left the restaurant without asking a single question, and Himawari watched him go as she drank his coffee.


  “…Hee hee. Delicious.”


  He was oblivious to her knowing gaze.


   


  ***


   


  Miyaka was eating breakfast when she suddenly frowned. The morning news on the television was enough to dampen anyone’s mood.


  “Here in Kadono City, a fire has burned down a nursery, taking with it the lives of three employees and seven children.”


  Her mother Yayoi, also eating breakfast, frowned sadly as well. Incidents with results like child fatalities were always heartrending to hear about.


  “Things have been dangerous lately. You be careful, Miyaka-chan.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  Miyaka knew better than anyone that things were unsafe these days. She’d encountered the NNN Special Broadcast, the Slit-Mouthed Woman, the Red Cloak, Hanako-san of the Toilet, the Shibuya Seven Specters, and more dangerous urban legends. Too many dangerous beings had been crawling around Kadono City as of late.


  This fire might have something to do with an urban legend too. She made a note to check her Encyclopedia of Urban Legends later for anything involving fire.


  After finishing breakfast, she got ready to leave for school. There would be a ceremony for the last day of the semester today.


  The blue skies seemed endless, and the sun rays were so strong they burned. The air was rich with the smell of greenery to the point of being stifling. Summer was right around the corner.


  The end-of-semester ceremony had finished, and a sense of liberation filled the classroom.


  “We’re freeeee! We’re finally freeeee!” said Moe, lazily slurring her words.


  “Yay! Got any plans for today?” asked Kaoru.


  “Just hangin’ out with the usual crew. Sorry, I actually gotta get goin’. I’ll hit you up sometime, Jin, so let’s make sure we hang out again at some point.”


  They were being let out at noon today. Many students were already leaving school to hang out with their friends around the station. That included Moe’s group of flashy girls, who seemed eager to let loose.


  Miyaka also felt relieved that their first long vacation was finally here. Kaoru was clearly thrilled too, and even Jinya seemed more relaxed than usual.


  “Miyaka-chan, are you free today?” asked Kaoru.


  “Yeah. I don’t start my part-time job until tomorrow.”


  “Oh, right. You said you’d be doing one over summer vacation. Where are you working?”


  “At the Aye-Aye Mart near the school. I figured a convenience store job would be a safe pick.”


  She picked the place because she had visited it herself several times and knew the manager a little, plus she figured she could continue working there after summer vacation if she wanted to because it was close to school. The manager had a strange way of speaking during the interview, but he seemed like an okay person. She felt like she’d made a pretty good pick for a first part-time job.


  “Aye-Aye Mart…” 


  But perhaps she was wrong, judging from the serious look on Jinya’s face. It was the same expression he made when he was up against dangerous urban legends. He looked Miyaka squarely in the eyes and put a hand on her shoulder. She felt her face grow hot. She wasn’t the type to outwardly show her emotions much, but she knew she looked flustered now. 


  “Miyaka,” he said, “let me know right away if anything happens. I can even walk you to and from work if you want.”


  “Uh, I don’t think you need to go that far. Moe gave me a bunch of stuff anyway.”


  Moe had given her a doll that could receive curses in her place, a lucky sparrow that boosted defenses, an owl that warded off misfortune caused by wicked demons, a rabbit that brought luck, and many other things. Saying things had been dangerous lately, Moe had handed them to Miyaka to hold on to as good-luck charms. Of course, they weren’t ordinary good-luck charms, but artifact spirit straps that Moe had personally made. With urban legends so rampant and with Miyaka’s part-time job potentially keeping her out late, Moe wanted to make sure she stayed safe and gave her some of her own artifact spirits.


  Miyaka was confident she could at least run away if she met up with some kind of monster. Moe smiled and said something about how she couldn’t give away her rose quartz strap, but Miyaka wasn’t sure what she meant.


  “The artifact spirits of the Akitsu? That’s reassuring. Still, Aye-Aye Mart… I’m sure you’ll be fine, but I can’t help but worry.” Jinya was acting surprisingly overprotective. “This is your first part-time job. I’m sure it’ll take time to get used to things, but don’t let your guard down. Be especially careful around the manager.”


  “Really? He didn’t seem like a bad guy.”


  “Be careful anyway, and take extra care not to be rude to him. He’s a sensible guy, so I don’t think anything will happen, but if worse comes to worst, he might try to ‘terminate’ you.”


  “I guess it’d suck to get fired from my first job.”


  “Let me know right away if anything happens, and I’ll come running.”


  “O-okay. Thanks. I’ll let you know.” It was just a part-time job, though. She was a little happy that he was worried about her, but she didn’t see what the big deal was.


  “Hey, Jii-chan,” Natsuki called out. “A girl from the year above us is asking for you. It’s the usual ‘boxed lunch senpai.’”


  “Thanks, Natsuki. I’ll go and meet her. Sorry to cut our conversation short, Miyaka, but don’t forget what I told you.”


  Miyaka nodded. “Got it. I’m sure you’re just overthinking things, though.”


  “It never hurts to be careful,” he said, then left. The ‘boxed lunch senpai’ Natsuki mentioned was probably the girl who’d made Jinya a lunch as a thank-you before. It looked like they were still friends or something.


  Jinya’s sudden insistence had flustered Miyaka, but she felt calm again now. She thought about his behavior and let out a small sigh. “He’s worrying way too much. It’s just a part-time job.”


  “Yeah. Totally,” replied Kaoru in a deadpan tone.


  “Kaoru? What’s up?”


  “Oh, nothing… Just that you’ve got this big, goofy grin on your face.”


  “…Huh?”


  At any rate, their summer vacation had begun.


   


  MAI AND THE LIBRARY


   


  Yoshioka Mai was bullied back in junior high school.


  The ringleaders were a few girls in her class, but some boys joined in on the fun too. That was why she remained on edge around stylish girls and intimidating-looking boys, and why she found Moe and Jinya a little scary.


  That was before she got to know them, of course. Moe proved to be friendly and easy to get along with, and Jinya turned out to be the calm, gentle sort—he felt almost like a parental figure even though he was the same grade as them. He was softest with Kaoru, but he always kept an eye out for Mai whenever Yanagi wasn’t around.


  “…Sorry, but does this look right here?”


  By now, she wasn’t afraid of him anymore. She had grown so used to his presence that she wasn’t nervous even when it was just the two of them.


  Yanagi was off playing with his male friends while she studied in the library with Jinya, who needed some help with English homework. He’d once managed to pass a makeup exam thanks to Yanagi and Mai and had come to them for studying help ever since. Mai was secretly happy that someone as capable as Jinya relied on her.


  “F-for this bit, you need to…”


  Jinya was by no means slow, but high-school-level English was built on the foundations of what was learned in junior high school. Since he had never gone to junior high, he had a severe lack of vocabulary and grammar that made English a nearly impossible hurdle for him.


  “It might be good for you to start with trying to recognize the difference between phrases and clauses. You also don’t have a vocabulary to work with, so it might be good to get in the habit of looking things up in a dictionary. You can leave the finer details for later. Tackling too many things at once will just leave you confused.”


  “I see.” Jinya diligently took down notes of what she said. Afterward, he continued to work through his homework. He focused on improving his basics while Mai came in to help with anything harder, and his vocabulary and grammar comprehension gradually improved. They’d only studied what was being covered back on the makeup test so he could pass, but now that they had the time, it was a good idea to work on improving his basics.


  “You’re really good at teaching, Yoshioka.”


  “Y-you think so?”


  “Yeah. You might make a good teacher one day. Not that my opinion is worth much, since I’ve only just started going to school for the first time.”


  Jinya was apparently a demon who had lived for over a hundred years, but Mai wasn’t scared of him. Yanagi, being Hikiko-san, was similar to him. Plus, she found humans could be far scarier than any demon. Jinya wasn’t all that expressive, but he was definitely kinder than those who had bullied her.


  “A teacher, huh…”


  “I’m sorry, should I not have said that?”


  “No, it’s fine. I just don’t have many good memories of teachers.”


  “I see… Then what kind of work do you hope to do?”


  She had two things in mind but was too embarrassed to say either one, so she hung her head. From the edge of her vision, she glanced at his face. His expression was as blank as ever, but his eyes held a soft look. He wasn’t bothered by her not answering and certainly wouldn’t tease her for it. Instead, he waited. She was still scared of the boys her age other than Yanagi. She could still hear the mocking laughter of her junior high school class echoing in her ears, and yet she didn’t think Jinya would make fun of her dreams.


  “You promise not to laugh?”


  “Of course.”


  “Um, I-I want to do voice work…”


  “Like being an announcer? Or that voice actor stuff?”


  “K-kind of, but not really. You know how they put out famous books on audio CDs? That’s the kind of thing I want to do.”


  That was her first dream. The professions he mentioned, announcers and voice actors, were usually the ones chosen to voice audiobooks. She didn’t think she had what it took to be either of those, so this was really just a pipe dream.


  “I guess it’s more something I want to try at least once. I just really like reading. Someday, I’d like to be able to read a picture book to my own children.”


  That was her second dream—a rather plain one, perhaps. She wanted to get married and have kids someday. Embarrassed, she blushed bright red.


  “That’s a wonderful dream to have. I’m sure your children will love your voice.” Jinya looked at her with true admiration. Her old classmates had teased her and said she would never get married, but he wouldn’t do the same.


  She knew his words were sincere, but that only made her feel all the more embarrassed. It didn’t help that he asked her to invite him to her wedding with Tomishima when the time rolled around.


  They studied seriously afterward and made good progress. It was noon on the dot now. Mai was still fine, but Jinya looked exhausted, so she decided to end the session.


  “Shall we call it a day here?”


  “Yeah. I’m exhausted… Fighting urban legends is way easier than English homework.”


  “Jeez…”


  He let out a sigh of relief after their study session. He always looked unruffled when he dealt with the rampaging Hikiko-san and the Shibuya Seven Specters, but their English homework had him so worn out. It was funny, really.


  They quickly put their textbooks and other materials away, then chatted. The two had grown close enough to talk unreservedly around one another.


  “Yoshioka, let me do something to thank you for today.”


  “Will you tell me another story from your past, then?”


  “Is that really enough for you?”


  She nodded eagerly. This actually wasn’t her first time asking something like this. Being a bookworm, she loved hearing stories of the past from him.


  Everything from small stuff like how surprised he was the first time he tried soda or how the children he lived with celebrated when they first got a black-and-white TV to more serious stuff like supernatural events he himself could attest really happened, as well as more heartrending tales. The tales of the hundred-something-year-old demon were of great interest to her.


  His stories were a far greater reward than something like ­being treated to a meal somewhere.


  “Let’s see… I told you about the demon under the cherry blossoms last time, didn’t I?”


  “Y-yeah. It was a sad story, but I liked it.”


  “Then how about I tell you a special story this time. Have you ever heard of the ‘Dove District’?”


  “I have. Isn’t it a red-light district that used to be in Tokyo?”


  “Right. Even the men who rode the Yamanote line would make the pilgrimage to see the après girls of the Dove District. It was something of a social phenomenon for a while, but its glory days ended after the Prostitution Prevention Law. But in year 34 of the Showa era, I met a sex worker there in the Dove District.”


  There was something odd about what he said. The red-light districts that thrived in the Showa era all met their end with the Prostitution Prevention Law, which was enacted on March 31st of Showa 33. In other words, the Dove District couldn’t have existed in Showa 34.


  “You seem to have already noticed the problem. The red-light districts should all have closed down in Showa 33, and yet there I was, unmistakably in one… This is a story of the time I found myself in the Dove District that couldn’t have existed.”


  Mai’s eyes sparkled with childlike anticipation. 


  They’d already finished packing their things. All that was left for them to do was find a place to sit down and eat so he could tell his story.


  Incidentally, Miyaka was too hesitant to pry into Jinya’s past and Kaoru didn’t have much interest in old stories, so outside of Toudou Natsuki—who grew up around Jinya—Mai was the one in their friend group who knew Jinya best—a fact nobody had caught on to yet.


   


  YANAGI AND TRAINING


   


  “How’s this?!”


  In the dead of night, along the bank of the Modori River, two high school students clashed. However, they were not fighting; they were doing training for Yanagi, who was still unaccustomed to combat.


  Jinya swung his rugged tachi blade, and Yanagi brought out the full extent of his Hikiko-san ability. Both wielded inhuman strength. Though it was just a friendly sparring match, things were intense.


  “Good. You’ve gotten better,” said Jinya.


  “I can’t believe you’re not even breaking a sweat.” Yanagi panted heavily. Even with his special power, he was nowhere near Jinya’s level in a fight. But perhaps that was to be expected, given that Jinya was a demon with over a hundred years of combat under his belt.


  Though Yanagi fought with everything he had, Jinya didn’t look the slightest bit winded. He knew he couldn’t win, but he at least wanted to make Jinya work for his victory.


  As Jinya approached, Yanagi produced a razor blade from his palm and threw it. With a single swing, Jinya knocked it down.


  That was fine by Yanagi. He widened the distance between them and continued throwing blades, but Jinya knocked away each and every one.


  But this was part of Yanagi’s plan. He wanted Jinya to get bored with these monotonous, meaningless attacks, all so he would underestimate him and move to end things. That was why Yanagi made sure to manage his tempo. He controlled his speed and left obvious openings, enticing Jinya to make a move so Yanagi could turn things around.


  After Jinya knocked away several more razors and a lull presented itself, he briefly exhaled and inhaled, then held his breath.


  This was it. Just like Yanagi predicted, Jinya made his move and stepped forward. The moment he put all his weight on his forward leg, Yanagi threw a carefully aimed razor.


  The razor blade was shattered by Yarai, and Jinya continued his advance. But that much was fine, since the razor blade was only meant to set up the next move. The shattered razor blade obstructed Jinya’s vision. Yanagi used the opportunity to change things up entirely, like a pitcher abruptly throwing a fastball after a steady stream of curveballs, and charged straight at Jinya from his blind spot.


  But Jinya responded by using the tiniest of movements to stop his momentum and struck back.


  “I already knew you would!”


  However, Jinya’s blade didn’t meet Yanagi; instead, it struck the rag made of blades that Hikiko-san wore. 


  Hikiko-san’s blades were brittle, but that served Yanagi’s purposes well here. Jinya’s sword became entangled in the rag, with which Yanagi tried to wrench Jinya’s sword out of his grip. Jinya kept a firm hold of his sword, but he was left defenseless in an awkward, outstretched position.


  At almost point-blank range, Yanagi threw another razor blade. With his sword entangled, Jinya took a second to react. He reached down with his left hand and brought his scabbard up to block.


  Yanagi let loose more than just the razor blade, though. His skin was torn and bleeding from all the razor blades he had produced from his palms. All the throwing he had repeated earlier was in preparation for this moment. Using the blood from his palm, he blocked Jinya’s vision once more and punched with his fist.


  “Not bad, but your finish is a little weak.”


  Or at least, Yanagi tried to punch. But before his blow could connect, he felt a strike pierce his chest. 


  He entangled Jinya’s sword, made him block with his scabbard, and even obstructed his vision. But Jinya simply dropped both his sword and scabbard, then unleashed a powerful kick on Yanagi’s body.


  “Everything up until after you tangled up my sword was good. Repeating the same moves and then making a surprise charge was also good, but your follow-up afterward was lacking. You should attack at basically the same instant there, before your opponent has a chance to think. Also, just because I use a sword doesn’t mean I can’t attack in other ways. I think that’s about everything.”


  “…You got me.”


  “Well, you’ve come a long way in just two months. I’d say you did pretty well.”


  “Thank you…”


  In the end, their sparring session concluded with Yanagi’s defeat.


  They first started training together around the beginning of June. Almost two months had passed since then, but Yanagi was still nowhere close to Jinya’s level. Truthfully, it was impressive enough that a high schooler who only recently became able to fight could keep up with Jinya this much at all, but as a guy, Yanagi felt bitter about losing.


  “Man, you sure are strong,” he said.


  “Ha ha. I have a lot of experience under my belt. It’ll take more than two months of training to beat me.”


  Yanagi’s ability Hikiko-san allowed him to do two things: create sharp, brittle blades like razors and detect malice. Hikiko-san was by no means an urban legend suited for combat. It was probably best used for detecting enemies and providing support from a short distance by throwing blades. But even if his ability wasn’t suited for one-on-one conflicts, Yanagi wanted to learn how to fight properly. Thankfully, he had Jinya to teach him the ABCs of combat.


  “I may not be able to beat you yet, but your training really has allowed me to fight off spirits, so thanks, I guess,” said Yanagi.


  “That’s all the fruits of your own efforts, not mine.”


  Jinya was humble about it, but Yanagi truly was grateful toward him. As he tried to catch his breath, he thought about all the things Jinya had taught him so far.


  “Don’t close your eyes in the middle of a fight. A certain killer I know can cut your head off in the time it’d take you to blink.”


  “If you don’t think you can win in a head-on confrontation, then look to set a trap to gain some kind of advantage.”


  “Only a fool is obsessed with fighting fair. It doesn’t matter how much you debase yourself in the process; the winner is whoever lives.”


  “I believe the best tactic one can employ is secretly poisoning your enemy. The second best would be striking while your enemy is asleep.”


  Looking back on it, Jinya had given a lot of rather unmanly advice, but perhaps he simply saw combat as a situation where nothing was off-limits.


  “Still, do you really need to know how to fight? I figure most of your troubles are behind you,” said Jinya.


  “You’re not wrong, but I’d like to get a little stronger anyway if I could. Would you mind doing some more sparring with me every now and then?”


  “Not at all. Don’t push yourself, though. You can come to me if anything happens.”


  “I know. Thanks.”


  Yanagi was the one who’d asked to be trained. Perhaps as a side effect of gaining his ability, he often found himself encountering spirits and other such creatures. He even had to fight urban legends without Jinya around every now and then. Kadono City had been strange as of late. More spirits were appearing all over, and Yanagi didn’t want to see his friends hurt. That was why he was regularly training to be ready for anything that might happen.


  “All right, wanna go another round?” he suggested.


  “No, we should stop here. We wouldn’t want to stay up too late and spoil tomorrow.”


  “Oh, that’s right. Ten o’clock in front of the station, wasn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “All right. Let’s call it a day here, then.”


  They had plans for tomorrow, so they ended their training for the night. Their plan had nothing to do with urban legends, but they’d been looking forward to it since before summer vacation began. It was nothing significant, really. They were just heading to the beach with everyone.


   


  2


   


  EVERYBODY AND THE BEACH


   


  SHIRAMINE YACHIE put her son in her stroller and went for a walk around the neighborhood. It was hot outside, so she was planning to keep things short and head home quickly, but an androgynous-looking youth called out to them on their way through Misaki Park.


  “Wow, what a cute baby! What’s their name? How old are they?”


  “His name is Shou, and he’ll be one year old soon.”


  “How nice; I want a kid of my own too. Actually, could I have yours?”


  “Aha ha, no way.”


  The youth seemed taken by her baby’s cuteness. Yachie was flattered, but of course she wouldn’t give her child away.


  “Aww. Okay, I’ll get out of your way. Bye-bye, Shou-kun, Mama-san.”


  The youth was only joking about wanting her child, of course. Still, they seemed reluctant to see Shou go and waved goodbye as the two left. They were a little strange, but they couldn’t have been a bad person, since they appeared to like kids. Happy that her kid had been called cute, Yachie began to hum.


  Meanwhile, the androgynous-looking youth—Yonabari—walked off and murmured, “Having one more baby would be nice…”


  Yachie had returned to work in spring, but she thought it kept her away from her child too much. However, there wasn’t much she could do about it, especially now that she had a son to provide for. Her household finances wouldn’t let her quit working. A part-time job wouldn’t make enough, and her husband’s salary was slightly below average for their age. She had no choice but to continue teaching, even if it meant being away from her son.


  Thankfully, her mother was around to look after Shou during the day. Still, being away from him made her sad. Now that summer vacation was here and she had less work, she wanted to make up for all the time they’d missed together.


  High school teachers were sometimes even busier over summer vacation than they were on normal school days, but Yachie taught junior high. Plus, she had only just returned to work this year, so there were no club activities she had to monitor. She had more free time than her colleagues and used most of it on her son.


  With her baby stroller fully furnished with sunshades to protect her almost-one-year-old son, she went to the department store near the station: Sugaya, a famous chain that had outlets all over the country. Apparently, the main store was located in Tokyo and had been around since the Edo period. Yachie had no particular attachment to the department store, but she bought food in the underground section fairly often. She wasn’t bad at cooking, but the dishes they sold had a flavor that just couldn’t be reproduced by her home cooking.


  Feeling in the mood for it, she went up to the third floor to check out the women’s clothing. Since it was summer, they had a section devoted to swimsuits. Looking around, she was wondering to herself when she had last gone to the beach when she suddenly caught a glimpse of some familiar faces.


  It was Himekawa Miyaka and Azusaya Kaoru, together with some people who probably were friends from their high school. Her old students seemed to be happily picking out swimsuits. When she noticed her, Miyaka bashfully bowed.


  “Hello, Shiramine-sensei.”


  “Hey. Out shopping with your friends?”


  “Yes. We’re going to go to the beach together, so we came to get some swimsuits.”


  There was nothing unusual about seeing Miyaka with Kaoru, but she was also accompanied by a stylish gyaru and a quiet-looking girl. Yachie was relieved to see her dear former student was adjusting to high school life just fine.


  “Are you out shopping too?” asked Kaoru, who came trotting over when she saw Yachie. 


  “You bet. I see you’re as energetic as ever, Azusaya.”


  Kaoru was childlike in a constantly energetic kind of way, and becoming a high schooler didn’t seem to have changed that a bit. She could be a little too excitable at times, but she wasn’t a bad kid, as evidenced by the way she made sure to greet Shou in the stroller. She was a dear former student of Yachie’s as well.


  “Are you buying a new swimsuit too?” asked Yachie.


  “Yeah, we’re going to the beach together. Oh, do you want to come too?”


  “Aha ha. Thanks, but I’ll pass. I gotta look after my kid.”


  “Aww. Too bad.” Kaoru deflated, her shoulders sagging. Appar­ently, she hadn’t invited Yachie out of politeness but genuinely wanted her to come. Girls like her were few and far between. Yachie wished Kaoru could stay so purehearted as she grew up.


  “Oh, hey, Miyaka-chan! Aki-chan said she would pick out a swimsuit that looks good on me!” said Kaoru.


  “…She won’t pick something crazy, will she?”


  “Probably not. She picked an ordinary one-piece with frills for Mai-chan.”


  “Maybe I’ll ask her to pick me one too, then. Take care, Shiramine-sensei.”


  “Bye-bye, Sensei!”


  Miyaka followed Kaoru’s lead toward the changing rooms. Yachie felt her heart warmed to see that the two were still close even after becoming high schoolers. Having returned to her friends, Miyaka carefully compared two swimsuits a stylish girl held out to her. Close by, Kaoru and the quiet-looking girl browsed the nearby wares. The four girls seemed to be having fun picking out their swimsuits.


  “Oh, to be young.” Feeling touched, Yachie gently stroked her son’s head.


   


  ***


   


  On the day of their trip, Natsuki gathered his things and hurried to the station where they’d agreed to meet. He looked up and saw a deep blue, cloudless sky. Perfect weather. Things would probably be hot in the afternoon.


  Today he was meeting up with his classmates to go to the beach. The chief organizer was Himekawa Miyaka. Azusaya Kaoru had made the suggestion first, but she apparently wasn’t good at planning things, so she left everything to her friend. Jinya and Momoe Moe were also coming, as were Tomishima Yanagi and Yoshioka Mai. Since Natsuki was invited, he asked his childhood friend Kumiko to join them as well for a total of eight.


  No, that wasn’t quite right. They’d initially planned to take the train, but someone Moe knew had agreed to drive them, so now they were nine. Apparently, they were going to rent a minivan to fit everyone. Moe’s acquaintance was over forty, so they would probably be the unofficial chaperone for their trip. Jinya was older than them, but since he didn’t age, it would be hard for him to pass as their chaperone, so it was probably good they had an adult who actually looked like an adult coming along.


  Or so Natsuki thought. Upon meeting this adult, he realized she wasn’t all that different from Jinya.


  “Nice to meet you. I’m Miura Fuu.” Moe’s acquaintance was a pretty woman with perfect posture. She looked like she was no more than junior high school age and had a large minivan ready for them.


  Miura Fuu… She was apparently the owner of the flower shop Moe often visited, a familiar face to Miyaka, and their driver for the day. Being able to drive to the beach was much better than taking the train, so her help was greatly welcome, but Miura Fuu? Natsuki thought that name was familiar somehow.


  “Nakki, morning.”


  “…Morning, Miko.”


  “What’s up? You’ve been staring at the flower shop woman for a while now.”


  “Er, it’s nothing.”


  Even after Kumiko greeted him, his attention stayed locked on Miura Fuu. She had a small build, even tinier than Kaoru, and she stood quiet and graceful. Her looks were youthful, yet it wasn’t hard to believe she could be older. Past forty was a bit of a stretch, though.


  “Sorry for asking you to help out of nowhere,” said Moe.


  “I don’t mind. I was thinking of going to the beach myself since it’s summer. If anything, thank you for letting a stranger like me join you all,” said Fuu.


  “You’re no stranger to me, so it’s totally fine!”


  While the ladies talked, Natsuki went over to Jinya and whispered to him. The name “Miura Fuu” reminded him of somebody he had heard about, especially because flowers were involved—a certain somebody he remembered from listening to Jinya’s stories as a child. “Hey, Jii-chan. Wasn’t the guy who taught you how to make soba called Miura? What was the name of that demon daughter he had?”


  “Ofuu.”


  “Right, I figured…” Apparently, Natsuki had remembered correctly. “Ofuu” was the soba restaurant girl he had heard about in Jinya’s stories. The girl who lost everything and became a demon before being found by a samurai named Miura. She was someone important to Jinya, the one who taught him about flowers. Natsuki remembered how soft his gaze always was when he talked about her. It seemed she simply went by “Fuu” now. Many women used to have “O” affixed to the start of their names. She must have decided to modernize.


  “I’m looking forward to today, Jinya-kun.”


  “So am I, Miura-san.”


  She greeted him as though he was a stranger, and he responded in kind, calling her “Miura-san.” But she wasn’t acting so distant to keep others from realizing she was a demon—she was just teasing Jinya. Or at least, that was what Natsuki assumed based on her impish smile.


  Jinya grinned slightly in response. There was a strange air between them. Miyaka and the others seemed to take note, looking at the two quizzically.


  Yanagi and Mai arrived right around then, the last to show up.


  Miyaka still looked strangely at Jinya and Ofuu, but she seemed to think there was no point in pressing them for answers. After a nod, she appeared to recollect herself, then began moving things along. “All right, it looks like we’re all here. Miura-san, if you would.”


  “Of course. Everyone, go ahead and get in.”


  Though his trip had begun with a surprise, Natsuki had no plans of letting it stop him from enjoying things. 


  “This should be fun, huh?” Kumiko seemed similarly thrilled.


  Everyone got in with their bags and set off for the beach.


   


  THE BEACH AND URBAN LEGENDS


   


  Since they weren’t planning on spending the night anywhere, they stayed in Hyogo prefecture by going to Hayashizaki Beach, located in Akashi City.


  The beach stretched long from east to west. Since it was summer vacation, many families and young couples were there. There was a good view of Awaji Island, as well as the large bridge stretching over the Akashi Strait. The water was nice and clear as well.


  Today was the highlight of Natsuki’s first summer vacation of high school. He had been greatly looking forward to this.


  “We’re going to the changing rooms, so you boys take care of the bags, ’kay?”


  Following Moe’s orders, the boys quickly changed clothes inside the car, then began toting the luggage. One could call it unfair that they were saddled with the heavy labor, but that was just how it was.


  Natsuki glanced Jinya’s way. His figure hadn’t changed in the slightest since Natsuki was a kid. Jinya used to look after him like a grandparent in the old days, but now Natsuki was big enough to stand shoulder to shoulder with him. It all felt kind of strange.


  “Yanagi, let’s set things up before the ladies return,” said Jinya.


  “Right.”


  They took out a plastic beach sheet and set the cooler box on it so the wind wouldn’t blow it away. Jinya left and soon returned with a rented parasol which he stuck into the sand. They checked if their mineral water was cool, then prepared a few towels. Yanagi was also holding a straw hat that he’d brought along.


  “That should do it,” said Jinya.


  “Looks good.”


  The two of them handled everything themselves; Natsuki could only watch.


  And so their little rest area was complete. By now, the girls had finished changing, and they arrived with perfect timing.


  “Sorry to keep ya waitin’! Oh, you boys actually made yourselves useful!” Moe nodded approvingly.


  Natsuki felt a little shy seeing his female classmates in swimsuits. On the other hand, Yanagi and Jinya both seemed nonchalant about it and complimented the girls without overthinking anything. Natsuki could tell he had far less experience in this department than they did. His childhood friend Kumiko came up to him and asked, “Any thoughts?” but the most he could manage in response was a sheepish “Looks good.”


  “You didn’t change?” Jinya asked Ofuu.


  “No. I felt like I should let the kids have their own space to play without any adults bothering them.”


  “Ha. Now I look like an insensitive adult for not doing the same thing.”


  “Not at all? You’re a high schooler, so it should be fine.”


  The two seemed close. Ofuu didn’t appear to have brought a swimsuit along; she was content with staying in the place they’d staked out and watching their belongings.


  Without meaning to, Natsuki found himself watching them. He noticed that Jinya was different from the usual, familiar “Jii-chan” when he was with Ofuu, seeming more relaxed than usual. They shared something that was different from the closeness between lovers and the camaraderie between friends, something hard to express. But whatever it was, it revealed a side Natsuki didn’t know about Jinya, someone whom Natsuki saw as family, and that made him a bit sad. He knew that probably meant he was still a kid, but he couldn’t help but feel bothered.


  Then he realized that Miyaka was also watching Jinya. He remembered he’d actually told her about Jinya and Ofuu before, although he hadn’t gone into much detail. But Miyaka didn’t say anything and quickly looked away from them. Perhaps as Itsukihime, someone whose lineage was directly entwined with Jinya, she had some thoughts about his bond with Ofuu.


  Also of note was whatever was going on between Yanagi and Mai.


  “You all right, Mai? You’re not too tired, are you?”


  “Thank you, Yanagi-kun. I suppose I am a little tired from the long car ride.”


  “I thought so. Kadono went and got us a parasol, so go ahead and rest over there for now.”


  Yanagi led Mai by the hand and had her sit on their beach sheet. The two of them seemed closer than anyone else in the group; they could hold hands with one another like it was nothing.


  Mai had had a weak constitution and asthma since she was young. She always had to take medicine and couldn’t play outside, much less exercise. That was why this was her first time coming to the beach with friends. Her health had apparently improved a lot, but Yanagi still couldn’t stop himself from worrying.


  “Yoshioka, you should put this around your neck for the sun.”


  “A towel? Th-thank you, Kadono-kun.”


  “We have drinks as well. Make sure you don’t get dehydrated.” Jinya pulled a sports drink out of the cooler box and handed it to her. The temperature was so hot today that the sand scalded their feet. Seeing him look after someone else like this was nostalgic. He used to do the same for Natsuki when he was a kid. “You too, Natsuki.”


  As though he was recalling the past as well, he handed Natsuki a drink. It seemed like he still saw him as a kid. Natsuki felt a little conflicted about that, feeling both embarrassment and joy.


  “Isn’t Jin, like, totally overprotective today?” said Moe teasingly.


  “I guess?” Miyaka answered a vague smile.


  At any rate, Natsuki hoped the beach would be a good break for Jinya from all his fighting.


  “Nobody’s comin’ to hit on us, eh? Even though we’re such catches.”


  The beach was a notorious hotspot for young men trying to shoot their shot with girls, but no one approached them even after quite some time had passed. Moe, who cut no corners in styling herself, was by far the best-looking girl in their group, but Natsuki thought the others were fairly attractive themselves. Even so, not a single guy had made a move on them.


  “I could see them going for a girl as pretty as you, but me? Either way, I’d rather not be pestered at all,” said Miyaka.


  “Me neither, honestly. Like I’ve said, no matter how I look, I’m the devoted type. Still, I’m guessin’ it’s him being here that’s keepin’ all the pests away. Not that I mind.”


  “You can say that again.”


  Natsuki looked over at Jinya, the one warding off all the would-be playboys. Moe and Miyaka could let themselves relax completely thanks to his presence. Most men knew better than to hit on girls who came to the beach with other guys, but there were always fools bold enough to try. However, there was no one foolish enough to risk picking a fight with him.


  “Hm? Is something up?” Jinya noticed everyone’s stares as he returned from a long dip with Yanagi. He was enjoying the beach a surprising amount. His drenched body was built far beyond what was normal for a high schooler, though. His muscles weren’t from bodybuilding like most people’s, but from his body being pushed to its limits in real combat. Of course, his other striking features were his piercing gaze and fierce countenance; those alone made his presence intimidating. That’s without even mentioning the injuries all over his body: sword scars, gunshot wounds, and what looked like claw marks that dug deep into his flesh. The traces of countless life-and-death battles were etched into him. One could tell at a single glance that he lived off the beaten path. He was someone nobody on the beach wanted to get tangled up with, nor the group he was with by extension.


  “…You didn’t seem all that surprised to see how he looks without his shirt on, Moe. Don’t you think he’s scary at all?” asked Miyaka.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say I wasn’t surprised, but I ain’t scared of him. I’ve heard stories about him since I was a little squirt.”


  Miyaka and the others weren’t scared by Jinya’s scars either, but Moe took it a step further and looked at him with something close to awe.


  She must have heard many stories about him, like the incident involving Snow’s Memory, the liquor that turned people into demons; the time he challenged an entire procession of demons together with Akitsu Somegorou the Third; his battle with the head of the Nagumo family, a spirit hunter trying to shake the ­foundations of the Taisho era; and his mortal struggle against the man-made demon god known as the Kodoku no Kago. As the one who would one day inherit the name Akitsu Somegorou, Moe must have been raised on stories of Jinya since she was a child. Come to think of it, Natsuki’s family, the people of Koyomiza theater, were no strangers to the Fourth Akitsu Somegorou.


  “Despite all his wounds, Jin didn’t give up and fought with everything he had to get to this point, so I ain’t scared of him. If anything, I feel respect and…I guess gratitude toward him? Gratitude toward him for making it all this way and meetin’ me, I guess.”


  Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth and the Itsukihime. And, of course, Natsuki himself, who’d been raised in a theater with deep ties to Jinya. They all had a peculiar bond with him.


  “What about you, Miyaka? Were you scared to see him like that?” asked Moe.


  “Not really. It’s Jinya, after all.”


  “Then that’s that.”


  “I guess so, yeah.”


  The bonds they shared with him were old but had greatly changed shape. Nothing that existed was changeless, but not all change was bad. At least, Natsuki thought it was a good change if it let them play at the beach as mere friends.


  They played some beach volleyball and swam some more, working up a good sweat. With noon approaching, they decided to take a break and eat something at the nearby beach hut.


  The hut was a bit of a dump with ancient-looking chairs and tables, but that was part of the charm when it came to beach huts. They chose whatever they saw on the menu. The food was nothing special, but that would be another thing they could reminisce about.


  Since there was no way all nine of them could sit at one table, they split across three, with Miyaka, Moe, and Ofuu sitting at one. Moe figured Ofuu would have a better time with people she knew.


  “What’d you order, Miss?” asked Moe.


  Ofuu replied, “Oh, I ordered the soba.”


  Natsuki let some laughter slip out. He knew all about how Ofuu’s father ran a soba restaurant. She’d probably picked soba because of her memories associated with it. Jinya often did the same thing. The two were surprisingly alike.


  “Miyaka, how’s your curry?” asked Moe.


  “Powdery. These kinds of places never really get it right.”


  Beach huts used this canned commercial-use curry powder that they never mixed quite right, so it wasn’t that good—and yet it was still always overpriced. But what could you do? That’s how food at these kinds of touristy spots was.


  “But you got quite an appetite, huh?” said Moe.


  “Well, a meal isn’t a proper meal without some rice,” replied Miyaka.


  “How can you be so thin but say something so boyish?”


  Moe ate her frankfurter with delight. They were tasty enough to eat without condiments and were always a safe pick at places like this, but they cost four hundred yen each, far more than they’d run you at a convenience store. Still, they sold like hotcakes, so beach huts often had them on hand. It’s the same deal with festival food. The flavor and price didn’t really matter; you always ended up buying certain foods just because the occasion called for it.


  The udon soup stock was the instant kind you dissolved in hot water, and the yakisoba sauce was just Worcestershire sauce, straight-up. They weren’t terrible, but they certainly weren’t good either. But everybody enjoyed the subpar food anyway, since good company was what really made a meal.


  Natsuki ordered ramen with ham instead of the usual braised pork slices. Sitting with him were Jinya and Kumiko.


  “You can really tell how scrawny I am when I’m next to Jii-chan,” said Natsuki. He was of average height and build, and his looks were rather plain. Scrawny was an apt word to describe him. He didn’t go so far as to envy Jinya, but he did feel a bit of an inferiority complex.


  “Yeah, you don’t seem like the type to work out much, Toudou-kun,” Kaoru rudely chimed in from the next table over.


  “K-Kaoru-chan, you shouldn’t say stuff like that,” Mai hesitantly chided her.


  Natsuki knew he looked rather weak and had no argument to respond with, but Kumiko laughed away their words, not standing for slander against her childhood friend.


  “You two just don’t get it. Nakki is perfect the way he is.” She grinned boastfully as if she knew something they didn’t. She took the spoon she was happily eating her shaved ice with and pointed it at Jinya with a daring smile. “Don’t you think so too, Jinjin?”


  “Of course. You two must not have a good eye for men if you can’t see Natsuki’s charm yet,” said Jinya.


  “Well said.” Kumiko nodded approvingly. “But I won’t deny that he does look kind of weak.”


  “He’s not weak at all. Strength isn’t about having power or being able to hurt people efficiently,” said Jinya. “Natsuki can make himself smile for the sake of others even when he’s sad, and he can cry for others when they’re sad. That, too, is a kind of strength.”


  Natsuki was a kind soul who could lend a hand to those whom most people would think twice about approaching, and he did it all without expecting anything in return. He wasn’t like this because he was Yoshihiko and Kimiko’s great-grandchild; it was simply the way he was. He was powerless, yet stronger than anyone else. That was why Jinya liked him so much.


  Kumiko most likely felt the same way about him. “You really understand him, Jinjin.”


  “I do, and it’s for his sake that I won’t ask what you or Rika are. To me, you are a classmate, Natsuki’s childhood friend, and a friend of mine as well. That means you can come to me if you ever need help.” Jinya left no room for doubt. He knew everything and willingly let her be.


  Natsuki also knew the true nature of the girl known as Nekune Kumiko, and he’d kept that fact hidden all along.


  It all happened back when Natsuki was still an elementary schooler, the day after he first moved to Kadono. He went out to half explore, half play around town, but he was found unconscious outside by his family. They rushed him to the hospital, but nothing wrong could be found with him beyond his unconsciousness.


  “I SⱯW SOME⊥HING STRANGƎ.” After collapsing, he repeated those words deliriously. Then a week later he abruptly returned to his senses. His parents were happy, but he himself had no memory of what had happened. He was physically sound, but he was left bored in the hospital with nothing to do as he waited to be discharged.


  That was when Nekune Kumiko paid him a hospital visit. Natsuki was surprised to see her there; after all, she was a complete stranger.


  “You up…?”


  “Uh, who are you?”


  “Nekune Kumiko, your neighbor.”


  He knew right away she was lying. The house next door to theirs was empty.


  Natsuki’s mother soon came in and explained that Kumiko had been the one to find him unconscious and had stayed by his side. Still a child, Natsuki accepted that explanation without a hint of doubt.


  The two became friends from then on. They went to school together and would play afterward until the sun went down. They even studied together quite often. Even though they were opposite genders, Natsuki felt he was closer to her than anyone else; he considered her special to him.


  But as he grew older, he gradually began to mull over the past a little more. One day, without thinking much about it, he asked her something.


  “Hey, Miko.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why do you stay with a guy like me?”


  Most people wouldn’t visit someone in the hospital just because they found them on the side of the road, much less stick with them afterward. There were more popular boys in their class, but she still made a point to stay with someone as plain as him, and he just couldn’t figure out why.


  “Maybe because you’re the type of idiot who’d ask something like that?” She laughed, seeming to sincerely enjoy herself. “Yeah. I probably chose to stay with you because you’re an idiot. That’s why.”


  He recalled hearing something similar back when he was hospitalized. Soon after he regained consciousness, she laughed, saying she stayed with him because he was an idiot. He went to sleep afterward thinking being an idiot might not be so bad.


  “I don’t care how cool or smart or athletic the other boys are. They aren’t you, Nakki.”


  “I see.”


  “Yup, so don’t worry. I didn’t stay with you because we’re childhood friends; I stayed because you’re you.”


  He was happy to hear those words, so he pretended not to notice many things.


  The hospital wasn’t really the first place the two of them met. Though only faintly, he could recall the true moment of their first meeting.


  There was an urban legend known as “Kunekune.” 


  The Kunekune was a mysterious, indistinct white or black thing that moved like no living creature and appeared around paddy fields or rivers in the summer. One could catch a glimpse of it and remain unharmed, but the moment one understood what it was, their mind would break. In the worst cases, those who viewed it would die. The Kunekune was a recent urban legend sourced from the internet.


  Natsuki encountered the Kunekune the day he lost consciousness, but before he went mad and died, the Kunekune became Nekune Kumiko and saved him.


  This all happened while Natsuki was an elementary schooler, long before Jinya came to Kadono. In other words, the Kunekune was an urban legend that was unconnected to Yonabari’s plans. It formed naturally and blended into the world around it on its own accord. Natsuki hadn’t told Jinya a word about what happened out of fear that he might try to eliminate her.


  “Jii-chan, I—”


  “If you’ve decided it’s something I don’t need to know, then that’s fine.”


  Similarly, Jinya made no effort to learn about any of the urban legends surrounding Natsuki. He understood Natsuki had accepted both his childhood friend Kumiko and his little sister Rika, and that was enough for Jinya.


  “…Thanks.” Kumiko expressed her gratitude faster than Natsuki could. Jinya accepted it and grinned teasingly.


  “Feel free to call me Jii-chan too if you want. Natsuki is practically my grandson, after all.”


  “Aha ha, that’s jumping the gun a little too much for me. Maybe if you become my grandfather-in-law someday.”


  The serious air was instantly dispelled, replaced by meaningless chitchat. Natsuki didn’t mind that one bit. He believed this meant he and Kumiko could continue to be together.


  But a small unease remained inside him. Urban legends had begun to manifest in Kadono City around ten years ago. If Yonabari wasn’t the cause of that, then maybe the reason was a more powerful, wicked demon slowly starting to awaken in the area—like the Demon God.


  Natsuki spent the rest of the afternoon playing with Kumiko as though trying to clear away his worry. The others enjoyed the beach in their own way as well. Kaoru had proclaimed she would make a sandcastle and was hard at work doing just that. Before anyone could point out how childish making sandcastles was, Jinya began to help her. He always had a soft spot when it came to her. It was a bit of a strange sight: a girl who could pass for a child and a stern-faced man covered in wounds teaming up to make a sandcastle.


  “Why not join us, Miyaka?” offered Jinya.


  “Oh, sure, uh… Why sandcastles?”


  “Seemed like something she and Yoshioka could join in on.”


  Natsuki followed his gaze and saw Yanagi carrying sand over for Mai to shape as the two of them both helped make the sandcastle. Mai, who hadn’t been able to join in their beach volleyball earlier because of her stamina, seemed happy to help with Kaoru’s little project. Ofuu, who hadn’t changed into a swimsuit, was helping out some as well.


  Natsuki thought Jinya was just playing along with this because Kaoru suggested it, but the real reason was so Mai and Ofuu could be included. This kind of consideration was very much like the “Jii-chan” Natsuki knew.


  “…I see. I guess I’ll help out too,” said Miyaka.


  “Glad to have you.”


  Had Kaoru deliberately chosen something everyone could do, or had she not been thinking anything in particular? It was hard to say, but either way, her suggestion was better than it first appeared. Miyaka joined in, followed by Natsuki, Kumiko, and Moe—the entire group. It was more fun than Natsuki had expected.


  “We did it! It’s finished!”


  Their final product was less a castle than a misshapen pile of sand. But Kaoru seemed proud of it anyway, wiping sweat off her brow and celebrating with Mai. Jinya’s expression remained unchanged as he watched the two, but he did let out a soft sigh of relief. Miyaka noticed it and giggled.


  “I just know you’d never stop doting on your kids if you ever had any, Jinya.”


  “I get told that a lot.”


  “Ha ha, oh really?”


  In truth, he was well known in Kyoto for a time as the soba restaurant owner who doted on his daughter, and he’d apparently been plenty soft on Yoshihiko and Kimiko back in the day. Miyaka had hit the nail right on the head.


  “What do you think, Natsuki? It turned out pretty well, right?” said Jinya, pointing at the finished mountain of sand with a smile.


  “Yeah, it’s not half bad.”


  Natsuki had fun. In his heart, he hoped they could come to the beach again someday and play as they had, not caring about their differences as demons or urban legends.


   


  SUNSET


   


  Jinya had gone to the beach before with the people of Koyomiza, but this was his first time going with classmates. He might not have been the same age as them, but he enjoyed himself going not as a guardian but with friends.


  After plenty of playing, the sun began to set. The number of beachgoers was beginning to thin out. It was time for them to head out as well.


  Natsuki seemed cheerful, perhaps because of the earlier situation with Kumiko. Meanwhile, Kaoru looked exhausted after playing with so much energy. She put her hands together and stretched her back, trying to keep her tired body limber.


  “It’s quiet,” she murmured as she looked out at the ocean. The sound of the waves had vanished, and the ocean was still. The heat was also gentler than it’d been earlier in the day, making the sand feel comfortable under their feet.


  “That’s because of the evening lull,” said Jinya.


  “The evening lull?”


  “When the weather’s fair by the coast, the breeze blows inward from the sea during the day and out to sea at night. But there’s a brief moment in between where the wind stops and the ocean waves don’t stir, and that moment’s called the evening lull… The ocean looks perfectly serene like a mirror during that lull. It’s beautiful.” He squinted fondly as he repeated the explanation someone else once gave him, adding his own description at the end. 


  Moved by his words, Kaoru looked out at the ocean herself.


  The surface of the water was painted orange by the evening sun, giving it a different feeling from the familiar blue of day. It was indeed a beautiful sight, but something about it felt melancholic too. If it truly resembled a mirror, then perhaps it reflected traces of the past.


  “We should start getting ready to leave. You go ahead and change, Azusaya,” Jinya said.


  “Oh, right.” She hurried off to the changing rooms as he recalled the heavenly maiden he had once met. He’d only known Kaoru for less than half a year, but she was a good kid. Perhaps he was simply getting old, but he couldn’t help but find the girl’s straightforward, earnest personality even more dazzling than the ocean during the evening lull.


  Then Miyaka, who’d finished tidying things up, appeared as though taking Kaoru’s place and walked up to him. “Hey, Jinya. Thanks for coming along today.”


  “Nonsense. I had fun as well. I hope planning everything wasn’t too much of a problem.”


  “It wasn’t all that bad.”


  They wound up leaving everything to Miyaka, but that didn’t seem to trouble her. She looked more cheerful than she usually did; she seemed to have gained something from this trip.


  Jinya was glad he’d come along. The calm ocean was beautiful and made his heart feel serene.


  “It’d be nice to do something like this again,” she said.


  “I’m sure we’ll be counting on you to plan something.”


  “I’ll try my best. But I’m always the one being helped by you, so it feels strange being relied on at all.” She grinned slightly to show she didn’t mind the feeling.


  A soft breeze blew past them just as the waves began to stir again.


  The evening lull was gone, and a refreshing land breeze brought night with it.


  “Shall we go?”


  “Yeah.”


  He felt a bit sad to see the evening lull disappear, but when his eyes happened to meet hers, he let slip a smile. Days like these weren’t so bad, he thought to himself.


   


  GOING HOME


   


  “Sorry for the trouble, Ofuu.”


  “No trouble at all. I’m just glad everyone had fun.”


  Tired from their fun-filled day, the children were fast asleep in the car. The only ones awake were the driver Ofuu and Jinya in the passenger seat next to her. Time passed peacefully as they listened to the soft snoozing from behind them.


  “Did you have fun too, Jinya-kun?”


  “I suppose I did.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  Their conversation was not a lively one, but he preferred it that way. The silence between words remained comfortable, his expression softening only ever so slightly when they spoke. This was the right distance for them. They’d both lived long lives. They were not the closest two people could be, but they could let their guards down around one another. He knew he could be vulnerable around her.


  “I’ve changed,” he said.


  “Of course. Didn’t I tell you?”


  “Yeah. I remember. My goal really wasn’t everything.”


  He had shown his more pitiful side to her over and over, and she’d set him straight every single time. Having come all this way, he could see how right her advice had been. As the things he wanted to protect grew in number, he began to fear losing them. His blade grew dull, and he encountered things he couldn’t slay. Though he once sought nothing but strength, he had grown weaker after many, many years. And yet, he was happy about his weakness. He could find it in himself to treasure these meaningless, wasted days.


  “I’m no match for you, Ofuu.”


  “Hee hee.”


  He smiled softly. Their conversation would probably have sounded all over the place to a third party, but they understood one another perfectly.


  No further words were spoken between them. Instead, a sense of peace filled the air, and the summer day came to an end.


  “…Ngh.”


  Miyaka had woken up at some point during their conversation. She could sort of sense the peaceful mood between the two, so she pretended to sleep, though she didn’t quite understand why she did so. She thought about it but got nowhere, so she abandoned the thought. Eventually she began to nod off again and fell into slumber once more.
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  THE HEAVENLY MAIDEN AND FESTIVAL DAY


   


  SOMETIME BEFORE summer vacation began, Azusaya Kaoru asked Jinya a question.


  “Kadono-kun, is your sword specially made or something?”


  He had used a red blade when he fought Hikiko-san, but when he knew he would be fighting urban legends, like the Slit-Mouthed Woman and the Red Cloak, he brought a plain tachi blade that he kept in a metal scabbard.


  The red blade was apparently made from his own hardened blood using some special ability, but the plain one was a proper sword—not that Kaoru was any expert on swords. She thought it was cool how he used it to slay urban legends so easily, but she was also curious about its background.


  “I guess you could say so. It’s a sacred sword that was worshipped in the village I once lived in. It supposedly wouldn’t rust even if a thousand years pass. It’s called Yarai.”


  “Wow, a sacred sword… Sooo, does it shoot laser beams or shock waves if you swing it?”


  “No, nothing like that. But it was entrusted to me by my village chief, and it’s been my companion for all this time. I’ve only ever entrusted it to someone else’s care once.” He told her about how, in the Showa era, he entrusted Yarai to someone who strove to be a woman of the night until her very last. Yarai had been the only thing he could give her to match her determination.


  Kaoru didn’t quite understand, but she did grasp that Yarai was so dear to him that it would take a lot for him to leave it in someone else’s hands.


  “You’re amazing, Kadono-kun.” She spoke with admiration but also felt a sense of inferiority listening to him. She didn’t hold any strong feelings toward anything like he did. “You’ve fought all kinds of scary things with that sword, huh?”


  “Perhaps. But I don’t fight for noble reasons; it’s to see through a personal grudge. I even hunt urban legends for a selfish purpose. It’s nothing to be praised for.”


  “That’s not true at all. Even that is…amazing.”


  Her best friend Miyaka was going to spend her summer vacation doing a part-time job and a summer course to prepare for her future. Jinya fought life-or-death battles for the sake of his goals. Kaoru had none of that. She liked school. She sucked at studying but had lots of friends. They’d chat all the time, then go buy snacks and play after school. Every day was full of fun.


  But sometimes, the whole thing felt incredibly suffocating. Her friends were all working so hard, and yet she did nothing but idly enjoy life.


  Her summer vacation continued, but her gloom went nowhere. Eventually, August 15th came—the day of the Jinta Shrine’s festival. She thought back on her conversation with Jinya as she slipped on the sleeves of her yukata robe, embroidered with morning glories.


  It was the day of the festival, but she wouldn’t be able to enjoy it with her best friends. As a shrine girl, Miyaka would be busy; Yanagi and Mai had something planned together already and couldn’t come; Jinya, with a gentle look on his face, had said he had a prior engagement.


  In the end, the only ones from their friend group coming were Toudou Natsuki and Nekune Kumiko. Natsuki’s younger sister Rika would also apparently be there, so that made four counting Kaoru. That wasn’t nothing, but she still felt sad. Miyaka and Jinya weighed on her mind. The three of them were often together, but lately she felt like they were drifting apart. She didn’t have anything that defined her like they did.


  She walked to the shrine wearing her morning glory yukata robe, a clouded expression on her face and doubt in her heart. That must have been why she was spirited away.


  Azusaya Kaoru arrived early at the shrine, then vanished without a trace.


  The Moberly–Jourdain Incident


  The Moberly-Jourdain Incident was an urban legend about two people who found themselves transported into the past.


  In 1901, two Englishwomen, Charlotte Anne Moberly and Eleanor Jourdain, paid a visit to the Palace of Versailles and walked toward its garden. But as they walked, the weather abruptly shifted and the two were assailed by a strange sensation. They felt somewhat dizzy and paused to regain their bearings when a woman approached them from the front. The two were surprised to see her, for she wore clothes from a clearly different era: a noblewoman’s dress. They thought there must be some kind of event going on, but then they encountered a man also wearing garb of ancient design. The people they met spoke in a manner that was slightly different from their modern French as well. Charlotte and Eleanor began to grow uneasy.


  They hurried to the garden, following the directions they received from the man. Along the way they encountered a woman sketching. She wore a large hat and a dress, and she bore a strange expression.


  The two were curious about her but only exchanged a few words before continuing along. Once they reached the garden, they were welcomed by the familiar sight of other tourists, and the strange sensation they’d felt had disappeared.


  Afterward, they further investigated the Palace of Versailles and were shocked. The woman with the large hat they had encountered along the way to the garden was the spitting image of a portrait of Marie Antoinette.


  Time travel was a popular subject for urban legends. There’s the famous time traveler John Titor; Andrew Carlssin, who used his future knowledge to make a fortune on the stock market; the Philadelphia Experiment where a stealth experiment sent a ship back ten seconds into the past; and the air force lieutenant colonel who found himself in an airfield that should have been decommissioned. 


  These time travel stories resembled other urban legends about visits to parallel worlds and worlds different from our own in that the people who find themselves whisked away to these new places are often dissatisfied with the world they previously knew.


  Incidentally, there were supposedly a number of methods for returning to one’s own era after time traveling. Sometimes one simply needed to wait and they’d be returned no matter what. In other accounts, trying to change the past would forcibly send one back to the future. There were stories where a person known as the Space-Time Man came to help. On the whole, time travel urban legends tend to be on the safer side of the urban legend spectrum.


   


  ***


   


  Kaoru only spent a short week removed from her own time, but Jinya remembered her stay fondly. On August 15th, Jinya left to go to the festival. He turned down Kaoru’s offer to look around because he had an earlier promise to uphold.


  He ran into Miyaka on the way there. She would be busy helping run the festival today and wouldn’t have time to play. When he caught her, she seemed to be taking a break and buying something to drink.


  “What’s with the getup?” she asked.


  “Exactly what it looks like. There’s a festival at your shrine today, isn’t there?”


  She usually only saw him in his student uniform or simple plain clothes, but today he was wearing something more traditional. The person he was meeting today would be wearing a yukata, so he put one on to match.


  “I’m a little surprised, though. I didn’t think you’d be the sort of guy to join these kinds of things all on your own.”


  “There’s nothing strange about it. Being able to drink liquor while listening to festival music is quite the treat.”


  “Yikes. I can’t believe those words are coming out of a high schooler’s mouth.” 


  He wasn’t joking. The right atmosphere made any drink taste sublime. He looked forward to drinking with his friends from class one day.


  “So you’re wearing a yukata for the festival?”


  “Huh? Oh, this is kinagashi, not a yukata. A yukata is something you wear after bathing or in the summer. Kinagashi is when you wear a kimono without a haori coat or hakama pants.”


  “Is that right? You seem to be looking forward to it.”


  “Do I?”


  “Yeah. I mean, you even went all out and dressed up.”


  Feeling a bit mischievous, he smiled softly. “Even I get fired up sometimes. I promised a long time ago to meet an old acquaintance today.”


  He’d made the promise long ago, back in the Meiji era, and today he could finally keep it. How could he not get fired up a little?


  After a long pause, she said, “Don’t tell me, a girl?”


  “Yeah. How’d you know?”


  “Is that so? You look awfully thrilled to meet her. Is she cute?”


  “Of course. She’s a heavenly maiden, after all.”


  After some quick parting words, he left the shocked Miyaka behind and continued toward the Jinta Shrine. Crows could be heard cawing in the distance, but even their noise sounded soothing. He’d been looking forward to checking out the festival together with Asagao for a long time now.


  He reached the shrine sooner than he expected. It would be a while longer before the sun set and the festival entered full swing. But he’d already waited a hundred years, so a short wait like this was hardly any trouble. Kaoru looked almost exactly like he remembered, which meant this year’s festival was likely the one. All he had to do was wait for his heavenly maiden to arrive so he could fulfill their promise.


  “The place I come from… It wasn’t boring. My friends are there and all. But…being there does get exhausting from time to time. I go to school, study, and then walk home with my friends. On our way back, we do all kinds of fun things. Every single day is full of fun.”


  “But sometimes, life feels as suffocating as it is fun.”


  Asagao, the heavenly maiden he had known, described her life in the heavens as suffocating at times. Jinya hadn’t known what to say to comfort her then. When she asked him if he was happy with his life, he could only say he didn’t know.


  After only a brief week of rest, she returned to the skies with a smile.


  “If we ever meet again somehow, let’s go to a festival together, all right?”


  Leaving behind only a vivid promise, she courageously left.


  A dizzying amount of time had passed since then. He didn’t reflect much on those happy days anymore, but he didn’t lament that fact. He’d become his current self through both changing and staying the same, through losing and discovering anew. The fading of his old memories proved that he was moving forward, and that was not something to lament.


  But he did miss the past a little. That was why his miraculous repeat encounter with her brought such joy. She would probably never understand just how he felt when he saw her smile and how it reminded him of those nostalgic times. He’d been eagerly awaiting today, the day of their true reunion.


  He listened to the festival music as the paper lanterns swayed. The lights dangling in the darkness seemed almost otherworldly and only increased his excitement. Amid the bustling crowd, he caught a glimpse of her and grinned.


  Wearing a morning glory yukata, Kaoru ran full speed down the stone steps, a dangerous thing to do. He worried she might fall but stayed still and waited for her. After coming all this way, she deserved to finish her journey.


  “You’re late, Azusaya.”


  She reached him out of breath, unable to speak properly. He recognized her expression. It wasn’t the look of the classmate he knew whose enthusiasm slipped away as she compared herself to her surroundings; it was the look of the heavenly maiden from his memories, who had rested a short while and then returned to the skies with a brilliant smile. 


  “Um, uhh…”


  “Calm down, for starters.”


  “R-right. Sorry. Um… Hey, it’s been a while…?”


  At long last, they could truly meet again.


  Filled with emotion, he addressed her by her proper name. “It really has been. I can finally call you Asagao again, huh?”


  The heavenly maiden had kept her promise, so it was time he fulfilled his. He smiled softly and thought about taking her to a candy apple stand.


   


  ***


   


  “…In fact, you look just like this heavenly maiden I once met.”


  Jinya complimented Kaoru’s morning glory yukata and made her blush. They were supposed to meet up with Natsuki and Kumiko at the festival, but they wanted to look around all by themselves for a bit before that.


  “Here.”


  “Yay! Thank you!”


  The first thing they did was go to a candy apple stand, where he bought her a candy apple just like he promised he would back in the Meiji era. They’d only spent a week together, but he’d remembered their promise this whole time. She felt a mixture of joy and bashfulness when she realized that, a feeling as sweet and sour as the candy apple itself.


  “Say, do you mind if I call you Asagao?” he asked.


  “Go for it! Oh, but what should I call you? Sticking with Kadono-kun after all this just doesn’t feel right.” She’d slipped into the past and met the old him, so, in a sense, they had been friends for over a hundred years. Or at least Kaoru thought so. Either way, they were closer than they’d been before, so she wanted to have some kind of special name for him. “How about…Jin-kun? Is that all right?”


  “Of course.”


  “Whew. Jin-kun it is, then!” Maybe it was odd for her to use the “-kun” honorific for a friend of over a hundred years, but Kaoru preferred it this way. Using “-san” would be too distant, and dropping honorifics entirely felt like an overreach. But “-kun” felt just right, especially since they were classmates. It was a perfect way to show they were friends, no matter their difference in age. She was satisfied with it.


  “So how about it, Asagao? Did you get a chance to rest?”


  The meaning of his words was clear. She had been depressed from comparing herself to Miyaka and Jinya, ashamed that she did nothing while they worked so hard. She still felt small compared to them, but she managed to take a break by visiting the past. Things felt slightly less suffocating for her now.


  “I still think you and Miyaka-chan are really amazing, but I don’t feel so bad about it anymore.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. It’s okay to stumble from time to time. I know I sure have, but I’ve still made it to where I am today. There’s no need to rush.”


  “Thank you, Jin-kun.” His words resonated with her. She, too, could change like he had. The gloom she’d felt that morning was gone without a trace, and she could let herself wholeheartedly enjoy the festival. “All this talking has made me hungry! Let’s go check out the other stalls.”


  “Let’s. It’d be a waste not to try everything they have to offer.”


  “Right? Let’s start with some takoyaki!”


  “Hey, you’ll hurt yourself if you run.”


  They followed the crowds as they traveled around the stalls. They ate takoyaki and yakisoba, played target shooting, and scooped goldfish. Every little thing brought joy and endless smiles.


  “Maybe I’ll get a part-time job sometime too. I have experience working as a waitress now, after all. Oh! Hey, Jin-kun, how about opening a soba restaurant again?”


  “Maybe not right now, but perhaps after I finish what I have to do.”


  “Let me know if you do! I’ll come work for you again.”


  She thought it’d be wonderful if she could work at a soba restaurant run by him like she had in the Meiji era. She tried to imagine the near future: She would graduate from high school and start college. Around that time, he would finish whatever business he had going on, then open up a soba restaurant where she would come work for him part-time. Nomari, Somegorou, Heikichi, and Kaneomi were no longer around, but she was sure their days would be just as lively as before.


  Perhaps it wasn’t something grand enough to call a dream, but she hoped days like those would come to be. Would he make fun of her if she told him that?


  “Something on your mind, Asagao?”


  “Nah, it’s nothing!”


  Of course he wouldn’t. She didn’t even need to ask to know. He doted on her so much that he would probably just kindly say, “Yeah, that’d be nice.”


  “Hey, Jin-kun! Festivals are fun, huh?”


  “They sure are.” Her innocence made him smile softly.


  And so the story of the candy apple heavenly maiden reached its true conclusion, but Azusaya Kaoru’s story continued. She could not see where her path would take her and was sure to stumble again along the way, but now that she’d rested her wings for a short while, she could smile again and believed things would work out for her.


  Need it even be said that they both held a candy apple as beautiful as a gem?


  Several days after the festival, Kaoru went to hang out at Miyaka’s house. They chatted unreservedly for the first time in a while, but midway through Kaoru remembered something she wanted to ask. Or rather, many things. Not much time had passed since she found herself in the past, and she wanted to know several things that a shrine girl like Miyaka might be able to answer.


  “Hey, the shrine here has a mirror, right?”


  “A mirror? Oh, you mean the go-shintai?”


  “Probably, yeah.”


  “It’s called the Fox’s Mirror. After a place called the Aragi Inari Shrine burned down in the war, it got moved to our shrine.”


  It was through the power of the Fox’s Mirror that Kaoru returned from the past to the present. Since the mirror had been moved, she reappeared at the Jinta Shrine instead of the Aragi Inari Shrine she’d originally been at.


  “Legend says it’s a mirror that connects the heavens and the earth, but I don’t know if that’s true,” Miyaka said. “I only know what my mom’s told me.”


  “Oh, I see. But if things like the Slit-Mouthed Woman are real, then maybe that legend isn’t so hard to believe.”


  “Good point.”


  Kaoru actually had gone to the past and returned thanks to the mirror, so perhaps its legend carried some weight. The world was full of mystery. A mirror that allowed people to travel between past and present was probably pretty tame in the grand scheme of things.


  “Hey, hey, Miyaka-chan! Are there any urban legends where people accidentally travel through time?”


  “Where’d that come from?”


  “I’m just wondering. You know any?”


  “There are quite a few, like John Titor, the Philadelphia Experiment, and so on. Time travel is a common genre of urban legends.”


  “Really? Are there urban legends with ways people can come back to their own time?”


  “Sure. There are stories where they find themselves back after a while, or they’re helped by the Space-Time Man, and so on.”


  “The Space-Time Man?”


  The name stood out as strange. Unable to figure out what it meant from the name alone, Kaoru cocked her head. Miyaka began to explain to her.


   


  THE SPACE-TIME MAN


   


  The past, the future, parallel worlds, different worlds—when a person found themselves in these places, they could meet the mysterious Space-Time Man.


  Some accounts said he wore work clothes, others said he wore ordinary garments, but he was always described as looking like an ordinary middle-aged man. His existence was shrouded in mystery; the only thing known was that he has used his powers to return countless people stuck in the wrong time or place to their own world. Some versions of the urban legend claim the Space-Time Man wasn’t actually an individual but several middle-aged men and women working in tandem.


  Urban legends featuring the Space-Time Man generally followed the following pattern:


  Someone found themselves in an unknown place with no clear way to return.


  They met a mysterious middle-aged man.


  The middle-aged man reached into his pockets and pulled out a strange object.


  Before they knew it, the person was back in their world.


  The identity of the Space-Time Man was a hotly debated mystery. Some said he was an officer of the time police or the space-time bureau. Others believed he was a warden of time, a custodian of parallel worlds, or something of that nature. Whatever he might have been, he was often also from another world or time, just like the people he helped. He was seen as a benevolent figure, somebody who used their power to move through time and space to help others rather than for personal gain, and he was spoken of fondly on the internet.


  Incidentally, there were several common phrases featured across stories about him: “Strange location,” “middle-aged man,” “reached into his pocket,” and “returned like it was all a dream.” The idea of a middle-aged man using some sort of mystery item seemed to be a stock element of this particular urban legend.


  “…And that’s about it.”


  “Y-you don’t say?” Kaoru made a bit of a face after she heard Miyaka’s explanation.


  A mysterious middle-aged man encountered in another time. A strange object. 


  Those phrases nagged at Kaoru. When she’d found herself in the past, she’d returned with the help of the chief priest and his shrine’s strange mirror. But could he have been from another time as well? Could he have somehow found his way to the past, then stayed in the Meiji era to later help her return to her own time?


  “…No way, right?”


  The idea was a bit too far-fetched. There was no way to find out the truth anyway, not when everything had happened so long ago. Thinking she was grasping at straws, Kaoru let the idea go.


  The two of them went back to chatting about random things.


  It was a summer afternoon day with heat still suffusing the air. The girls lost all track of time as they talked.


   


  CONTINUATION — THE SHRINE GIRL AND THE SEALED DEMON, OR A MOTHER AND SWORD-SAN


   


  “You really don’t have to, Miyaka-chan.”


  “No, it’s fine. A boy from my class said he’d help me out anyway.”


  The Jinta Shrine, where Miyaka lived, hosted a yearly festival on the 15th of August. The festival was quite popular, with several stands setting up shop every year, but that also meant there was a lot of garbage to clean up afterward each time. The stalls at least cleaned up their own trash, but there was always some stuff left over. Going around and picking up that trash was a yearly practice.


  Miyaka’s father needed to step out for business on the morning of the 16th, so Miyaka and her mother Yayoi had to clean up themselves. But Miyaka wanted her mother to rest since she was undoubtedly tired from the festival, so she volunteered to do everything herself.


  The shrine grounds covered a lot of space, so she had her work cut out for her. Fortunately, she at least had some last-minute help. She was messaging back and forth with Jinya the previous night, and he offered to help when he heard about her situation.


  She appreciated the offer but declined at first since she was always in his debt already; however, he insisted. Miyaka consulted her mother on what to do, and she suggested that Miyaka might as well take him up on his offer and just repay him in another way.


  To Jinya’s delight, Miyaka reluctantly accepted his help. He claimed he didn’t mind lending a hand at all and had meant to pay her parents a visit sooner or later anyway—something that came as a surprise to her. He made it sound as though he already knew them.


  Her father Keito grimaced when he heard a boy from her class was coming to help her clean. He was okay with it at first because he thought Miyaka meant Kaoru was coming, but when he heard it would be a boy, he began going on about making sure the boy didn’t have ulterior motives and things like that.


  Miyaka felt kind of annoyed. She understood her father was just worried about her, but Jinya had done so much for her, even putting his life on the line. She knew he had no ulterior motives and in fact was a rather selfless person. Hearing her father disparage him, she stormed back to her room in a huff mid-conversation.


  Though people said she acted mature, Miyaka was really just a child. It was hard for her to accept her father’s worry without being difficult.


  “I’ve finished over here.”


  “We’ve used up quite a few trash bags. I’ll go bring some more.”


  On August 16th, Miyaka was cleaning the shrine grounds together with Jinya just like they planned.


  Cleaning the day after the festival was always a hassle, but Jinya’s presence made things go smoother than last year. She was pretty grateful to have him there.


  They took a break midway through to have some soda-flavored popsicles, then went back to cleaning. It was around noon by the time they were about done. Her mother would probably make them lunch if she asked, but Miyaka thought eating out would also be nice and suggested that they do it.


  “Sounds good.”


  “It’s settled, then. You can pick what we eat this time.”


  “Really? In that case…I’m in the mood for croquettes today.”


  At his request, they decided on croquettes for lunch. She told her mother they were heading over to a nearby Japanese diner.


  “Want to pop in and say hi?” Miyaka asked.


  “That’s all right. I’ll be back later anyway,” Jinya replied. “It’d be better to show up once Keito-kun’s back.”


  Her father would be back home around two, so they could hang out at the station for a while after they ate.


  First things first—their meal. He slathered his croquettes in sauce, claiming they paired better with rice like that, and ate his lunch set clean with relish. It was too hot outside to really enjoy a walk, so they killed time inside the department store Sugaya afterward. Before they knew it, three o’clock had arrived.


  “Should we head back?”


  “Sounds good.”


  Jinya was holding some ramune drinks and a box of sweets. He’d originally planned to buy some liquor but decided against it because of the underage drinking laws.


  “Oh yeah. You mentioned you knew my parents. Where from?” she asked.


  “I lived in Tokyo for a while and met them in Asakusa. I think Yayoi was around elementary school age then?”


  Even though she knew how old he really was, it was strange for Miyaka to hear her classmate talk about how he remembered her mother as a child.


  When she returned home, she saw her father’s shoes at the entrance.


  “Mom, Dad, I’m home.”


  “Oh, welcome home, Miyaka.”


  She entered the living room to find her father Keito lounging on the couch. Though she was around the age when teenagers turned rebellious, Miyaka wasn’t always cold to her father. He just said things that irritated her from time to time. She greeted him regularly, and the two could talk to each other with no problems.


  “We’re done cleaning. The boy who helped is here with me.”


  “Oh, thanks for that. So, you’re the boy who…” Keito’s voice trailed away the second he laid eyes on Jinya. He looked dumbfounded like he’d seen a ghost. In a way, that wasn’t too far off, given Jinya was a demon. He pointed at Jinya, his mouth opening and closing repeatedly as he trembled slightly.


  Jinya just waved casually to him and said, “Hey, Keito-kun. It’s been a while.”


  “…I’m sorry. H-have we met somewhere before?”


  “You forgot me already? How hurtful.”


  “No, I remember. It’s just a little hard to swallow… Um, you wouldn’t happen to have been sealed away in a sword before, would you?”


  “Sure have. I used to be called the Demon Eater and got sealed away. I believe that was around the time I met you. I think you called me ‘Sword-san’?”


  Demon Eater. Sword-san. Maybe Mai or Natsuki would’ve recognized those names from all the stories Jinya had told them, but Miyaka didn’t. They seemed to ring a bell with her father, though. He stared at Jinya with his mouth agape before crying out.


  “Y-Yayoi! It’s Sword-san! Sword-san’s here! Wait, he’s your classmate, Miyaka?! Your classmate is Sword-san?!”


  “Your daughter’s been good to me.”


  “What is going on?! I was prepared to chase off a pesky boy, but a demon’s here instead?!”


  Jinya watched warmly as Miyaka’s father chaotically reacted to his arrival. Her mother appeared from the kitchen and was surprised to see him as well, showing an expression that was tearful but full of joy.


  Unable to understand what was unfolding, Miyaka just stood there in a daze. Without energy, she muttered, “What in the world…?”


  It took some time for things to calm down in the living room. 


  When she asked further, Miyaka learned Jinya had been sealed away in a Yatonomori Kaneomi blade that was enshrined in a shrine Yayoi visited as a child. They became acquainted, and through her, he also met Keito. After Jinya was unsealed, he visited the pair every now and then but hadn’t had a chance to see them since they got married and moved to Kadono. This was their first meeting in a long time.


  “It’s been a while, Sword-san.”


  “Indeed it has, Yayoi. You’ve grown.”


  “I’m an old lady now.”


  Miyaka watched as her classmate addressed her mother without an honorific, something her mother seemed to accept nostalgically. Once again, she was reminded that Jinya was no ordinary person.


  “I believe the last time we met was just before you two got married,” he said.


  “It must’ve been,” Keito said. “I haven’t gone back to visit Tokyo much since the old folks moved in with my older brother. Oh, how about a drink, Sword-san?”


  “Thanks, but maybe not this early in the day.”


  “Too bad. Maybe in the evening, then. Why don’t you join us for dinner so we can catch up? I’ll have you know Yayoi can cook up a storm.”


  “Yayoi’s cooking, huh? I wouldn’t mind trying that.”


  The three cheerfully began talking about the past. Miyaka couldn’t get very involved in their conversation; it was kind of like when her uncles and aunts came over and talked to her ­parents about events she knew nothing about.


  “Oh, my cooking’s nothing special,” said Yayoi.


  “Nonsense. I love everything you make,” said Keito. “Anyway, I’m happy to see you, Sword-san. That alone will make tonight’s drink taste better.”


  “It really has been a while since we last talked. Brings back memories,” said Yayoi.


  Jinya said, “It brings back memories for me too. You used to be so small, Yayoi, and now you’re a mother of your own child. Time works in mysterious ways.”


  “Ha ha. How is Miyaka-chan doing at school?”


  “She’s a good kid. Considerate and earnest. Modest girls like her are rare these days. She has many friends and makes sure to have plenty of fun, but I do think she could stand to be a little more selfish.”


  Miyaka blushed slightly and cast her eyes downward. Her mother looked at her with a heartwarming smile, while her father made a bit of a difficult expression.


  “Thank goodness. I’m sure she’ll be all right with you looking after her, Sword-san,” said Keito.


  “If anything, I’m the one who’s been in her care. Now then, Miyaka… I think you wanted to show me your room?” Jinya seemed to sense Miyaka wasn’t totally comfortable and offered her a way out of the situation, which she eagerly accepted. She got up as if she were fleeing and started walking with him out of the living room.


  Her father watched them from behind and spoke out with a furrowed brow. “Hey, wait a second, Sword-san. What do you think you’re doing heading to a young girl’s room right in front of her father? I’m not letting any man take Miyaka away from me yet, especially not you.”


  Such words were not unusual for a father to direct at a boy his daughter brought home. Keito was very much the kind of man who would speak out like this, so Miyaka wasn’t particularly surprised. However, his phrasing bothered her.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” she said. The way Keito tacked on “especially not you” seemed to suggest he was against his daughter being together with a demon. She was about to complain further, but Jinya cut in before she could.


  “I have no intention of taking her from you, believe me.”


  “O-oh, I see… Sorry, I said something I shouldn’t have, huh?” said Keito.


  “Not at all. If anything, I’m relieved to see you’re looking out for your daughter. You’ve really grown up.”


  Keito guiltily averted his gaze, feeling awkward about being complimented after his rudeness.


  Jinya continued. “You can say even unpleasant things for your daughter’s sake. I’m happy to see you’ve become that type of father.”


  Jinya wasn’t being sarcastic; he meant it. But his words served as the finishing blow to the already defeated Keito, who went completely silent as Miyaka and Jinya left the living room behind.


  Miyaka had been about to snap at her father moments earlier, but she ended up leaving the room without saying her piece. She was far from satisfied, of course, but the hallway was no place for an argument, so she waited until she showed Jinya to her room.


  “…Why’d you stop me?” she asked after they settled in.


  “I had a feeling you’d say something a bit harsh.”


  “Maybe I would’ve. That doesn’t mean you had to stop me.” Her father had insulted Jinya. Though they’d been so friendly with each other only moments before, he made a point of stating he wouldn’t let his daughter be together with a monster, even if he didn’t use those exact words. Miyaka wasn’t confident she could say she and Jinya were friends, but she did think he was the boy she was closest to in the class and didn’t want to hear him insulted like that.


  “As a father, Keito-kun has a right to be worried about you, his dear daughter. Chasing away any boys around you is part of that.”


  “But he didn’t have to say it like that. Just because you’re a demon…”


  “What he said was very sensible if you ask me.” Jinya didn’t seem to mind in the slightest, and if he didn’t mind, then Miyaka couldn’t stay mad. 


  Feeling exhausted all of a sudden, she sighed. Her heart felt hazy. “…Am I that much of a child?” she asked.


  “Where did that come from?”


  “I’m always getting upset at my father these days, but what he said didn’t bother you at all. Maybe something’s wrong with me.”


  “Oh. Are you and your father not getting along?”


  “It’s not that. I know he’s only worried about me, like earlier, but I get irritated anyway.” 


  By this point, she didn’t doubt that Jinya was really over a hundred. Compared to him, she was absolutely a child. But even putting that all aside, she felt she was more immature than she should be.


  Perhaps she was just at a rebellious age. She was still fine around her mother, but everything her father said just sounded irritating, and she couldn’t help but lash out. She always regretted what she said but would treat him coldly afterward anyway and feel even worse. Seeing how little Jinya cared about her father’s words just drove home her childishness.


  “I don’t think that’s childish of you at all. If anything, that’s proof you’ve grown.”


  “What? But…”


  “Parents will always be parents, but children can’t stay children forever. They grow taller and gain new perspectives. They find they can reach further than before and take on burdens of their own, burdens that weigh them down. It’s no surprise that the love your parents once showed might eventually feel like unwanted baggage.”


  When one looked at it that way, Miyaka’s annoyance with her father’s love was proof she had grown. Still, she found it hard to agree with what Jinya said. “Really? I don’t know…”


  “It’s fine if you don’t believe me. But one day, once you’ve gotten more used to the new weight you carry and can see what’s around you, think of your father a bit for me. I’m sure you’ll be able to be kinder to him then than you can now.”


  Miyaka could not see the future like Jinya did, but perhaps he was right about her. Perhaps she would be able to accept her father’s love without issue someday.


  “…All right.”


  “Pour him a drink, then, if you would. I’m sure he’d appreciate it. Fathers are more sensitive creatures than you’d think.”


  “Ha ha, what the heck?” As she laughed at how emotional Jinya sounded, her depression disappeared. Perhaps he’d undergone a similar experience himself. Feeling silly for being angry at her father at all, she slumped her shoulders. “…Thanks,” she said softly, maybe too soft for him to even hear.


  His eyes squinted slightly. Her gratitude must have reached him.


  “You’re staying for dinner, right?” she asked.


  “Of course. I can’t believe I’ll be eating Yayoi’s own cooking, though. She used to be so little.”


  “Is that right? You must have a very different image of her than me.”


  “I suppose so. When I first met her, she was just a little girl who ran away from home and hid in a shrine because she didn’t want to leave her friends in Tokyo. Oh, and Keito-kun was this high school boy who was always at the mercy of younger girls.”


  “What, really? Tell me more.” Miyaka jumped at the chance to hear about her parents’ interesting past.


  It was five in the afternoon. The evening sun shone boldly through the window and filled the room with orange light as if trying to paint it the same color as the sky. There was still time until dinner, so he decided he would talk to her about her parents for a while.


  As Miyaka listened to Jinya’s stories of the distant past, a soft expression replaced the stiff one she had worn moments ago.


  “…Dad, what’s this about you falling for my mother and proposing to her when she was in elementary school?”


  “Wait, what? Sword-san, just what did you tell her?”


  The details Jinya knew had been arbitrarily twisted by Yunohara Aoba and her daughter Nanao.


  Dinner seemed to taste even better than usual.


   


  4


   


  AT THE END OF SUMMER


   


  TIME FLEW when one was having fun.


  Miyaka greatly enjoyed her summer vacation this year. But the more one enjoyed something, the more the days flew by. Before she knew it, it was August 31st. Tomorrow was the start of a new school semester. 


  She prepared her things for the next day and sat on her bed, then looked out through her window at the night sky as she reflected on her summer memories.


  She went to the beach and did some shopping with her friends. She shopped with Moe to pick out casual clothes for Jinya to wear. She went to a cake buffet with the girls. She sold charms at the festival wearing her shrine maiden garb, and Kaoru seemed to return to her usual high spirits around then. Her part-time job was going well; she was even praised by her manager, Okada-san. Several strange incidents had occurred, and there were a few urban legends she felt pity for. Her summer course was finished, as was her summer homework. It had been such a good summer that she didn’t want it to end.


  But she would have to let it all go and switch gears starting tomorrow. Though she was reluctant for everything to be over, she dove into bed. She was a little worried she would have trouble sleeping after all her late nights, but she fell asleep shockingly quickly.


  As she began to lose consciousness, she thought, Oh, if only summer vacation could go on just a little longer.


  …She woke up without trouble once morning came. She slowly got up and was getting ready to change clothes when she noticed something.


  “…Hm?”


  For some reason, she was wearing her regular clothes, though she was pretty sure she had changed into pajamas the previous night. What’s more, the school uniform she had laid out was nowhere to be seen.


  Something was strange. Still a bit sleepy, she lazily looked around the room and soon realized what was so off: Things were too quiet. She couldn’t hear the cry of cicadas, something she had grown used to hearing over the summer. The silence stood out.


  Her gaze continued to wander until it passed over her wall calendar. She stiffened, and a chill ran down her spine. She hadn’t flipped it yet, so the calendar should have said it was August 31st. But instead, it showed a different date.


  “…August 32nd?”


  Miyaka found herself on a day that shouldn’t exist.


   


  AUGUST 32ND


   


  “August 32nd” was an urban legend about a never-ending summer vacation.


  I stayed at my grandpa’s place for summer vacation while my mother got ready to give birth. As a young elementary school boy brimming with curiosity, I enjoyed my first summer in the countryside. I caught bugs, fished, and played with the local children. Grandpa and Grandma were nice too. The days flew by very quickly, and before I knew it my summer vacation was almost over. I’d made so many friends and promised to do so many things with them. But now it was August 31st, the day I was supposed to go back home.


  I looked through my picture diary, basking in the memory of all the fun things I’d done this summer vacation. I’d had so many new experiences, and my surroundings were all so vivid. I couldn’t help but think, I don’t wanna go home…


  My wish was granted. While I was looking through my picture diary, I fell asleep and awoke feeling strange.


  The loud cries of the cicadas were gone. Thinking that was odd, I wandered through the house but couldn’t find Grandpa or Grandma. It was eerily quiet. I left the house and finally found Grandpa. But he was missing from the waist down.


  I checked the calendar to find the date was August 32nd. My fun summer vacation was over, and all kinds of strange phenomena started to happen to me. The residents of the now-silent countryside were strange. Their skin was pale, and some of their heads had been mutilated. They all looked horrid. Sometimes I’d hear footsteps in places where nobody was. Occasionally I’d find it somehow impossible to even leave my grandpa’s house. The words and illustrations in the picture diary that I made became incoherent nonsense.


  My summer vacation that should have ended kept on going.


  August 32nd, August 33rd, August 34th, August 35th.


  No matter how much time passed, September never came. My body gradually became a mess and it got difficult to move or think. By the end, I couldn’t move an inch.


  …This story took its inspiration from a bug found in the first version of a summer vacation simulation game. One could use certain methods to skip the game’s ending and let the date become August 32nd. Doing this caused various glitches to appear before the game eventually froze. 


  There were a number of urban legends spawned from real games, such as the one about save data labeled “My body” or the “Erase me!” story, but the unique eeriness of this tale made it stand out. Forum users mentioned how the world the character found themselves in felt like they’re in limbo or have wandered into the liminal space between August and September.


  So far this had been entirely about a game, but there were also several firsthand accounts of people experiencing never-ending summer vacations. There were even works of fiction that featured characters living through made-up dates like August 32nd or September 0.


  “August 32nd” was an urban legend about a world created through nostalgia and a wish for summer vacation to never end. It was an urban legend about somewhere that could be found nowhere.


  Miyaka found herself on a date that shouldn’t exist. Automatically, she reached for her cell phone and called his number.


  “The number you have dialed is not in service. Please try again.”


  But the phone wouldn’t connect even though she tried again and again. She called the girl who controlled artifact spirits and Hikiko-san, any friend who seemed like they could help her, but she couldn’t reach anyone no matter how many attempts she made. 


  At this point, Miyaka understood she was in a supernatural situation. She left her room, something she would normally have thought twice about doing, but her mind was still foggy since she’d just woken up.


  She went to the living room but didn’t find her parents there. Instead, she found a sword on the table.


  “I’ve seen this before…”


  It was the sword her father had proudly shown her, a long tachi blade encased in an iron scabbard. She vaguely recalled its name had been Yatonomori Kaneomi. Her classmate, the expert on these kinds of matters, had backed up her father’s claims that the blade was a genuine demonic sword.


  Miyaka looked curiously at the sword as she neared it.


  “Is something the matter?”


  The sword suddenly spoke. Startled, Miyaka recoiled back a few steps.


  “Oh, I apologize. I seem to have surprised you.”


  It was a woman’s voice that was unmistakably coming from the sword. Miyaka was left bewildered by this impossibility.


  “There’s no need to be so guarded. I mean you no harm.”


  The whole situation was strange and eerie, but Miyaka didn’t feel any fear or aversion, perhaps because the voice sounded so gentle. The sword’s tone was kind, making Miyaka feel they truly meant no harm.


  “Um, what are you?”


  “As you can see, I am merely a sword. Please, call me Kaneomi.”


  Miyaka was talking with a sword like it was nothing strange at all. Perhaps she was still half-asleep. Her father did say the Yatonomori Kaneomi blade had talked before, so perhaps that was what allowed her to accept this strange event.


  “Kaneomi-san? Um, do you know where I am?”


  “Ah, yes. You’ve wandered into quite the place. You should be able to find a soba restaurant right as you leave the shrine. There you will find someone who can help you.”


  “Huh? Um, thanks…?”


  “Not at all. As a wife, I would never do anything my husband would disapprove of.”


  Miyaka decided on her next course of action rather quickly. There were several things nagging at her, but she left the house without inquiring further.


  Miyaka descended the stone steps of the Jinta Shrine and quickly found the soba restaurant. She couldn’t quite be sure, but she was half-certain it hadn’t been there before.


  “Welcome!” the owner greeted her from the back. He was busy cooking inside the time-worn kitchen.


  “Ah, there ya are, missy.” There was a middle-aged man in old-fashioned robes that somewhat resembled what an old court noble or priest might wear. He was eating some soba with fried tofu that sat in front of him, and he smiled friendlily at her. “I’m guessin’ Kaneomi gave ya directions?”


  “Um, yes. And you are…?”


  “Me? I’m, well… Aki. Yes, just callin’ me ‘Aki-san’ will be fine.”


  “Aki?”


  It sounded like that wasn’t his real name. But the way he asked to be called “Aki” reminded Miyaka of her classmate and made her relax a bit. 


  She stared at the middle-aged man for a moment, which led him to misunderstand something and pull his bowl of soba away. “Oh no, no, no. This here’s for me.”


  “Huh? Er, no, I wasn’t after your soba or anything.”


  “I’d hope not. Missy, ya shouldn’t eat anythin’ here, no matter who it’s from or what you get offered. That is, if ya wanna go back where ya belong.”


  There was a phrase known as “Yomotsuhegui,” which directly meant “eating pot-cooked food in the world of the dead.” In olden times, when the border between the worlds of the living and the dead was more indistinct, it was believed that eating the food of the dead would remove one’s ability to return to the world of the living. Eating food cooked in the same pot was a sign of closeness and kinship, so eating the food of the dead made you a resident of their world…or so a certain bookish girl in Miyaka’s class had taught her.


  That was probably what the middle-aged man meant. He seemed like a good-natured person. No wonder Kaneomi had referred Miyaka to him.


  “Now then, Kaneomi told me to help ya, but what exactly’s the problem, if ya don’t mind sharin’?”


  “Well, I don’t quite know where I am, and I guess I’d like to return to where I was?” Miyaka explained everything she knew. She woke up to find the date was August 32nd, and she couldn’t connect to anybody she called. She seemed stuck in this world and didn’t know how to get back. She wasn’t too sure what was going on and found that she couldn’t explain fully, but the middle-aged man listened to everything she had to say. Afterward, he folded his arms and thought for a while, then grinned as though he’d come up with something.


  “In that case, ya should go to the bank of this town’s most famous river. You’ll find someone who can take ya back to yer world there.”


  “Most famous river… You mean the Modori River?”


  “That’s the one. Sorry, but I can’t come with ya. But don’t worry. There ain’t a soul here who’d hurt ya.”


  “…You’re sure?”


  “Absolutely. Just don’t eat or drink anythin’ you get offered, all right?”


  “I understand. Thank you very much.”


  When a person found themselves stuck in an unfamiliar place, the normal thing to do was doubt those around them, yet Miyaka trusted this middle-aged man for some reason. 


  “You’ll be fine. I know she’ll be safe with you.”


  Just as she crossed under the entrance curtains, she heard a woman’s voice. She looked back but didn’t see any women in the restaurant. Thinking she’d just imagined things, she moved on.


  She walked along at a steady pace, aiming for Modori River like the middle-aged man told her to. The town was almost silent, but occasionally she would happen upon some strange people.


  “I didn’t want to become strong. I just wanted a body that would yield to nothing.”


  “It’s the same for me. I only wanted to live a quiet life, hidden from both humans and demons. But in the end… Oh, here, let me pour you another cup.”


  “Thanks. I ended up being given a proper death. Looking back, maybe things weren’t so bad.”


  “Indeed. Ah, that’s some nice liquor.”


  There was a massive man talking to a rather smallish one. The two were drinking on the side of the street even though it was broad daylight. Miyaka thought it would be better not to get mixed up with them and avoided eye contact as she speed-walked past them.


  “Come one, come all! We’ve got supercheap goods! Now 20 percent off!”


  “Hey, since when are we selling at a discount?!”


  “Trust me on this, Miss. Any merchant knows that sometimes you have to lose a little to gain a lot!”


  Miyaka passed by the department store Sugaya, where she found a man and a woman outside trying to draw customers in. She recalled going there with her friends to buy swimsuits. Why exactly the department store would try to draw customers in like this was beyond her. Though she thought it was strange, she didn’t stop.


  “Kinu, is there anywhere you’d like to go?”


  “Do you even need to ask? I’d be happy just lazing about so long as it’s with you.”


  “I see… Come to think of it, we never had much time to just relax like this, did we?”


  A close-looking couple walked by arm in arm. Miyaka felt her heart grow warmer as she watched them.


  “How about some delicious red bean bread?”


  “Thanks for helpin’ out, though I don’t mind if ya wanna go off and play with your husband.”


  “It’s fine. Please, let me help, Fath—”


  “No, no. Don’t call me yer father. I couldn’t show my face around him if ya did… Hm? Around who, was it?”


  A father-and-daughter pair were running a confectionery. Miyaka recognized the sweets they sold as something she had tried before: Nomari red bean bread, a well-known sweet from Kyoto. The store’s owner seemed not to want his daughter to call him “Father.” Miyaka was a little curious why that was, but it’d be rude to butt into other family’s affairs.


  She continued along and eventually came across a lavish mansion whose garden was full of hydrangeas.


  “The hydrangeas are beautiful again this year.”


  “Indeed. We have him to thank, don’t we?”


  An elderly couple was in the garden, their eyes brimming with love. The hydrangeas seemed to carry many memories for them. Miyaka glanced at the flowers as she passed by.


  “Excuse me, Miss? That street is closed off up ahead. If you want to go to the river, you’ll have to take another street.”


  Along the way, an elderly man who seemed to be the manager of some apartments called out to her in a rather effeminate voice. Miyaka did as he said and took a slightly roundabout route. Now that she really thought about it, this might have been her first time walking through these alleys.


  “Oh. Hey, you there.”


  She came across a café with outdoor seating, where she found a lissome woman. She wore a modest, Western-style dress that was all white and smothered in frills. It suited her well. She had a soft smile and enjoyed a coffee as she seemingly waited for someone. She fiddled with a small bottle of star sand she was holding.


  “Someone was looking for you. You’ll find them just up ahead at the riverbank.”


  “Really? Thank you.”


  “You’re very welcome.”


  The person up ahead was probably the one the middle-aged man had told her to find. Miyaka thanked the woman and trudged ahead. She passed by many more people before she finally reached the riverbank.


  There she found a strange woman waiting for her, a complete stranger who still carried a nostalgic air.


  “Hello, Miyaka-chan.”


  She had beautiful, long black hair that fluttered in the wind, slightly droopy eyes, and a slender face. Her skin was so pale as to be almost translucent. She wore red hakama pants with a white haori coat—standard shrine maiden garb—and had plenty of golden trinkets adorning her body. Despite her grand appearance, she gave Miyaka a joyful smile.


  “Um, hello… Have we met somewhere before?”


  “No, but I knew one of your ancestors. A cute girl known as Chitose-chan.”


  Chitose. Miyaka felt like she had heard that name before, but at the moment she couldn’t quite recall it or gather her thoughts much at all. The stranger in shrine maiden garb spun around as if she were dancing, showing her back to Miyaka. Her face was hidden. Perhaps she didn’t want Miyaka to see her expression just then.


  “But it’s a bit of a shame that you don’t bear any resemblance to me. Perhaps if things had gone differently… No, maybe not. The two of us were too inflexible to ever manage it.” The evening wind caressed her pale skin and made her black hair gently sway. The trees rustled, sounding like waves rolling against the shore. She turned back to face Miyaka and asked, “Are you enjoying life, Miyaka-chan?”


  Miyaka’s mind was still not working at full capacity. Perhaps that was why she answered unwarily, “Yes. Very much so.”


  The woman happily smiled and nodded deeply. It seemed like she had been waiting a long while to ask that question.


  “Um, are you perhaps the one that brought me here?” The woman’s reaction made Miyaka think she might have made this August 32nd world—all for the purpose of meeting like this.


  “No. Our meeting is a simple coincidence. Things between him and me came to an end long ago.” The woman gently denied Miyaka’s idea. She made a strange, complicated expression—sad but satisfied. The two of them should have been about the same age, yet the look in the woman’s eyes was distant, calling to mind the transience of snow at the start of spring. “Just as some feelings are carried forward, there are others that go nowhere. Sometimes love doesn’t bear fruit, no matter how well two people open their hearts to each other.”


  The woman smiled suddenly. She spoke of a love that went nowhere, but her expression showed she regretted nothing. Even if things hadn’t ended up the way she wanted, she still had the capacity to love from the heart. She didn’t need to put that in words for her feelings to reach Miyaka.


  “My feelings went nowhere long ago. That’s why, though you may be the Itsukihime, the feelings you carry are not mine but your own.”


  “…Huh?”


  “The same goes for him. Don’t think he’s protecting you just because you’re the Itsukihime.”


  Miyaka understood right away who “he” was. It wasn’t strange at all to think a demon over a hundred years old might’ve known love in the past. This shrine maiden in front of her might’ve been someone who spent time with him before. Though it should’ve sounded far-fetched, it made sense.


  “Our love is long over. He and I shared our feelings with one another, then said our goodbyes. After many years, my heart had the chance to return to him…and now it’s your turn.”


  “Love? I don’t…love anyone in particular.” Miyaka stumbled over her words. Though parts of him caught her interest, she hesitated to get any closer.


  “Is that so?” The woman giggled. This should have been her first time meeting Miyaka, and yet she seemed to see read her like an open book. The woman shrugged and said, “I truly loved him, but I let him go so I could remain Itsukihime. I sacrificed so much to be a shrine maiden, and yet in the end I couldn’t even die as one. I died without achieving a thing. But as strange as it is, I regret nothing.” Not all feelings met a happy end. That was just the way things were, or so she seemed to suggest. “Many things went wrong, but I’m glad to have loved him. Our love couldn’t survive, but it wasn’t for nothing. We both had something beautiful we believed in and tried to see it through in our own awkward ways. And through you, we could see how our choice had meaning.”


  “Through me?”


  “Yes. But above all else, I decided to be a shrine maiden of my own free will, so I can accept how things have turned out.” The woman smiled. “But make sure you treasure what’s in your heart. Not all feelings lead somewhere, but that doesn’t mean you can pretend they don’t exist. Take it from someone foolish enough to let her duties come before her feelings.”


  Because they were Itsukihime and shrine maiden guardian… Because they were demon and human… They both made excuses so they wouldn’t have to act on what was in their hearts, but the woman didn’t want Miyaka to tread the same path she had. Her own love was long gone, but that was precisely why she wanted to tell Miyaka to follow her heart. She didn’t want Miyaka to regret not acting.


  “Who…”


  Who are you?


  Miyaka couldn’t finish her question.


  She knew it was something she wasn’t meant to ask. But even if she wanted to, she didn’t have the time. The world began to sway. The rustling of leaves mixed into a cacophony. The blue summer sky lost its color, the shifting scenery turning monochrome.


  “Hang in there, distant shrine maiden who connected the past to the present.”


  The only thing that seemed to retain its color was the woman’s smile, but that too came to an end as everything ground to a halt.


  Hearing an electronic ringing noise, Miyaka slumped an arm out and hit her alarm clock. It was 7:30, and she had to get up. She looked at the calendar on her wall and saw it said September 1st. Today was the start of a new semester.


  She slid her arms through the sleeves of her school uniform for the first time in a while. Something felt off, but she gently shook her head to focus, thinking she was just sluggish because she’d spent such a long time away from this old routine.


  “Morning, Miyaka-chan!”


  “Good morning, Kaoru.”


  On the way to school, she met up with Kaoru, who seemed full of energy even though this was their first day back. That was a bit of a surprise, since back in junior high school she used to go on and on about wishing summer vacation had been longer.


  “You’re full of energy. I figured you’d complain that summer vacation was too short.”


  “Ehe heh. Vacations are good precisely because they’re short. Their worth fades when they’re drawn out…or something like that!” Such a line sounded awkward from Kaoru, as though she’d lifted it from someone else. She really didn’t seem to carry any gloom over her summer vacation ending. “But school’s fun in its own way too! I get to meet all my friends.”


  “Yeah… Yeah, you’re right.” Miyaka agreed. Summer vacation had been fun enough that she wanted it to continue, but she also enjoyed her time at school. Perhaps that was why she’d been able to return to her world.


  “…Huh?”


  Return to her world? All she did was fall asleep on August 31st and wake up normally on September 1st. Nothing important had happened in between. And yet, such a strange thought had passed through her mind.


  She pondered for a few moments to no avail, but she felt like she might’ve had a curious dream last night. Though she didn’t remember it, something told her it had been a sad, strange dream that was just a little heartwarming, and perhaps nostalgic too.


  “What’s up, Miyaka-chan?”


  “…No, it’s nothing.”


  She remembered nothing of what happened. August 32nd, the people she met there—all of it had been forgotten without a trace.


  “If you say so. Oh, morning, Jin-kun!” Kaoru spotted Jinya among the students walking to school and waved her arm in a great exaggerated motion. She used to call him “Kadono-kun,” but the two of them had grown closer at some point.


  “Oh, good morning—Asagao, Miyaka.”


  “Good morning.” Miyaka didn’t ask what happened between them, though. She struggled to express herself and often hesitated to bother others. That was just the kind of person she was.


  “Hang in there.”


  She thought she heard somebody and turned around. Nobody was behind her, and yet the faintly familiar voice of a woman lingered in her ears.


  An abrupt wind blew, making Miyaka’s long hair sway. The breeze blowing past was gentle, like it was caressing her cheeks. It almost felt kind, somehow. Her lips curved into a slight smile.


  “Miyaka?”


  “It’s nothing. Come on, let’s go.” Feeling as though she had received a supportive push from behind, she took her first step forward.


  She put herself in line right next to Jinya. This was the best she could manage at the moment. For most people, this would’ve been nothing, but she was both happy and proud of her effort.


  “Looks like it’s back to school,” she said with a gentler smile than she usually managed.


  “So it is,” he replied.


  “I’m looking forward to another semester together.”


  “Same here.”


  And so their long summer vacation came to an end. The children had all matured slightly over the season, and Miyaka especially became a little more honest with herself.


  This was all just another insignificant part of their youth, a small summer memory to be forgotten, then remembered for brief moments in adulthood.




  The Shrine Maiden of the End


   


  1


   


  SEPTEMBER 2009.


  With September’s arrival, the weather became a little milder and more bearable. On her way home from the bookstore one Sunday, Miyaka ran into Shiramine Yachie, her favorite teacher from her junior high school years. Yachie was out for a walk with her son Shou in a stroller.


  Miyaka knew Yachie as an openhearted, tomboyish teacher. But as a mother, Yachie was gentle above all else. Her soft smile was something Miyaka never would’ve expected to see from the teacher she had known, but it didn’t look out of place at all.


  “You’ve changed a little, Himekawa.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. You seem more relaxed than before.”


  Miyaka hadn’t realized. It’d been half a year since she’d entered high school. There was still a lot she was getting used to, and she found herself pulled into strange supernatural happenings every now and then, so she certainly didn’t feel relaxed. But if Yachie said she looked that way, then perhaps it was true.


  “I can’t tell if I am myself, but I’m happy it at least looks that way.” The fact that Miyaka could honestly admit that, as small a thing as it was, proved that she had grown, and she was proud of that growth. Her time in high school hadn’t been for nothing.


  “See you around, Himekawa. Sorry for stopping you.”


  “No problem at all. Take care, Shiramine-sensei.”


  In higher spirits, Miyaka walked back home. That was why she had no knowledge of what happened afterward.


  Yachie continued heading toward the local Misaki Park. She often took this route for her walks, and someone with a familiar face waved her way when she reached the park.


  “Oh, hey! Shou-kun and Shou-kun’s Mama-san!” It was the androgynous-looking youth from before. Like last time, they joked, “Mind giving me your baby?”


   


  ***


   


  After the Second World War, Japan faced serious rice shortages. Their aggression during the war caused lasting diplomatic strain and made it difficult to import food, while returnees from colonies and repatriated soldiers inflated the population. Rice was a staple of the Japanese diet, so most of what was available went to feeding mouths and not to making Japanese liquor. That meant most of the alcohol available after the war was refined Japanese liquor mixed with various similar proof alcohols, making for a rather crude product.


  Nowadays, even the lowest grade of liquor, sold by the cup, was more palatable. They lived in rather blessed times.


  “Even the cheap stuff is pretty good these days.”


  “Verily. The liquor from after the war had its own charm, though.”


  “I know what you mean. It wasn’t that great, but I find myself nostalgic for it sometimes.”


  Jinya and Kiichi drank convenience store liquor together and reminisced. People talked about post-war liquor as though it was something awful, but it was genuinely appreciated in its time. It was cheap and easily intoxicating, had a sweet taste and a sticky consistency, and possessed a unique sting to its smell. Jinya preferred dry liquor to sweet, so the drink didn’t quite match his palate, but he drank it often around those times because the rice shortages meant there wasn’t much else going around.


  Jinya remembered how Izuchi would frown while drinking it. They drank the liquor hot to try and mask its crude flavor, even pairing it with loose salt that that they would lick instead of a more typical drinking snack. By no means was it good, but Jinya found himself nostalgic for it every now and then. There was something enjoyable about how they could grumble about its taste as they drank.


  “It’s been a long while since we’ve shared drinks together like this,” said Kiichi.


  “It has. The last time was in the Taisho era, wasn’t it?”


  “Ah, yes. We drank with Toudou then. We should have summoned his great-grandson to join us.”


  “I don’t know about that. Natsuki’s still a minor.”


  Come to think of it, Kiichi had been fairly fond of Toudou Yoshihiko in the old days. He claimed Yoshihiko was an even purer man than Jinya, and he was similarly fond of his descendants. He was acquainted with Natsuki and kept an eye out for him in his own way.


  “But I digress. What business have you?” asked Kiichi. “I doubt you have enough time on your hands that you’d come just to drink.”


  “There have been more urban legends active lately. I suspect Yonabari will be making their move soon.”


  Yonabari was the source of all the counterfeit urban legends. They were shrewd enough that they would only make a move if they thought they had a good shot at winning. Their goal was definitely to defeat Jinya, but knowing their nature, they wouldn’t stop at targeting him alone.


  “I see. So Miyaka-kun might come in harm’s way,” said Kiichi.


  “Right. Yonabari will stoop as low as necessary to win. In fact, they don’t even need a reason to harm others, so long as they can enjoy themselves.”


  Jinya couldn’t cover all bases by himself, so he was visiting Kiichi to entreat his help. Miyaka had continued her part-time job at the convenience store even after summer vacation ended, and Yonabari might take advantage of that fact to strike. With that in mind, Jinya wanted help from Kiichi, the strongest killer he knew.


  “Very well. I can’t protect her every waking moment, but I shall do what I can.”


  “…I’m surprised. You agreed rather readily.”


  “Keh, keh keh. Miyaka-kun is more earnest than she might seem. She’s one of my hardest-working part-timers. Losing her would be a problem.” Kiichi downed his cup and laughed in a wispy, eerie tone.


  Jinya wasn’t quite sure how to respond. In the first place, it was strange to see this murderer working so earnestly as a convenience store manager. Still, having his help was a windfall. Jinya silently accepted his aid, pouring him a new cup in lieu of words of gratitude.


  “Um, Manager? Jinya?” Speak of the devil. Miyaka interrupted their little drinking session with a troubled, hesitant expression.


  “Is something wrong, Miyaka?” asked Jinya.


  “You have to ask? I’d rather not have you turn our storage space into a drinking room.”


  The two men were drinking in the convenience store’s storage room. By the way, their drinking snacks were warmed snacks they’d taken from the shelves. Miyaka had every right to complain.


   


  ***


   


  One day near the end of September, a particular conversation took place.


  “Aki-chan, you’re the current Akitsu Somegorou, right?” asked Kaoru.


  “Yep. Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth. My dad got hurt fighting a demon, so I inherited the name pretty young.”


  “Gotcha. Akitsu-san, huh…”


  Miyaka was at a family diner chatting with her usual group of female friends: Kaoru, Moe, and Mai. They talked about classes and schoolwork, new clothes, boys from other classes hitting on them. The topic shifted several times. Currently Kaoru was asking about the Akitsu. She apparently knew a little about them, presumably from Jinya.


  “Then you know about the third Akitsu-san?” she asked.


  “Of course. They say the fourth was the best of his time, but he himself claimed he couldn’t hold a candle to the third Akitsu Somegorou. He was Jin’s best friend too, so there’s a lot of stories about him.” Moe eagerly recounted those tales.


  Akitsu Somegorou the Third used a plethora of artifact spirits, crafted Shouki’s dagger, and was the first Akitsu to make his living as a spirit hunter. He was handsome and sharp-witted, and he had been fearless in his youth. He was a skilled metalworker, but his true talent was in fine woodworking. Many women attempted to court him, but he turned them all away. Stoically claiming that a man who killed for a living couldn’t expect a peaceful death, he vowed to live alone and die alone.


  His most famous tales were ones where he fought against hordes of demons together with his best friend Jinya. Moe’s particular favorite was the one where the pair defeated a whole parade of Magatsume’s demons on their own.


  “Uhh, are you sure this is the third Akitsu-san we’re talking about?” asked Kaoru.


  “What? You don’t believe me?”


  “Oh, I dunno. I kinda feel like these stories were exaggerated over time.”


  “Wh-what?!” Moe fumed at Kaoru, who wore a conflicted look herself.


  “Where’s this coming from, Kaoru?” asked Miyaka.


  “Um, well… I was just thinking that since we’re talking about Aki-chan’s ancestor here, then the third Akitsu-san was probably more of an easygoing, carefree kind of guy.”


  “Er, that’s kinda rude…”


  Kaoru wore a knowing smile. She was obviously hiding something, but it seemed like the sort of secret that was important to her. Miyaka didn’t try to pry; she smiled in her own right, content with wondering what might have happened to Kaoru.


  After talking for a while, they decided to head somewhere else. They usually went to the nearest karaoke place or wandered around a shopping area, but that day they were met with a surprise that killed their enthusiasm the instant they left the family diner.


  “Is that Jinya and…the flower shop lady?” asked Miyaka.


  The group spotted two familiar faces in the crowd: Jinya and Miura Fuu, the owner of Miura Flowers. The mood between the two seemed good enough that the girls could tell from a distance. Jinya had a gentle look on his face, and Fuu wore a relaxed smile. Miyaka and Moe watched the two of them until they were lost in the crowd.


  They could have called out to them, but they were hesitant to intrude on whatever they had going on. However, more shocking than the sight of the pair was what Mai said next.


  “…Isn’t that Ofuu-san?”


  “Ofuu-san?” repeated Kaoru with a tilt of her head.


  “Yes. Jinya-kun mentioned she worked at a soba restaurant he always used to eat at. She was in the ‘Garden of Happiness’ story.”


  “Oh! I’ve heard that story too!”


  “I’m pretty sure that’s her. He mentioned she taught him about flowers.”


  “Oooh, so she and the flower shop owner are the same person.”


  Mai and Kaoru seemed to know something about the history behind the two. Miyaka felt some regret that she was so hesitant to ask Jinya about his past. She looked at Moe, but she just shook her head. Apparently, she hadn’t known about the two of them either.


  Miyaka and Moe both had ties to Jinya as the current Itsukihime and Akitsu. The fact that there was a part of his past they didn’t know about rubbed them the wrong way.


   


  ***


   


  While his school friends went about their lives, Jinya felt the city change.


  He once helped a second-year girl as part of his urban legend hunting efforts, the one the usual group called “boxed lunch senpai.” She told him her friend had seen a strange shadow, and many similar testimonies were going around. Spirits were beginning to stir more than before.


  “Moe, can I bother you for a minute during lunch period?”


  “Hm…? Ah. Sure, no problem.” Without needing clarification, she understood what he was after and nodded vigorously.


  After they finished eating with their usual friend group, the two of them headed to the rooftop alone.


  “Is this one all right?”


  “Perfect, thanks. Sometimes I get a cravin’ for a fizzy drink, ya know?”


  He handed her the soda he’d bought, then sat down with his back against the wall. She plopped herself down next to him with a thud, then smiled, seeming to be in a good mood.


  The rest of their friends knew about things like spirits, and Yanagi could even fight a little, but at the end of the day, they were just ordinary people. Jinya did not want to involve them too much if he could help himself. Moe was different, though. She was the current Akitsu Somegorou and was intimately familiar with Jinya’s circumstances. She could make quick work of the average demon and already knew about Magatsume.


  Lately, whenever something came up, he would talk things through with Moe beforehand, then work with her to decide how much to tell the others.


  “You wanted to talk about the counterfeit urban legends, right? I’ve run into quite a few on my own,” she said.


  Moe was trained in the techniques passed down from the legendary Akitsu Somegorou the Fourth. After the fall of the Nagumo of the Demonic Sword, the Kukami of the Magatama and the Akitsu Somegorou became known as the two peerless pillars of the spirit hunters. Moe was young but skillful. She didn’t quite have the experience needed to take over the household just yet, so her father, the previous Akitsu, still managed things. Even so, she stood head and shoulders above the other spirit hunters of her age.


  “Yesterday I dealt with ‘One-Man Hide and Seek,’ and before that it was ‘Jumping Granny,’ and even further back was ‘Teke Teke’… The rest you should already know about. It’s weird how often these things’ve been poppin’ up.”


  Moe and Jinya had fought alongside each other several times since around the end of summer vacation. Things were fairly easygoing at first, but the number of urban legend incidents had drastically shot up toward the end of September. Moe had even begun acting on her own to deal with the sheer quantity. Urban legends had been common enough already in Kadono City, but the recent sharp increase was impossible to miss.


  “I’ve run into several myself,” said Jinya.


  “Things really are weird, then.”


  “Yeah. Yonabari must be making their move.”


  “Yonabari? Oh! One of the four demons that worked for Nagumo Eizen back in the Taisho era! From when you fought the man-made demon god, right?!” Moe excitedly exclaimed with sparkling eyes, recalling what she’d heard about Jinya’s battle in the Taisho era. She quickly realized this wasn’t the time to gush and cleared her throat, calming herself as best as she could. “Uh, right, so… Yonabari’s behind all this? You did say someone was makin’ all these counterfeit urban legends with an ability, but you didn’t go so far as to share their name. You gonna start talkin’ now that they’re makin’ a move?”


  “That’s right. To be honest, I wanted to settle things with them myself, but the current situation doesn’t quite allow me to stay that stubborn.”


  “Not with all these urban legends croppin’ up everywhere, huh?” 


  The urban legends were a concern, but not the only one. Jinya was more worried about what Yonabari might do. He’d only met them a handful of times, but he understood their nature well. Yonabari was not a rational person. They did only what they thought looked fun, often doing horrible things in the process without batting an eye. Jinya could remain as vigilant against them as he pleased, but they would likely find a way to outdo his expectations.


  “I can’t predict what Yonabari might do, but I want you to be careful,” said Jinya.


  “Roger that. Should we tell everyone else too?”


  “I was hoping we could get by without that, but it’s probably better to have them be on their guard than not.”


  “Right, ’specially Kaoru. Should we have Tomishima helpin’ us out?”


  “No, I want him to focus on staying safe.”


  “You sure?”


  Jinya firmly nodded. “Yeah. Yonabari’s just that dangerous.”


  Yanagi could fight a little thanks to his ability, Hikiko-san, but “fight a little” wouldn’t be enough to face someone like Yonabari if they got serious. The best thing for him to do was hang back and protect Mai and the others.


  Moe and Jinya went on talking for a while. By the time they’d hashed out a rough plan, lunch period was about over.


  “Let’s go with that, then.”


  “Don’t do anything rash yourself, Moe. Honestly, I don’t know what Yonabari will try.”


  “I hear ya, don’t worry. Things’ll be fine.” She smiled and made the peace sign. 


  Jinya gritted his teeth, feeling a pang of worry. “Really, though. Be careful. Knowing them…”


  Yonabari once fought to turn the Taisho world on its head, but their goal had since changed.


  “…they’ll be targeting the people dear to me.”


  Yonabari wanted nothing more than to see Jinya groveling in agony before them, fully understanding his powerlessness.


  “So be careful, all right?”


  After school, Jinya gathered everyone in the classroom and explained to them about Yonabari and the danger they posed. The others nervously swallowed. A demon that had been alive since the Taisho era was up to something. What’s more, unlike the urban legends they’d encountered up until now, Yonabari might actively seek them out to do harm. The thought was more than enough to instill fear.


  “Tomishima, can I ask for your help protecting the girls?” asked Jinya.


  “Of course. I’ll help walk them home and stuff. I’m guessing you’d rather have us just run if anything happens?”


  “Exactly.”


  “I’ve been through a few fights by now. I’m nowhere near your level of experience, but I’m confident I could hold my own…” he said before trailing off. “I’m guessing this ain’t the kind of ­opponent I can take, though.”


  “Right. Let me put it clearly. Yonabari was already stronger than me back in the Taisho era.” Jinya had been able to match Yonabari’s strength thanks to his wealth of experience and many abilities, but a long time had passed, and there was no knowing if he could hold his own against them now. “I haven’t skimped on training, and I’ve gained an ability they know nothing about, but they must’ve have grown stronger as well. I can’t be sure I’ll win in a fight.”


  Miyaka and the others were lost for words. The thought that there might be a demon stronger than Jinya out there was hard to process.


  “Anyway, if anythin’ happens, come straight to me or Jin,” Moe said. “I don’t think this Yonabari will make a move during the day, but Jin, Yanagi, and I will walk you guys home and so on after school or if you’re out late somewhere, so don’t be afraid to shoot us a message. We’re takin’ this seriously.”


  After Moe’s words, the group went home for the day. Miyaka and the others had no idea of what kind of person Yonabari was, but they got a sense of the danger from Jinya’s serious demeanor.


  “This is all kinda scary,” said Kaoru. She was walking home with Jinya and Miyaka, like she often did. She scanned her surroundings as she went along, trying to stay vigilant.


  “There’s no need to be that guarded,” said Jinya. “Not while I’m around, at least.”


  “Then you wouldn’t mind if we stopped somewhere for a bit of fun?”


  “I didn’t mean you should let your guard down that much… But if it’s really just for a bit, then we can do something.”


  Miyaka shot an exasperated look at him. “You shouldn’t spoil her at times like this.”


  “But one can only be tense for so long. It’s also important to take breaks,” he said.


  “If you say so…”


  In this situation, Miyaka was probably right. Jinya needed to be stricter. But he also thought being too strict might have the opposite effect of making Kaoru act out. It was hard to tell just how harsh he should be.


   


  ***


   


  Slowly, Miyaka’s calm everyday life began to show cracks.


  She had a difficult time getting up that morning after everything she’d heard the previous day. For the first time in a while, her mother had to wake her up. She rubbed her eyes as she climbed out of bed.


  Her hair was long, so it took a while for her to get ready in the mornings. She originally grew her hair out because she liked her mother’s long hair, but by now she was so used to it that she could no longer see herself going shorter. She carefully combed it, spending about twenty minutes in front of the bathroom mirror before heading to the living room.


  “Good morning, Miyaka-chan.”


  Her mother had breakfast ready for her at the table. Mornings began early at the shrine, since her father started working at six. But Miyaka’s mother didn’t want her to eat alone, so her father usually ate before them while her mother ate with Miyaka.


  The TV showed the morning news, which generally covered cozy local events or tragic incidents. Miyaka tended to tune the news out because it was usually the same thing every day. It was basically background noise to her. Not today, though. When she heard what the announcer said, she was in disbelief.


  “…The body of Shiramine Yachie was found in Misaki Park. She was last seen together with her son Shou, who has not yet been found. The possibility of a kidnapping…”


  Miyaka dropped her chopsticks in shock.


   


  2


   


  IN THE PAST, haniwari (intersex) people were believed to be close to the gods. They were both men and women yet neither at the same time, a status that made them sacred in ancient Japan. Their unique bodies also meant they were the perfect mediums for invoking the spirits of the gods, allowing them to speak their blessed word.


  “Seeing people die, seeing people hold grudges… Yeah, I hate that kind of stuff.”


  It was so long ago that they couldn’t remember the exact date, but Yonabari once played such a role, acting as an envoy in service of a god and conveying their word to those on Earth. They were born in a rural farming village and had no problem becoming a spiritual medium on account of their haniwari body.


  Yonabari never doubted their duty and offered prayers to a dragon god for the village’s prosperity. Dragon god worship in Japan differed greatly from its Chinese counterpart. The dragon god of Japanese culture wasn’t a dragon in the familiar sense but a creature known as a mizuchi, a type of great serpent.


  Mizuchi were lords of water. By extension, Japanese dragon gods were also seen as water deities, strongly tying them to farming culture. River floods were the wrath of the dragon gods, and rain was their heaven-sent blessing. Even the facts that rivers carved through land and crops grew with water were acts of the dragon gods. Therefore, it was the duty of the village’s spiritual center to pray for their dragon god to calm the raging rivers and bring rain for the crops. Yonabari was the shrine maiden of Mizuchi, god of flood control and blessed rain. 


  “…Praying is all I can do, so I’ll pray in hopes it’ll bring everyone happiness, even if it’s just a tiny bit more.”


  The people revered their kind and beautiful shrine maiden, and they worked hard out of gratitude for the divine grace Yonabari brought them. Yonabari loved their village in return and continued to pray for their sake.


  They were not incredibly prosperous, but the village flourished in a modest way. Their little world was complete. Still, it was also small, and small things were easily swallowed by big waves.


  In the Meiji era, a title deed system (a method of clarifying who owned property) was implemented as part of land tax reform. Now that land had clearly defined owners, people began to see land as having value, and the idea of buying and selling it came into being. Most of the impoverished villagers sold their land, and a small group of landowners came to wield absolute authority in the village.


  The village’s way of life began to change. Modernization arrived as foreign technology and knowledge found their way in. Inevitably, the old ways were deemed obsolete. Out with the old, in with the new. The small world of the village was no more. The landowners in power saw no need for someone whose only purpose was to pray for rain.


  “As if rain comes just because someone prays for it.”


  “Why was someone like this worshipped in the first place?”


  As science advanced, reverence toward the gods declined. And when the gods fell out of favor, so too did the ones who served them. Yonabari was deemed obsolete by the new era and chased out of their place. There might have been some, many even, who wished them to stay, but those people had no voice. The landowners declared the village would worship no serpent god, and so that became their reality. Yonabari was indifferently tossed aside by the village they had loved.


  “…Aha ha. Looks like I’ve lost my home.”


  Yonabari didn’t blame anyone, nor did they hate any of the villagers who failed to stand up for them. It hurt that they didn’t believe in the power of their prayers, but that was simply the nature of the times. They were banished without violence, a final act of kindness from the village. Or maybe the village simply wanted them to leave as quickly as possible.


  Yonabari served as the village’s spiritual medium for decades yet remained young. One of their distant ancestors must have been a spirit. They were born with an unusually strong body and hardly aged. Long ago, people believed this was because they had the blessing of the dragon god they served. But in this faithless era, Yonabari, unaging and of ambiguous gender, was seen as a monster.


  They had no place to go and had spent their life doing nothing but praying, leaving them no way to eke out a living. But they were too kindhearted to turn to banditry. Left with no means to survive, Yonabari collapsed on the side of the road.


  “Am I going to die like this…?”


  They were afraid of dying and ravenously hungry. It had been a while since they’d talked to anyone. Had they done something to deserve this? Their consciousness faded away as incoherent thoughts flit through their mind.


  They were born a haniwari and lived as a spiritual medium for their village. That allowed them to be worshipped as a being close to the gods, but it also meant they had no experience doing proper work. No wonder they were starving. With a wry grin, Yonabari thought about their own pathetic nature and slowly fell unconscious from exhaustion. Just before they blacked out, they felt somebody lift their body up. Was someone helping them? They didn’t even have the strength to look at the person’s face as they were taken away.


  When Yonabari awoke, they found themselves imprisoned in a freak show. 


  Freak shows were tents that showcased odd things like women who were part snake or octopus, animals performing acrobatics, mummified remains of creatures such as demons and kappa, and so on. It was an ancient form of entertainment where one paid to see the unusual.


  Freak shows had a wide variety of things on display, and with modernization and the arrival of foreign culture, the showcasing of foreign beasts only added to the list. Early motion pictures were also an adoption from the West that were featured at freak shows.


  Secretly popular at freak shows was the display of indecent things. Things such as deformities, sexual acts, and even the live slaughter of beasts. They catered to those with sickening tastes and perverse curiosity. As times changed, so too did people’s sensibilities, but some things always remained the same. There existed immutable truths of the world, and one such truth was that people loved to gather and look down on those different from themselves.


  “Huh? Where am I…?”


  Yonabari awoke in a dark booth. Confused, they looked around themselves. Their surroundings were dark and indistinct. There was a strange smell, and they could hear the murmuring of voices all around them. Before they could linger on what might be happening, three figures appeared. Yonabari backed away from their silent approach, but they reached out for their body.


  “No. Stay away.”


  Freak shows were a place to see the unusual, and a haniwari like Yonabari was a curiosity like no other. What’s more, their demon blood ensured their androgynous beauty would never fade over time. Yonabari was the perfect spectacle.


  The spiritual medium who had prayed for their village was turned into a plaything. The walls of Yonabari’s booth had several holes guests could peep through to gawk at them inside. Countless nameless, faceless strangers came to watch the almost-daily “performance” put on.


  Because they were a haniwari, Yonabari’s body was of interest to both men and women. The freak show leveraged this fact to turn a profit and create an even greater spectacle for guests.


  Unwelcome hands coiled around their body. The stench of sweat and other bodily fluids mixed in the air. Yonabari stopped resisting after some point. Their voice gave out, tired from screaming. Countless gazes watched Yonabari’s suffering in delight.


  “Somebody… Help me…”


  Yonabari feared their eyes.


  They had once prayed out of love for others, but now others were taking pleasure in their torment. Yonabari knew these were not the same people from their village, but their heart ached all the same to see these gazes watching them with such curiosity. It was as though the person they’d been up until then was being denied. After a while, they stopped trying to call for help.


  Their days of prayer came to an end, and their days as a plaything began. And yet, they eventually got used to their new life. With enough time, people could grow accustomed to anything. Yonabari came to think their past as a spiritual medium really wasn’t that different from their current life as a freak show exhibit.


  Really, what was so different? Being a haniwari was what made them both a spiritual medium and a freak show spectacle. Both were roles decided for them without their input. There was no difference at all. Or perhaps they simply had to tell themselves that to keep from breaking. At least being in the care of the freak show meant they wouldn’t starve.


  But this new life didn’t last long either.


  Around the middle of the Meiji era, the Public Spectacle Regulation Act was passed, and all of Tokyo’s freak shows were consolidated to Asakusa. Legislation was also enacted at the same time to ensure many of the more inhumane exhibits were done away with.


  Of course, not everything went away immediately. In rural areas, many disreputable freak shows continued to tour. Displays of sexual acts remained just as popular as one would expect and, in fact, continued to be a thing up until the Showa 50s. However, the ones managing Yonabari seemed to see where the industry was heading. They quickly washed their hands of the kind of shows they had been presenting and moved on to providing newer forms of entertainment.


  And so, Yonabari was obsolete again, condemned as unnecessary by the march of time.


  “Aha, ha ha…”


  After being chased out of the freak show, they stood alone.


  They were free now. They would no longer have to experience awful things. They could go wherever they pleased.


  Dry laughter escaped their lips.


  Nobody would toy with them anymore. They wouldn’t be made into a plaything.


  They were saved. They should have been happy. They should have been rejoicing.


  No matter how many times they told themselves how they should have been feeling, they felt nothing. They wondered why that was. Their life as a freak show spectacle had been awful, but a gaping hole was left inside them now that it was all over. It had been the same when they were chased out of their village. They didn’t know what to do now, just as they hadn’t then.


  “…Aa, aahh…”


  They cried. Though they hadn’t shed tears when they left the village or when they were turned into a freak show spectacle, they cried now. Tears dribbled without end. After being tossed aside twice, they finally understood.


  “Nobody needs me anymore…”


  As a haniwari, they were valuable as a mystic vessel that could convey the will of the gods. But faith waned as times changed. The only thing they had left was their unusual dual-gendered body. They had value as a spectacle and a source of amusement to many. But times changed, and even that didn’t last.


  Now they were nothing, of no value to anybody. They were simply a fool who had idly drifted to the place where they now stood, left behind by all.


  “Damn it. Why?”


  Why had things ended up this way?


  Why couldn’t they have simply been allowed to pray for the happiness of others?


  As a spiritual medium, they loved their village and prayed for its prosperity. As a plaything, they provoked laughter and pleasure in the eyes of others, fulfilling their base desires. But they ended up being tossed aside regardless, and they couldn’t even work up any hatred over it.


  Yonabari fully understood why. It was because they lived their life simply drifting along. Life was easier that way. They never had to think during their time as the shrine maiden of Mizuchi, and it was the same way as a freak show spectacle. They simply had to fulfill the duty they were given. They indulged in the comfort of passivity and did nothing of value.


  So when it all came to an end, they didn’t actually lose anything. They’d had nothing to begin with, and they were simply made painfully aware of that fact.


  That was why Yonabari felt no strong drive against anything while they were working with the Nagumo. As they had put it, their goal wasn’t revenge but to “lash out.” They didn’t have any overpowering emotions like a thirst for vengeance or anything like that. They had nothing dear enough to them for such feelings to form to begin with. That being said, the emptiness instilled in them by the new era did rub them the wrong way, but that was about it.


  Because of their nature, they didn’t really hold much resentment toward the Demon Eater either. But he did steal back the Kodoku no Kago, kill Nagumo Eizen, and soundly defeat them. That was why Yonabari wanted to pay back the humiliation they had felt, tit for tat.


  Yonabari’s only goals were to lash out and enjoy themselves in the process of whatever they did, and so they went on making counterfeit urban legend monsters.


  “Mind giving me your baby?”


  Killing Shiramine Yachie was just something that happened coincidentally in the process. On that day, Yonabari cheerfully called out to Yachie and her son.


  “That joke again? It doesn’t get funnier the second time, you know.” 


  Yachie furrowed her brow, a little irritated by the joke. 


  “I’ve gathered seven already for chippou, but I really need eight for hakkai. I was wondering what I should do when I happened to run into you. I’m so lucky. You’re that Itsukihime girl’s old teacher, right?”


  “Huh?”


  Yonabari smiled, then reached out and put their hand over Yachie’s head with a sickening crunch. Without even time to resist or scream, her skull was squished into itself. Then Yonabari licked their bloody, spinal fluid-covered hand.


  “I’d rather not kill if I can, but I don’t have a choice. Sorry, but if you’re going to hate anyone, hate the Demon Eater. This is basically all his fault.”


  Everything Yonabari was doing was to pay back the humiliation they received from the Demon Eater. Yachie had also caught their attention because they knew she’d been the teacher of the Demon Eater’s friend. By Yonabari’s logic, Yachie should blame nobody but him.


  “All right. Let’s be off, Shou-kun.”


  More important was the baby. The moment Yonabari lifted him from the arms of the corpse, he began to wail. They didn’t particularly mind, since he wouldn’t be wailing for long. They wondered what kind of face the Demon Eater would make when he learned his friend’s old teacher had died. Just thinking about it was fun.


  That was how Yonabari got their hands on a baby. This gave them eight for their curse.


  “I owe you one, Mama-san. With your son, my kotoribako box will be perfect.”


  Truly, what fun they were having. Envisioning the sight of Jinya pathetically groveling before them in tears, they felt joy well up inside them. Yonabari held no hatred for him, but they had long since been a broken person nonetheless.


   


  THE KOTORIBAKO BOX


   


  The kotoribako box was an urban legend item said to be one of the most powerful and dangerous cursed objects in existence.


  In year one of the Meiji era (1868 AD), a series of rebellions broke out between the Matsue domain and the residents of the Matsue-ruled Oki Islands. They are commonly known as the Oki Rebellion.


  The rebellions themselves were suppressed within about a year, but one of the ringleaders escaped pursuit until they reached a village. This particular village was of the lowest caste among all the villages managed by the Matsue domain, and it regularly received inhumane treatment.


  The fleeing man was wanted for opposing the Matsue domain. The villagers knew their treatment would only grow worse if they sheltered him, so they tried to capture him. But the man calmly said, “If you save me, I’ll give you a way to take revenge.”


  The oppressed people of the village only half believed him, but the allure of vengeance was too tempting.


  The method of revenge the man taught them was a technique called the kotoribako box. It was a curse that was certain to slay its target, created by killing a child and sealing the corpse away in a box. The villagers wasted no time in creating several of these boxes and giving them to officials from the Matsue domain in the guise of tax payment. The result was horrific. The recipients of the boxes vomited blood and died in agony before the day was up.


  Those who came near a kotoribako box would start showing mental abnormalities within hours, then their internal organs would tear apart, leading to death. The strength of the curse depended on the number of child corpses used in its creation.


  The curses were known by different names depending on their strength. Starting with one child, the curse would be called ippou, then nihou, sanpou, shihou, gohou, roppou, chippou (or shippou), and finally hakkai. More corpses meant a stronger curse. Hakkai, made with eight children, was such a vicious and infectious curse that the man who taught the villagers how to make a kotoribako box strongly advised against going that far, saying hakkai was something that should never be brought into the world again.


  The kotoribako box stood far above other curses in terms of power, yet it was still something a layman could construct. What’s more, the curse it created was especially good at killing children and women. The name “kotoribako box” could literally be interpreted to mean “The Child-Snatching Box.” Created out of a desire for revenge, the curse aimed to wipe out lineages by targeting children and those who could bear them, namely women.


  Due to its sheer power, the box’s curse was supposedly impossible to dispel. Those who were cursed had no choice but to slowly cleanse themselves and gradually weaken the curse over a lengthy period of time.


  That was the nature of the kotoribako box, the urban legend about a terrifying curse that killed children and women, thereby ending lineages.


   


  ***


   


  Shiramine Yachie did not rest in her plain wooden coffin.


  The lid was kept tightly shut. Her body was in no state to be displayed and was cremated ahead of schedule. The coffin was empty, there merely as a formality.


  A simple funeral service was held at her home. Her family told the guests they needn’t bring any condolence gifts, since they knew many of the attendees would be students. She was a teacher loved by her pupils.


  Those pupils included Miyaka and Kaoru, of course. They had only spent a year under her guidance, back in their first year of junior high school, but Miyaka could still say Yachie had been the teacher she looked up to the most. Openhearted and tomboyish, she always kept an eye out for her students. To think such a kind teacher would be taken from the world at the young age of twenty-eight.


  They came to see their teacher off, but Kaoru spent the whole service crying while Miyaka simply stared at the coffin in a daze.


  Yachie was dead. She understood this, but none of it felt real.


  “Kaoru…”


  “S-Sensei is…”


  “Yeah… I know…”


  Come to think of it, this was the first time Miyaka had gone to a funeral that wasn’t for her family. With that hazy thought in mind, she caressed the head of Kaoru, who was messily crying.


  Miyaka was sad, of course, but the tears did not come. She must have been more coldhearted than she thought. She couldn’t even cry for someone she owed so much to.


  The sounds around her seemed distant. She felt awful inside.


  A month passed after her old teacher’s death. October was already halfway over.


  Miyaka was kept busy every day. Unable to stay sad forever, she grew accustomed to things with time. Still, every now and then she would remember Yachie was gone and hang her head. The same went for Kaoru. Though she was as cheerful as ever in class, Miyaka saw her close to tears several times.


  “…Jin-kun?”


  “Come on, let’s eat.”


  “Oh, right. Yeah.”


  Jinya would call out to her at those moments. Moe brought her favorite snacks to share with them more often, and Yanagi and Mai did what they could too.


  Kaoru and Miyaka’s friends were worried for them both, but a month was not enough to fully heal their wounds.


  “You too, Miyaka.”


  “Yeah. Thanks.”


  Feeling thankful for their friends’ kindness, the girls sat together with them at lunch. Nobody offered them cheap words of comfort. They simply acted like they had before. That was just how the girls wanted it, though. They both smiled from the heart.


  “I made boiled chrysanthemum and daikon with burdock root for lunch today! It came out pretty well,” said Moe.


  “That does sound good. Makes me want some liquor,” said Jinya.


  “In the classroom? You’re nuts! Want some of this too, Miyaka?”


  She gave Miyaka a piece of daikon mixed with burdock root. It was a little spicy and tasted like it would go well with rice—­although Jinya seemed to think it’d be better paired with alcohol, judging by the longing look on his face.


  “You really like to drink, huh?” said Miyaka.


  “I guess so.”


  She didn’t quite understand the feeling. Maybe she could sympathize once she turned twenty and hit legal drinking age. He always talked about how they would celebrate with a drink when that day came. The thought made her smile a little, but her expression quickly stiffened as she heard some boys in the class gossiping.


  “…They say people saw that woman’s ghost.”


  “Yeah right.”


  A month had passed since Shiramine Yachie’s death. Miyaka and Kaoru had both begun to move on as best as they could, but a certain rumor was going around town…a rumor about a ghost wandering the streets in search of its child.


  The boys just so happened to be talking about that rumor. The ghost of a woman who died a cruel death was spotted searching for her child near the school. Apparently, the ghost was that of a teacher who’d recently died.


  Miyaka gripped her chopsticks tightly; one of the boys was about to say something even more senseless. Furious, she stood up with a clatter of her chair and glared at them. She was about to shout when Natsuki suddenly and dramatically fell down.


  “Whoops, I tripped!” he exclaimed.


  “Ow, hot, hot!”


  Since it was getting cold and he wanted something warm, Natsuki had stepped out to fill his cup soba up with hot water. His noodles flew across the room and made a perfect landing on the gossiping boys.


  “Toudou, what the hell are you doing?!”


  “My bad. It wasn’t on purpose, I swear.”


  There wasn’t anything at his feet for him to trip on, and the floor wasn’t particularly slippery. He’d simply tripped on air. Kumiko watched with a big smile. It was obvious what he was up to.


  “Not bad, Toudou,” said Moe.


  “Not bad at all,” agreed Yanagi.


  Natsuki had been acting with Miyaka and Kaoru in mind, but the ones he really saved might’ve been the boys. Moe had been visibly annoyed, but Yanagi had looked furious—bringing to mind the frightening visage of Hikiko-san. The two were calmer now because of what Natsuki had done, but if the gossiping boys hadn’t stopped talking, things would’ve gone way beyond hot noodles being dumped onto them.


  “Natsuki’s quite the guy, huh?” said Jinya proudly.


  “…Yeah.” Miyaka nodded.


  It was hard to say he was cool. In fact, it was lame of him to slip so magnificently in front of the entire class. But Miyaka had no doubt that he was a good person. Her mood was lighter now.


  “…They say people saw that woman’s ghost.”


  But what the gossiping boys had said still lingered on her mind.


  Miyaka skipped school the following day.


   


  ***


   


   


  After school, Yanagi and Mai walked home together. With a gloomy look, he said, “The mood’s been kind of heavy lately, huh?”


  He never met the teacher who’d died. Her death didn’t affect him directly, but seeing Miyaka and Kaoru so depressed did. Kaoru trying to act as cheerful as before was especially painful to watch. Yanagi tried to be as considerate of them as he could, but he was only a high schooler. He didn’t know what words he should give to friends who’d lost someone dear.


  “Yanagi-kun…”


  “Er, I’m not saying it bothers me. I just want them to feel better, you know? But really getting into things right now might cause even more trouble…”


  “Huh?”


  Yanagi wasn’t just athletic, he got good grades as well. But he didn’t study particularly hard; he was simply a little sharper than most people and good at picking up on things. That allowed him to be something of a jack of all trades, although he doubted he would ever be able to beat an expert in their field. But it was precisely because he was good at picking up on things that he realized something he would’ve been better off missing. Under normal circumstances, Miyaka would have realized it as well, but she wasn’t quite in a thinking state at the moment. The only ones among their usual group who’d realized the truth of the situation were probably Yanagi and Jinya.


  “Wh-what do you mean?” asked Mai.


  “Sorry, I’d like to keep that a secret for now. I really like the way our friend group is right now.”


  There was the demon called Yonabari they’d learned about the other day and the recent rise of urban legends to consider. Of course, there was also the fact that the one who was killed was Yachie. From these few facts, Yanagi had pieced together a theory, but he couldn’t voice it. The moment he did, something would be destroyed. He didn’t want his friends to turn on each other.


  “Mai, what do you think of Kadono?” he asked.


  “I think he’s a nice person. He shares stories about the past with me.”


  “I see… Then don’t blame him even if something bad happens, all right?” Despite what he said, Yanagi realized he wouldn’t be able to keep himself from blaming Jinya if something happened to Mai. He grinned wryly at his own hypocrisy.


  Just then, he felt something off about the path ahead. It was dark; the streetlamps seemed to be broken.


  Aaaaaah…


  A disagreeably warm breeze swirled around them, carrying the voice of a woman with it—raspy, feeble tones that pleaded sorrowfully. The two stopped in their tracks.


  “Y-Yanagi-kun, did you hear that?”


  “…Shoot.”


  Mai was frightened, but Yanagi was in an even worse state, covered in cold sweat. His ability, Hikiko-san, allowed him to sense bullies.


  “Sssomebody…”


  The woman’s voice gradually drew closer. Her voice was weak enough to evoke pity, but Yanagi knew better than to be deceived. He sensed tremendous malice directed their way.


  “Sssomebody, pleaseee…”


  The figure of a woman appeared from the darkness. When she saw her face, Mai let out a little shriek.


  The two of them had heard the rumors going around—the ghost of a woman who died a cruel death was supposedly searching for her child. The ghost that stood before them was pale, and her face was covered in blood. Her skin was torn here and there, revealing the flesh and bone underneath.


  “Pleaseee, take my chiiild…”


  The ghost wrung out a chilling scream.


   


  ***


   


   


  THE UBUME SPECTER


   


  “The Ubume Specter” was a tale belonging to a set of stories known as Baby Folk Tales, hailing from Nagasaki. It was also known as “The Candy Shop Specter” and “The Child-Rearing Ghost.” No matter the variant, the tale was a classic ghost story of urban legend that featured a mother’s love as a central theme.


  One night, somebody knocked on the door of a closed candy shop. The owner opened the door to find an almost transparent woman waiting for him. She held out a single mon coin and said, “Give me a sweet.” Overwhelmed by her eeriness, he did just as she said and sold her a piece of candy. His hand brushed hers, and he found that she was cold as ice.


  The woman reappeared the same time the following day, then the next, buying a candy for one mon coin each time. On the seventh day she seemed even more transparent and forlorn than before. She pleaded, saying, “I have no money to pay with, but won’t you still give me a sweet?” The man showed mercy and gave her a candy for free, and he continued to do so on the following days when she came to beg. Eventually his curiosity got the better of him, so one day he followed her as she left. He saw her pass through the main gate of a temple, head toward the graveyard, and disappear.


  Shocked, the man went and told the chief priest of the temple everything that had happened. Together they went behind the main temple hall, near the spot where the woman disappeared, and they heard the cries of a baby coming from a grave. They hurriedly dug the grave up and discovered the corpse of a woman holding a baby.


  Long ago, it was believed that the dead needed six mon coins to cross the Sanzu River and achieve peace. But the Ubume Specter used her six mon coins to buy candy for her baby instead, forsaking her own peace to try and raise her child. These stories in which a mother raised her child even after death were collectively known as Baby Folk Tales.


  Stories about a mother’s love weren’t just limited to classic ghost stories; they were also a well-known category of urban legends. Some of the more famous stories were “The Hill of Tearful Partings” and “The Overprotective Parent.” There were also urban legends in which a mother tried to resurrect a child who died, such as in “A Resort Job.”


  No matter the era, a mother’s love remained strong. The ubume specter’s tale was one of love and blind devotion overcoming even death.


  Yonabari watched from a distance as Yanagi and Mai were attacked.


  The ubume specter was a type of spirit said to wander the night in search of a woman to give her child to. Because ubume specters were the spirits of pregnant women, their purpose was to look for someone willing to raise their child, after which they disappeared.


  In Japan, it was believed that a woman who was buried with a child in her would become an ubume specter. That was why it was tradition to cut open the abdomen and give the fetus to the mother to hold as they were laid to rest. In some locales, a doll was put inside the mother’s coffin instead.


  “Aha ha, seems like things are going well.” Yonabari had gone out of their way to steal Shiramine Yachie’s corpse so they could create this counterfeit urban legend. The ghost before Yanagi and Mai was a cross between the ubume specter and a kotoribako box. 


  An ubume specter was created when a woman was buried with a child in her, while a kotoribako box was completed by sealing away dead children into a box. Yonabari combined these aspects and buried Yachie after stuffing the corpses of eight children into her womb, thereby creating this ghost.


  “I hope Jinta-kun likes my little surprise.”


  An ubume specter was a spirit that wandered the night to give someone their child. One could even say the specter was a manifestation of a mother’s love. However, Yachie’s son Shou was no more than a part of the kotoribako box now. Whoever she gave her child to would be cursed and die, leaving her to continue her search for someone to take the child.


  A mother’s love was being abused to spread endless harm. Shiramine Yachie had been transformed into the worst kind of monster imaginable.


  Oh, how amusing this all was. It was all like one big, ironic joke.


  “Now, go do me proud, Mama-san!”


  The ubume specter reached out a hand. She saw the kind-looking pair of high schoolers and believed they would be willing to lovingly raise her child in her stead.


  The kotoribako box was an urban legend curse that used children to “take children,” as its name could literally mean. And so, it was most effective against children and the women who bore them. No matter how powerful its curse, it would only have a slight effect on an old man, for example. But that was precisely why Yonabari didn’t target Jinya with it.


  “A-ah…”


  Yonabari watched gleefully as Mai and Yanagi trembled in fear.


  Yanagi was right: Yachie had been killed specifically to get at Miyaka. Yonabari had their sights set on the children who were close to Jinya.


   


  3


   


  STREETLAMPS, NEON SIGNS, building lights. Even at nighttime, the station was illuminated everywhere.


  Miyaka moved against the flow of the crowd. The din around her felt like it was far away. She skipped school and spent the day walking with no particular goal in mind. Occasionally she would bump shoulders with someone, but nobody stopped. She felt terribly alone in the crowd.


  The station was too bright and noisy, even at night. She distanced herself from it, heading off into the quiet streets. She wandered aimlessly, occasionally coming to a stop and crouching down before standing up and meandering off again. She didn’t know what she was doing. It was already past ten and she knew she had to head home soon, but she wanted to stay out for just a little longer. She wandered without direction, and her mind did the same. Like a sleepwalker, she shambled to and fro.


  Just another hour, she told herself as she headed for the park. The place was pitch black and eerie, but she sat down on a bench anyway because she was tired. She swung her feet like a child and simply sat there. Perhaps she was waiting for someone. Maybe her old teacher would come by and comfort her, just like she had in the past. She knew she wouldn’t, of course, but she waited anyway.


  “Miyaka.” The person who appeared wasn’t the one she wanted but Jinya. That was a bit troubling. She really didn’t want to see him right now.


  “…I’m surprised. You knew I’d come here?” she asked.


  “As if. I had to look all over.”


  “Ha ha… You could’ve at least pretended.” It would’ve been kind of cool if he said he knew she’d come here, but he wasn’t that kind of guy. He was always blunt with his words and a bit awkward. Normally that side of him would make her smile, but not tonight. “I’m guessing you’re here to tell me to go home?”


  “You wouldn’t be here in the first place if someone telling you to go home would actually make you do it.”


  “…I guess you’re right.”


  Without saying anything further, he sat down next to her. He had his tachi blade with him, so he was probably wary of the mastermind behind all the urban legends. He must’ve come looking for Miyaka because he was worried. He had warned her of danger, and yet she’d skipped school and wandered around like this. He had every right to be angry at her, but instead he just gazed up at the night sky.


  She looked at him. His face in profile was as expressionless as ever, and she had no idea what was on his mind. He was probably waiting for her. He would listen if she wanted to talk. And if she didn’t, that was fine too. He was ready to accept whatever she had to say.


  “Sensei once got mad at me for walking around late at night. I thought she might show up and chew me out if I did it again… I’m a real idiot, huh?”


  Miyaka hadn’t intended to say a thing, but she was speaking before she knew it. Maybe she just couldn’t bear the silence, or maybe something in her had grown too big to contain. She didn’t think she was speaking to be heard; she just couldn’t stop herself.


  “That’s why…I wish you weren’t the one who came, Jinya.”


  As soon as she put it into words, the thing she kept tucked away in her heart overflowed. Trying to avert her gaze, she looked down at her feet. A feeling she had avoided confronting reared its ugly head.


  “Miyaka…”


  “Don’t. I know you know exactly what I’m thinking, and you know why I didn’t want to see you.”


  This wasn’t right. She knew she shouldn’t be thinking this way, but she couldn’t help herself.


  Everyone had been so kind to her this past month. With their help, the pain of her old teacher’s death was starting to fade, and she was returning to her old self.


  “Just leave an idiot like me alone. If I get hurt after all your warnings, it’ll be my own damn fault.”


  “Like I could ever do that.”


  “…Right, you would say that. I’m grateful, Jinya. Really. But right now, I just want you to go. Please.”


  He wasn’t so obtuse that he couldn’t understand what Miyaka was thinking. He definitely knew, and that was why his kindness hurt so much. She could feel his worried gaze on her, so she shouted like a child having a tantrum. “Please! Just leave! Before I say something that I can’t take back!”


  She was truly grateful to him, but she couldn’t stop thinking her old teacher wouldn’t have died if it weren’t for him.


  “I know… I know it isn’t your fault. You’ve done so much to protect us, but still…” Only then did she realize she was crying.


  She knew she was being unreasonable, but the thought wouldn’t go away. All the tears had turned her face into an unpresentable mess, not that she could bear to look at him anyway.


  She was awful. She’d hurt him. He had to be appalled at her. She’d taken everything they had and thrown it away.


  She heard Jinya get off the bench. He was probably leaving. Honestly, she felt relieved by that. He had done so much to help her; there were many situations where she would’ve been done for if not for him, and yet she’d let her emotions overwhelm her and hurt him. Somebody like her deserved to be abandoned by him.


  She stared at her feet. She couldn’t even bear to lift her face to see him go.


  “…sen…” Or at least she thought he was leaving. But instead, he murmured something and gently put his hand on her head.


  Then there was a sharp metallic klik.


  She heard a high-pitched voice that could easily have been either a man’s or a woman’s. 


  “Heya, Jinta-kun. It’s been a while.”


  Miyaka, still unable to stop her tears, heard a voice that sounded too carefree for the situation and finally lifted her head. From the darkness appeared a person who looked as androgynous as their voice. They had a tomboyish look to them, but they could just as well have been a slender, feminine boy.


  They spoke like a friend to Jinya, but he responded by taking Yarai and pointing its tip right at them. This person was clearly no friend.


  “Yeah, it really has been a while.” Jinya’s voice was icy cold. Miyaka knew it wasn’t directed at her, but she felt a chill all the same. This was the first time she had felt afraid of him.


  “Oh? You’re surprisingly calm. I thought you’d be angrier.”


  “Is that so? I’ll admit I’m irritated, but I’m not the type who’d criticize you for what you’ve done.”


  “Aha ha, I guess you wouldn’t, huh? It’s not like someone who devours their own kind has any right to judge others. You’ve killed tons of humans too… Ain’t that right, Miyaka-chan?”


  Miyaka froze up when she was suddenly addressed. The newcomer was overly chummy, but rather than being annoyed, she felt more creeped out by them than anything. They were indifferent to the fact that a sword was being pointed at them. In fact, they seemed to be enjoying themselves. There was something clearly wrong with them.


  “Oh, where are my manners? I forgot to introduce myself! I’m Yonabari. Or maybe you’d understand better if I said I created all the counterfeit urban legends that are going around?”


  Miyaka recognized their name. They were the demon Jinya had fought back in the Taisho era. They were the mastermind behind all the counterfeit urban legend monsters and, in all likelihood, the one who killed her old teacher Shiramine Yachie with their own hands.


  “But back to what I was saying, wouldn’t you agree Jinta-kun’s just an awful person, Miyaka-chan?”


  “Wh-what? No, I…”


  “You don’t need to pretend with me. I’m sure you understand. Oh, you poor, poor thing.” Yonabari looked genuinely harmless and cheerful, but that only made Miyaka want to cry more. The fact that they already knew her name confirmed what she feared. “If it weren’t for Jinta-kun, Shou-kun’s mama wouldn’t have had to die.”


  Yachie had been targeted because she was the teacher of Jinya’s friend. In other words, Yonabari killed Yachie to get at Miyaka.


  “Talk about unlucky, huh, Miyaka-chan? If not for him, your teacher would still be alive.”


  “Stop it…”


  “Also, did you know? This guy’s going to high school like it’s nothing, but he totally kills people in cold blood and even cannibalizes his own kind.”


  “Stop it!”


  Miyaka covered her ears, but she couldn’t block out Yonabari’s cheerful laughter.


  The whole thing was too much to bear. She felt like her happy high school life was crumbling apart in front of her.


  Perhaps it really was. Perhaps it all came to an end the moment she let the idea that it was Jinya’s fault creep into her mind.


  The instant she shut her eyes to try and shut out her own foolishness, Jinya dashed forward and swung to put an end to Yonabari’s chatter.


   


  ***


   


  “Hey, whoa. Watch where you’re swinging that thing.”


  Jinya’s swing put an end to Yonabari’s laughter, but the strike was blocked by the barrel of a handgun they suddenly drew out. Something was unusual about the gun; normally such a thin device would have caved in on itself.


  “Miyaka. I’m sure you have some thoughts about me on your mind right now, but do as I say for the moment. Back away a bit, but stay close enough to see me.”


  “O-okay…”


  He didn’t blame her for how she was acting. It was true that none of this would have happened if it weren’t for him. However, he didn’t tell her to run because he knew how shrewd Yonabari was: They would have traps waiting at every exit.


  “You’re as merciless as ever, Jinta-kun. Only you would aim for my neck right off the bat like that.”


  “Please. For you, I’m sure a strike like this serves as nothing more than a greeting.”


  Their combat began without missing a beat. Yonabari’s expression turned into that of a vicious beast, but Jinya paid the change no mind and swung once more at their neck.


  At the same time, Yonabari brought up their gun and fired it at Jinya’s forehead. Each of them unleashed lethal attacks that they cleanly evaded without so much as a blink.


  They both knew neither would be defeated by attacks of this level. Even made from point-blank range, they only served as quick greetings.


  “I guess you’re right.”


  Yonabari wasn’t using Weaver, and Jinya hadn’t revealed his demon form. Though they were trying to kill one another, they were far from fighting with all they had. Rather than fighting in earnest, they were probing one another. They wanted to ascertain how things had changed with each other over the years. Who had the upper hand now?


  “It’s been so long since we’ve last met, so we should greet each other properly!” Yonabari stepped in and struck with his elbow. Jinya dodged to the side, but Yonabari had predicted that much. Their true intentions lay elsewhere. Only needing to move their elbow slightly, they used the same arm to aim the muzzle of their gun at Jinya’s heart. Their fighting style was the same as it had been in the Taisho era—martial arts used alongside firearms.


  The pistol in their hand was a Heckler & Koch USP, a large semi-automatic pistol used by police. Jinya didn’t want to think about where Yonabari had gotten it from.


  Changing from revolvers to semi-automatics left Yonabari with fewer openings than before, but their martial arts hadn’t dramatically improved with that change.


  “…Have you gotten slower?” Jinya wondered out loud. Before Yonabari could even pull the trigger, he kicked their right arm, then swung his sword down from overhead before they could regain their balance. The strike didn’t reach bone, but it did gash Yonabari’s chest as they failed to retreat quickly enough.


  “Gah!” Yonabari’s face contorted with agony. It didn’t seem like an act.


  The two of them had simply allotted their time differently. Jinya had continued to train over the years like he always had, but Yonabari had instead used Weaver to make many counterfeit urban legends. They both had grown, but Yonabari had focused their growth on cultivating their ability instead of their fighting prowess. The resulting difference was making itself clear here.


  The power imbalance between them had flipped from the way it was before. Now Jinya was the one with greater raw fighting ability…which was exactly why he chose not to follow up with another strike.


  “…Hmph.” He made a significant retreat, focusing his attention toward Miyaka, who was frozen stiff in place.


  Would a demon as shrewd as Yonabari misread the difference in strength between them? No, surely not. Then their intention couldn’t have been to beat Jinya in a fight to begin with. Their presence here had to be a diversion, and their true aims lay beyond.


  “Your intuition’s just too sharp for me, Jinta-kun,” said Yonabari, aiming their gun at Miyaka. Jinya leaped into the line of fire and used Indomitable. A total of three shots were fired, but not even lead bullets could hurt his unbreakable body.


  Yonabari only managed to stop Jinya for a brief moment. He stood protectively in front of Miyaka while Yonabari watched with mocking glee.


  “But that’s just fine. I’m curious to see what you’ll do next.”


  A figure swayed in the darkness. Like Jinya expected, Yonabari had backup, but their surprise attack was a failure the moment Jinya noticed their presence. Even so, Yonabari let their help approach anyway.


  The one who appeared was a woman who seemed to stand in stark contrast from the darkness, as though floating against it. It let out a heartbroken shriek. “…Pllleaase, t-t-taaakee…” The fiend pitifully repeated something in a sorrowful, pleading voice. Moving dully, it inched toward Jinya—or rather, Miyaka. 


  Jinya planned to strike it dead before it could do anything. He raised his sword over his head and gathered strength in his limbs, preparing to bolt forward. But then Miyaka’s saddened voice stopped him in his tracks.


  “No, wait… Please, wait…”


  Only then did Jinya realize who this spirit was. He lowered his blade and grimaced. “You’d stoop this low?”


  “Well, I figured planning a sneak attack would be pointless against you,” Yonabari said. “So I thought up an attack that would work just as well even if you saw it coming.”


  Jinya had read most of Yonabari’s intentions correctly. They used themselves as a distraction to let someone else make a surprise attack. The only problem was Jinya hadn’t predicted just how twisted an individual Yonabari was.


  This “attack” wasn’t targeting Jinya: It was designed to disturb Miyaka.


  “Shiramine-sensei…” Miyaka trembled all over. Was it out of fear or sorrow? Anger, or maybe something else entirely? She probably couldn’t process what she was feeling at that moment. Unable to bring herself to move, she stared at her former teacher—now reduced to a specter that let out chilling groans.


  Shiramine Yachie had become a counterfeit urban legend.


  “What do you think, Jinta-kun? I made it just for you!” Yonabari spoke in a booming voice, as though to make it clear this was all Jinya’s fault.


  He had to kill Yachie to save Miyaka, but doing so would make her hate him. There was no option that ended favorably for him. This strategy wasn’t crafted to defeat Jinya; it was for amusement.


  “Miyaka. I’m sorry.”


  “I know. You have to. You have to…but…”


  Yachie was a shadow of herself. Miyaka understood that there was no choice but to kill her, but she shook her head anyway, not wanting to accept reality.


  “Pleaaase, m-my child…” The specter reached out her hand as though seeking help, an action meant to elicit pity and lure in the living. Spirits have preyed on others this way since ancient times.


  Miyaka unsteadily began to walk forward, so Jinya grabbed her shoulder to stop her—but not soon enough. She neared the spirit only ever so slightly, but though he hadn’t realized it yet, that was close enough.


  “…Hate me if you must,” he said.


  “N-no, don’t!”


  He ignored her and charged forward. His blade gleamed dully before it cut through the specter. Though Yonabari had altered her to an extent, the base used for the spirit was nothing more than an ordinary woman. The counterfeit urban legend was sliced diagonally across and easily defeated.


  “Oh, I forgot to mention. This time I made a cross between a kotoribako box and an ubume specter.” Yonabari must have intended for the spirit to be defeated from the start. Whether the specter was killed or not, the end result would be the same.


  Jinya heard Miyaka gasp from behind. Those familiar with recent urban legends knew how dreadful the kotoribako box was.


  “Ngh, gah…!” A voice abruptly cried out in agony. 


  The kotoribako box was renowned as one of the deadliest curses in existence, known to kill people simply for coming near it. Jinya wouldn’t be targeted. He was a demon, a man, and over a hundred years old. Miyaka, however, was both a child and a female. The curse would easily be fatal for her if she came too close, and that was just what she did. Faced with the horrible sight of her former teacher, she approached and reached out her hand.


  With that, the conditions for the urban legend were met.


  “A-ah…?”


  Women and children who came near a kotoribako box would first start showing mental abnormalities. They lost consciousness and became unable to move. 


  Krush. Krush. A sickening sound could be heard. After the mind was defiled, next came the body. The victims would cough blood from their internal organs being destroyed. The curse infiltrated the body and tore apart the innards.


  “Ohg, ack, gack! Gagh, aaghgh!”


  There was no way to resist. Yonabari had prepared the ultimate curse, the kotoribako box, and they’d made it as strong as it could possibly be: a hakkai curse, using the corpses of eight children. Jinya fell weakly to his knees.


  Yonabari had done all this not to defeat Jinya but to torment him. Just about everything had gone according to their plan. They’d made Miyaka blame him for their old teacher’s death, they’d made him kill that teacher in front of her, and then they’d rewarded all that hardship by cursing Miyaka.


  “Huh? That’s not right… How are you alive, Miyaka-chan?”


  Though she’d been targeted with the full brunt of the deadly curse, Miyaka had simply slumped down to the ground, her legs having given out. She was alive. Completely unharmed.


  Not even Miyaka understood what had happened. She should’ve been the one hacking up blood and dying.


  “Gah, ha…” But instead, Jinya was the one writhing in pain.


  He’d intercepted the curse for her. He was bloody and couldn’t even focus on what was in front of him, but he wore a triumphant grin. “I failed…to see through what you were plotting…but I was smart enough to have a backup plan.”


  The daughters of Magatsume all bore names linked to flowers, abilities that shared that name, and a meaning behind their name that represented them.


  Suisen. That was the name of the ability he received from Nanao, a sex worker from the Dove District that shouldn’t have existed. In the language of flowers, her favorite yellow daffodils (suisen, in Japanese) meant “Love me once more.” The ability was formed from a wish to claim the love meant for another as one’s own, and so its function was something similar.


  “Suisen… The ability to redirect something meant for another to oneself.”


  Suisen was the ability to make oneself a stand-in for someone else. It was not particularly convenient to use. He had to touch his target to activate it and could only have one target at a time. It was only effective once for each activation, and it cleared away on its own after an hour if nothing happened. It was a troublesome ability with several conditions, and it needed to be properly timed to have any effect at all. But this time, it did its job perfectly.


  He had no need to explain the full details of his ability, of course. Yonabari misunderstanding and assuming it would be pointless to target others would work out well for him. All he had to do was end things before they realized the truth.


  “…You know, this has bugged me for a while now. For a guy who fights with a sword, you sure use a lot of cheap tricks,” said Yonabari.


  “I’ve told you before, but I’ll play dirty if I have to. A little shame is nothing if it means I can kill you.”


  Jinya used Spirit to puppet his own body and force himself to his feet. The kotoribako box was lethal to women and children, but it had less of an effect on others. That kept him alive, but he was left in terrible shape. His organs and muscles were shredded, and his consciousness was hazy. He felt like someone had stuck their hand into his brain and churned it. Pain coursed through his whole body, but he fought to keep it from showing on his face.


  “That’s Spirit, eh? All right. You protected Miyaka-chan, so what? It’s meaningless if it leaves you like this.” Yonabari accurately assessed Jinya’s state. With an exasperated shrug, they mocked his attempt to look strong.


  They were right. Though Jinya could move himself slightly with Spirit, he had no hope of winning. The only “victory” he could obtain here was to somehow take Miyaka and flee.


  “Welp. Back to it, I guess. Just so you know, you’re not getting away from me.” Yonabari raised their gun. They really were shrewd. They perfectly read what Jinya was hoping for and flat-out told him it wouldn’t happen.


  Jinya readied Yarai and used Jishibari with his left hand. He had to think as hard as he could if he wanted to escape from Yonabari.


  But just then, they both froze at the sound of a calm, refreshing voice.


  “It’s all right now.”


  The familiar tone calmed his fretting heart. A young girl with a shapely face had appeared in the dark park, her hair in one neat side braid. She was the one who stopped the fighting, but her clothing was ordinary, and she carried no weapons. If it hadn’t been for the two demons dueling in front of her, she would’ve looked like an ordinary girl out for a walk.


  She looked at the blood-drenched Jinya, then Yonabari. After examining them both, she leisurely started walking again.


  “Himawari told me you need help, so I came. I’m glad I made it.”


  Miyaka seemed taken aback by the girl’s sudden appearance, but Jinya was relieved. She was inhuman, like him, and she had some history with Yonabari as well.


  “Don’t worry, Jiiya. This time, I will be the one to protect you.” Ryuuna gave him the same gentle smile he had seen from her before.


  In the Taisho era, the Nagumo of the Demonic Sword tried to make their own demon god. Ryuuna was a victim from those times. She lost her parents at a tender age and was kept in a dark underground cell whose memory haunted her. She was robbed of her identity as a person, then later forcibly turned into a spirit. But she ultimately escaped her fate of becoming a man-made demon god.


  She had since spent her time living and working peacefully at Koyomiza theater. She even helped raise Natsuki in his youth. She, who was once a helpless girl, had now grown into someone who could protect others. She had come to save Jinya, the one who saved her, in his hour of need.


  “You heard the girl. Just hang back and take a nap or somethin’.” A large, rugged man appeared next—Izuchi. He had been an ­enemy in the Taisho era but was won over by Toudou Yoshihiko and chose to live with humans even though he was a demon.


  “Ryuuna… Izuchi…”


  “Just rest, Jiiya. It’ll be fine. We’re here now,” said Ryuuna.


  “…Is that so? Then rest…I will…”


  Jinya was forcing himself to move with Spirit, but in truth he had long since hit his limit. The moment he relaxed, he went limp and collapsed to the ground.


  There was simply no way the hakkai curse would leave him unharmed. He coughed up some blood as soon as he hit the earth. He didn’t want to make Miyaka worry, but he couldn’t keep up the act anymore.


  Ryuuna looked nostalgically upon his kindness and stubbornness.
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  MIYAKA WAS WORRIED about Jinya’s condition, but she still remembered her cruelty to him. Not sure whether she even had the right to approach him, she hesitantly called out, “J-Jinya?”


  “He’s all right. Just lying down for a bit.” Perhaps sensing there was some tension between the two, Ryuuna curtly replied in his stead before looking back at Yonabari.


  “Ryuuna-chan. It’s been a long time.”


  “Mm.” She nodded, but there was no affection in the gesture. Her eyes were cold. Rather than an intense animosity toward Yonabari, she felt something closer to scorn. She saw the enemy before her as someone far beneath her. Without turning back, she held up a hand to stop Miyaka. Looking oddly proud of herself, she said, “Leave this place to us and run.”


  Exasperated, the large man she’d arrived with sighed. “C’mon, Ryuuna. Take this a little more seriously.”


  “…I looked cool. Don’t ruin it, Izuchi.” Ryuuna pouted.


  The large man called Izuchi, who was over six feet tall with a fairly imposing face, looked at Yonabari with a troubled expression. “Yo, Yonabari. I see you’re up to the same stupid stuff as before.”


  “Wow, even you’ve shown up, Izuchi? The gang’s all here!”


  Miyaka didn’t understand what was going on. Everyone seemed to know one another, but the mood was heavy. As she watched in amazement, Yanagi and Mai suddenly showed up.


  “Thank goodness, Himekawa-san. You’re not hurt, are you? Wait, whoa, Kadono?!”


  “Mai… Tomishima-kun… What’re you two doing here?”


  “We got attacked by Shira—um…one of those counterfeit urban legends. Izuchi-san helped us,” Mai answered. Apparently, they’d already run into Shiramine Yachie.


  Yachie had been made into a cross between a kotoribako box and an ubume specter. Yanagi and Mai would have died if they tried facing her directly, but Izuchi saved them. Or rather, he saw how dangerous Yachie was and forcibly carried the two away. At any rate, the two had survived to join them here.


  “Huh? You saved those kids too? Why’re you getting in my way so much, Izuchi? Shouldn’t you be nicer to me as a former colleague?” said Yonabari.


  “Get real. Besides, if I cared about you as a former colleague, then the right thing to do would still be trying to stop you.”


  “Ha ha, that’s too bad.” Yonabari lifted their arm up, and the atmosphere changed. The silent night began to stir. From the darkness of the park, they could feel many eyes on them.


  “I heard you’ve developed your ability so much that you can make counterfeit urban legends,” said Izuchi. Sure enough, the park was full of urban legend monsters. The Slit-Mouthed Woman, the Red Cloak, the creature from “A Resort Job,” the doll from “One-Person Hide and Seek,” Jumping Granny, the Gap Woman. They were surrounded by all kinds of spirits.


  “Eek…” Mai let out a small shriek.


  “Mai, get behind me.” Yanagi stepped in front of her protectively. His urban legend power wasn’t suited for direct combat, though. He didn’t know how useful he’d be.


  Miyaka hurriedly went to Jinya’s side. She’d hesitated to approach him earlier out of shame, but there was no time for such concerns now. She tried to lift his unconscious body, but his limp, muscular form was too heavy. She couldn’t very well abandon him, though, so she stood near him as if to shield him.


  “It’s fine. Like I said, you can leave this to me.” Ryuuna’s smile seemed too gentle for such a tense moment. She appeared to be genuinely happy. Miyaka found herself stunned by the younger-looking girl’s smile.


  Ryuuna glanced indifferently at the many urban legend monsters, as if they weren’t even a threat.


  “Go ahead and haul that guy away for us,” Izuchi said. “We’ll handle things here.”


  “No. You leave too, Izuchi,” said Ryuuna.


  “What? Why?”


  “I can’t go all out with you here.”


  “You’re kidding me.” He frowned, since she’d basically called him baggage. It seemed Ryuuna was the stronger of the two. “Well, that’s that, then. Let’s run.”


  “Are you sure? Can we really leave things to that girl?” asked Yanagi.


  “Yeah. We’ll actually be in the way if she gets serious.”


  Yanagi grimaced. He didn’t seem to like the idea of leaving behind this girl who looked younger than them.


  Izuchi explained, “She’s learned to control her power as a man-made demon god to a certain degree. If she’s going all out, then we’ll really just hold her back.”


  Yanagi didn’t know what Izuchi meant by Ryuuna being a man-made demon god, but he understood she was probably strong. Though he was still hesitant, he finally agreed to leave.


  With a grunt, Izuchi lifted the unconscious Jinya onto his shoulder like a bale of rice and got ready to flee. “All right. Take care of things here, Ryuuna.”


  “You all can’t be serious. You’re just leaving things to this little girl?” taunted Yonabari.


  “C’mon, you know how weak I am. I’m the weakest of the Yoshihiko’s Demon Quartet.” Izuchi didn’t think he’d lose to the likes of these urban legends, but he still chuckled. “All right, let’s get out of here! Don’t worry, I’ve had lots of practice when it comes to runnin’ away.”


  On Izuchi’s signal, the group took off. They aimed for the spot where the enclosure of urban legend monsters was thinnest. There were quite a few still gathered there, but Ryuuna deftly leaped forward and knocked them all aside in one go.


  The group escaped through the opening with Ryuuna blocking any potential pursuers.


  “Yikes. Does this count as a kind of betrayal?” joked Yonabari.


  “No. This is karma. You changed me into what I am, and now it’s come back to haunt you.”


  “Aha ha, you got me there!”


  Ryuuna behaved the same as before, but her right arm was very different indeed. Its flesh and bone changed form, the arm swelling in size until it was almost twice her height, and its skin becoming a dull white. She looked odd, like the arm of some wholly different being had been grafted onto her.


  “Plus, you did something mean to Jiiya, so this is personal.” She had kept her cool in front of the others, but now that they were fleeing, she had no reason to hold back. Her eyes filled with rage.


  In contrast to her, Yonabari was calm. Ryuuna raised her right arm and moved to step forward, but then the ghost of a woman with torn skin and bare muscles appeared below her. Shiramine Yachie grabbed Ryuuna’s leg firmly. Even after Jinya had cut her down, she sought a gentle soul to take her beloved child. The kotoribako box that held a powerful curse against women and children still remained.


  “I’ll be fine. Go.”


  The others stopped worriedly, but on Ryuuna’s urging they continued out of the park.


  “Heh. Thank you, Mama-san.”


  As they left, they heard the sound of Yonabari’s cheerful laughter and a legion of urban legends attacking at once.


   


  ***


   


  At the same time, Momoe Moe and Azusaya Kaoru were also attacked.


  The “Slit-Mouthed Woman” was an urban legend with a long history, told countless times with many different variations. Originally, the woman in the tale didn’t kill people, but at some point, she came to wield a sickle, a scalpel, or scissors, and she also wore a red or white coat. There were many variations of the “Slit-Mouthed Woman” urban legend.


  Moe and Kaoru were being attacked by one such variation, commonly known as the “Three Slit-Mouthed Sisters” and featuring three different slit-mouthed women.


  “Shoot! These guys are startin’ to get on my nerves!”


  Kaoru and Moe had gone home together the same afternoon Miyaka took a day off from school.


  Mai and Yanagi walked home as a pair, as did Natsuki and Kumiko, while Jinya left in the afternoon to look for Miyaka after receiving a message that she abruptly left and hadn’t come home. That left Kaoru and Moe to pair up. They stopped to have fun at the station for a while, then were heading home when they were attacked on a quiet street by three women—the Three Slit-Mouthed Sisters. These were no ordinary spirits but counterfeit urban legends.


  “Aki-chan!”


  “Don’t move around too much, or I can’t protect you!”


  Moe had to fight multiple enemies while also protecting Kaoru. There was no denying she was at a disadvantage.


  The counterfeit urban legends made by Yonabari were modern urban legends with traits of traditional spirits added to them. The Three Slit-Mouthed Sisters were no different, of course. But unlike the Slit-Mouthed Woman Jinya had fought, these sisters were not combined with wicked fox spirits. The traditional spirit they were mixed with was a kamaitachi, a sickle-clawed weasel spirit.


  Kamaitachi always attacked in units of three. The first knocked a person over, the second cut them, and the third applied medicine to erase the wound. That was why people never stayed wounded after being attacked by kamaitachi.


  The Three Slit-Mouthed Sisters with the traits of kamaitachi attacked Moe with perfect teamwork. In stories, kamaitachi never killed, but Moe couldn’t expect the same mercy from these Slit-Mouthed Sisters. They swung their sickles at full force, intent on cutting Moe’s neck. The sound of the wind slicing sent shivers down her spine.


  “You little…!”


  But Moe wouldn’t falter. In her hands was the trump card of the Akitsu: Shouki’s dagger. The feelings of the Akitsu had triumphed over many spirits before, and they were sure to triumph here again. Her dog and kitty spirits stopped the Three Slit-Mouthed Sisters for a moment, giving her an opening to step in and strike with Shouki.


  All she needed to do was kill one, and the rest would quickly follow without being able to use their teamwork. The blade of the raging, bearded, massive demon quickly disposed of the first Slit-Mouthed Sister.


  “Aki-chan, you’re incredible!”


  “Yeah, well, no mass-produced urban legend’s gonna beat a Somegorou. Say, if these things are mass-produced, ya think there’ll be any High-Spec Slit-Mouthed Women or Slit-Mouthed Cannons?”


  “What would the cannon even shoot?”


  “Uhhh, hard candy, I guess?”


  The two could breathe a sigh of relief after striking down one of the Slit-Mouthed Sisters. Moe cheerfully accepted Kaoru’s praise and even chatted with her. But she soon got down to business again, taking her cell phone out with a serious look. The urban legend they’d encountered was clearly after the two of them, and the timing lined up too well for Yonabari not to be involved. She was worried about the others.


  “I feel like things’re about to get crazy. I hope the others are okay.”


  She prayed for the safety of her friends and put her not-all-that-great brain to work thinking how they should ride out the night.


   


  ***


   


  “Doesn’t look like we’re bein’ followed. You all right, er… What’s your name?”


  “Himekawa. Himekawa Miyaka.”


  “Himekawa, huh? You must know the Kogetsudou girl, then. The name’s Izuchi. Nice to meet you, I guess.”


  Izuchi introduced himself as he led the way. He apparently worked at Koyomiza Theater, where Natsuki used to live, and was a longtime acquaintance of Natsuki and Jinya. He and Ryuuna were both demons as well. That was why they didn’t need to worry about leaving her behind, he explained with a hearty laugh.


  “Now, it’s good we got away, but where exactly should we go?” he asked.


  “We can go to my family’s shrine. My parents pretty much know our situation,” said Miyaka.


  “Oh, so they won’t mind?”


  “They shouldn’t, and I’d like to get Jinya into a bed as quick as possible.”


  “All right. Let’s go with that, then.”


  Moe’s family would probably understand, but Mai and Yanagi both had ordinary families who probably couldn’t welcome so many guests out of nowhere. Miyaka’s home had space because it was a shrine, and her parents were old acquaintances of Jinya, so explaining things would be simple. What’s more, they needed to get him into bed quickly so he could rest.


  Even though Izuchi was holding him like a bag and he was being shaken this way and that, Jinya was still unconscious, all because he took the hakkai curse in Miyaka’s place. Mai had been worried about him for a while now. Miyaka felt the same way, but she also felt a strong sense of guilt over the foolish thought she had allowed to run through her mind.


  “Himekawa-san, it looks like Momoe-san and Azusaya-san are together. Let’s have them come to the shrine too. It’d be safer if we’re all together since that Yonabari person is targeting us,” said Yanagi. He’d apparently gotten in touch with Moe and Kaoru while they were running. It sounded like the two of them were safe, but some urban legends had attacked them as well. That indicated Yonabari wasn’t just after Miyaka but everyone Jinya knew.


  Gathering in one place might make them an easy target, but it would also make it easier to protect everyone. Though she was still a bit disoriented, Miyaka was worried about her friends, so she gave Yanagi a nod. Normally she would have been more hesitant, but there was too much going on for her to gather her thoughts.


  “Miyaka, where have you been?! Wait, what’s up with Sword-san?! Is that blood?!”


  She returned home to find her father waiting for her at the entrance with worry visible on his face. He tried to scold his daughter, but then he saw the others behind her and did a double take.


  She was joined by Mai, Yanagi, and Izuchi with Jinya on his shoulder. Though her father was flustered, she moved things along, saying, “Sorry, Dad, but we need to use the shrine. Oh, and can we borrow a bed for Jinya?”


  “Um, sure? He can borrow a room if he wants.”


  “No, we’ll just take a bed with us to be safe.”


  “O-okay…?”


  If Yonabari did attack, their best option was to be in as wide an area as possible.


  Hardly explaining anything, Miyaka went inside and had Yanagi carry out a futon bed while Mai gathered simple drinks and food. In only five minutes they were ready to leave the house.


  “Sorry. Tell Mom I’m okay but can’t come home just yet.”


  “Um, all right?”


  “Oh, and it’d be better if you two stay away from the shrine for the time being.” She started making her way to the shrine.


  As she went, her father said one thing. “Miyaka, I don’t know what’s going on, but don’t do anything rash.”


  He seemed to understand something was up based on Jinya’s condition, but he made no effort to stop her. Grateful for that, she said, “Good night” and left. If she returned safely, she would happily accept whatever scolding he had for her.


  The Jinta Shrine was of decent size, and so the hall of worship was fairly spacious as well. After laying Jinya down in a separate room, Miyaka and the others gathered to make plans.


  Yanagi got in touch with Natsuki and Kumiko, confirming they were safe. They didn’t know if it was safe to call them over, so they had them stay in their homes for the moment.


  “…They were attacked too?” asked Miyaka, worried about Natsuki and Kumiko.


  “Apparently, but they said they’re fine,” answered Yanagi.


  Obviously, the attack was Yonabari’s doing. But if they said they were fine, then they must have had some way to protect themselves.


  Seeing how worried Miyaka looked, Izuchi nonchalantly said, “You don’t gotta worry ’bout Natsuki. He’s inherited Yoshihiko senpai’s blood better than anyone, and I’m sure he’s got plenty of folks who’ll lend a hand if he’s in trouble.”


  Izuchi had known Natsuki for a long time. If he said Natsuki would be fine, then it must have been true.


  Miyaka felt some relief, but the situation still wasn’t great. The urban legend monsters were going out of their way to target people who knew Jinya. But Jinya himself was stuck in bed, being taken care of by Mai.


  Miyaka, Izuchi, and Yanagi racked their brains. Miyaka was worried about Jinya but too ashamed to go to his side. Yanagi looked conflicted as he watched her think.


  Just then, they heard the wooden floorboards of the hall creak.


  “Pardon me.”


  Surprised, they all looked to see Ryuuna standing there. She had a cell phone, so Izuchi had told her their location. She seemed unharmed and looked the same as before, other than her right sleeve being torn. She hadn’t even broken a sweat; it was impossible to tell she had just been fighting.


  “Oh, Ryuuna. You’re back,” said Izuchi.


  “Sorry. They got away.”


  “That can’t be helped. They’ve always been good at running away.”


  Ryuuna had crushed all the urban legend monsters, but Yonabari escaped. The urban legends were a mere distraction for them to slip away.


  “Um, thanks for helping us earlier. Are you…all right?” asked Miyaka somewhat hesitantly.


  “Mm?”


  “Weren’t you affected by Sensei’s, um…the kotoribako box curse?”


  Miyaka was glad Ryuuna hadn’t been hurt, but it was strange that the curse of the kotoribako box didn’t seem to affect her. After all, it was supposed to be the ultimate curse for killing women and children.


  “Curses don’t work on me because I’m the Kodoku no Kago. No matter how much black you paint black paper with, the paper stays black. It’s like that.”


  Izuchi had told the others about Ryuuna earlier. She was apparently something called the Kodoku no Kago, a vessel meant to take in demons and birth them. By Yonabari’s hand, she was filled with the grief of the dead and completely turned into a man-made demon god. That was why curses, particularly those made by invoking the grief of the dead, had little to no effect on her. She was formed out of powerful cursed energy herself, which meant it would take a truly extraordinary curse to kill her.


  Izuchi said, “Just think of her as being resistant to curses or somethin’.”


  “Yes. Also, I have something to tell you.” Ryuuna looked directly at Miyaka. They’d only just met, so Miyaka couldn’t imagine anything for them to talk about and was flustered for a moment. But Ryuuna told her something that hit her like a sledgehammer. “A message. She wanted me to tell you, ‘Sorry for the trouble, Himekawa. Give the boy my thanks.’”


  Yachie became a wicked spirit whose motherly love was abused to spread harm, but by some miracle, she left the world before anyone died from her curse. Her last words weren’t used for her child but for her old student, to apologize to the pupil she saddened and thank the boy who ended things.


  “I see…”


  Ryuuna didn’t know Miyaka and Yachie’s relationship, but she seemed to pick up on something. After imparting Yachie’s last words, she gave Miyaka space and avoided looking at her face.


  Miyaka was thankful for that. She was probably making a terrible expression just then. She buried her face into her hands and sniffled.


  She wanted to do nothing more than cry, but she quickly lifted her face. The tears could come later. She gritted her teeth and sloppily wiped her eyes. She didn’t care if she was only acting tough; for now she would suppress her sadness.


  “Where’s Jiiya?” asked Ryuuna.


  “Asleep in another room. He got hit pretty hard,” answered Izuchi.


  Ryuuna looked down at her feet worriedly. Jinya still hadn’t woken up after taking the hakkai curse.


  “…Yonabari will probably come tonight,” Ryuuna said in her beautiful, clear voice. The air seemed to grow colder.


  “Will they really, though? Kadono can’t move, so maybe they’ll focus their efforts elsewhere while he can’t stop them. Plus there’s no reason they have to attack this same day.” The one to speak out was Yanagi, and Miyaka was more or less of the same mind. From what she’d heard about Yonabari, they weren’t the type to take direct action and instead preferred to torment people through roundabout means. It would make more sense for them to take their time and plan things out.


  Ryuuna thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Yonabari is wary of Jiiya and a twisted person. They’ll try to end things while he can’t move.”


  “What do you mean by twisted?”


  “They enjoy tormenting people. They probably like the idea of Jinya waking up to realize he’s too late to do anything.”


  Yonabari’s objective was Jinya. The whole point of killing Yachie and attacking his friends was to make him suffer.


  In that regard, things were moving along just as Yonabari would want. Miyaka blamed Jinya for Yachie’s death, and the kotoribako curse left him unable to move. All Yonabari needed to do now was kill his friends, and their goal would be perfectly completed.


  Only by seeing Jinya in despair could Yonabari finish venting their frustration. That was why they would definitely come to kill everyone tonight. Of course, that meant Yonabari believed they could defeat both Izuchi and Ryuuna as well.


  “Now that you’ve fought, what would you say, Ryuuna? Think you can beat ’em?” asked Izuchi.


  “…It might be hard.”


  “Even for you?”


  “Stamina is a problem. Yonabari can store negative emotions. It matters less who is stronger or weaker. If the fight is drawn out, I’ll exhaust myself first.”


  Yonabari had two abilities. One was Weaver, the ability to turn negative emotion into something physical, and the other was Plaything, the ability to make somebody else unable to die. The first was the real problem of the two. Yonabari was almost certain to make scrupulous preparations before they attacked. In fact, they were likely out massacring people right that moment to stock up on negative emotions so Weaver wouldn’t run out of fuel mid-battle.


  Ryuuna believed things would bode poorly if it came down to a drawn-out fight. The group wasn’t weaker, but simultaneously fighting Yonabari and dealing with their counterfeit ­urban ­legends would be a struggle. Yonabari might very well win through attrition if they decided to go that route.


  “At the very least, we’ll need more people to handle the counterfeit urban legends, or it’s hopeless,” said Ryuuna.


  “Hmph. That Magatsume daughter was right. Jinya needed all the help he could get. Hm? Wait, didn’t that Okada guy handle Yonabari all by himself a while back?” said Izuchi.


  “Things were different then. Yonabari’s a monster now. There’s nothing normal about them anymore.”


  Miyaka was confused. From what she saw earlier, Yonabari seemed much weaker than Jinya when it came to martial arts. She didn’t understand why they would be described as a monster. But Ryuuna sounded serious, and in fact she’d just fought Yonabari. Her expression was stiff as though she had picked up on something Miyaka couldn’t.


  “Would things change if Tomishima and I helped out?” Moe arrived just then and chimed in. After the Three Slit-Mouthed Sisters were defeated, she and Kaoru got in touch with Yanagi and came to the Jinta Shrine. However, they were joined by a third person—a face familiar to Miyaka.


  “…Miura-san?”


  It was Miura Fuu, the owner of the flower shop Moe often visited. Predicting Miyaka’s question, Kaoru spoke up and explained that they met her along the way and brought her along because she was worried about Jinya.


  The flower shop owner politely bowed, even though she was older than the girls, and smiled gracefully. “Good evening, Himekawa-san. I hope it’s not a problem that I came along.”


  “O-oh, no. It’s fine.”


  “I heard Jinya-kun was in trouble, so I came thinking I might be of some help.”


  So she said, but an ordinary person like her was in the same boat as Miyaka and Kaoru; there wasn’t much they could do. But Ofuu was another old friend of Jinya, so there was a good chance Yonabari would target her. It might actually be better for everyone to have her here than not.


  “That being said, there probably isn’t much I can do,” said Ofuu. 


  “Don’t say that! All that matters is we’re in this together! Right, Miyaka?”


  “Right. Thank you for coming, Miura-san.” Some strength returned to Miyaka’s eyes when she heard Moe’s words. She remembered a certain urban legend.


  “So, how about it? Think you can take Yonabari one-on-one while the rest of us handle the counterfeit urban legends?” Moe brought up her idea again without even bothering to introduce herself to the new faces.


  Ryuuna softly nodded. “I can’t be certain I’ll win.”


  “But you think it’s worth tryin’, eh?” Izuchi seemed onboard as well, and so it was decided.


  Just as the tension in the room had slightly dissipated, Yanagi stood up and glared outside. His ability let him notice the hostile presence before the others. “Hate to break it to you all so soon, but it looks like they’re here.”


  The others shot up and quickly began to file out of the shrine.


  Moe noticed the non-combatants’ worried gazes. “We need some people to stay with Jin to make sure he’s all right. Don’t worry, we’ll end this before he wakes up,” she said before leaving herself.


  They left the shrine, and sure enough, they found Yonabari out on the grounds.


  “Oh, thank goodness. Ryuuna-chan, Izuchi, and even the kids are all here.”


  Yonabari was joined by only two urban legend monsters as they faced off against Izuchi, Ryuuna, Moe, and Yanagi. The group had the numbers advantage, but Yonabari didn’t seem daunted. They’d already fought Ryuuna once now, but they still remained confident; that must have meant they thought they could win.


  The air was tense. Ryuuna and Izuchi aside, Moe and Yanagi were only first-year high schoolers. Though they could fight, they didn’t have much experience and broke out in cold sweats, overwhelmed by the presence of the powerful enemy before them.


  “Hmph. You seem to think you’re gonna win. You’ve only got a couple of those urban legend things with you, though,” said Izuchi.


  “Aha ha. Yeah, Ryuuna-chan went and killed most of them. Now I have no choice but to get a little serious,” replied Yonabari. They stayed carefree even with everyone’s glares focusing on them.


  Izuchi grimaced. “Yonabari… Why the hell are you doin’ all this?”


  “Well, Jinta-kun ruined my plans when he killed Eizen-san. He even went and cut me. Sooo, I have a grudge against him. Duh.”


  “But what do these kids gotta do with any of that? Leave ’em out of this.”


  “No can do. It’s more fun this way.”


  Miyaka shivered at those words. Yonabari meant it. They felt no guilt whatsoever over taking human life. Amusement was their only motive for trying to kill them.


  “I wonder what kind of face the Demon Eater will make when he wakes up to find everyone dead. Just the thought makes me smile.”


  “You’d go that far for somethin’ so meaningless?”


  “Isn’t entertainment all inherently meaningless anyway? If anything, it has to be, right?”


  Whether it be reading manga, playing games, traveling, playing sports, or going out with friends, entertainment was inherently a meaningless waste of time. That was why it was fun. This was no different. It was illogical of Yonabari, and there was ­nothing to be gained from it. None of it was remotely necessary, and it required them to go far out of their way. But they believed that was precisely what made it fun.


  “Izuchi. It’s pointless,” said Ryuuna.


  “…I know. I get it now.” Izuchi knew trying to persuade Yonabari would get him nowhere, but he couldn’t help but hope they might have a change of heart. However, Yonabari had long since crossed the point of no return.


  “I’ll handle Yonabari. You take care of the others.”


  “Got it.”


  Ryuuna stepped forward. Izuchi glared at one of the urban legends, while Moe and Yanagi eyed the other.


  “Let’s get this show going, then,” Yonabari casually said. The atmosphere abruptly changed as black miasma shrouded them.


  The demon ability Weaver allowed Yonabari to control emotion. Not all emotions were pleasant, though. Remorse, malice, jealousy, and hatred were all emotions too. Weaver was an ability that took the negative emotions of its user and others and crafted them into something physical. That was the nature of the black miasma, a manifestation of emotion being given shape. Weaver was, quite literally, an ability that hurt others with malice.


  “…Hey, I ain’t the only one seein’ this, right?”


  “U-um…”


  The group had heard how Yonabari’s ability worked, but what they were seeing unfold before them was strange. They grew even more wary. The only one whose expression didn’t change was Ryuuna, who had claimed Yonabari was a monster. Perhaps she had sensed what they had been hiding.


  “I’ve already lost once to the Demon Eater, so obviously I had to find a way to make sure I win the next time. I came up with a lot of plans, but in the end the best one I could think of was to push through with my fists.”


  Yonabari didn’t practice martial arts, but they hadn’t forgotten to grow stronger over the years; they simply focused their energy on honing Weaver. Their normal fighting methods couldn’t defeat a master swordsman like the Demon Eater, so they wished for something greater, something beyond the realm of both man and demon. And this was where it led.


  Negative emotion filled their body. With Weaver they contorted themselves into an existence that was neither man nor demon. They turned their very self into an urban legend, a being of modern myth, all in an effort to become a present-day demon god.


  “I’m sorry. I might have misread their strength a little,” Ryuuna muttered.


  Everyone’s eyes first went to Yonabari’s six arms. Their upper body hadn’t changed much except for the six grotesque arms that were now attached to it. Their lower body had become that of a snake, making them resemble a half-human half-snake creature like a lamia or Echidna. They exuded a sinister aura that made even Ryuuna shudder.


  Not a word needed to be said. Everyone understood Yonabari was dangerous.


  “A snake shrine maiden… I’m not too happy about it, honestly, but ‘Kankandara’ really is the best urban legend for me.”


  Yonabari had become a monster in earnest.


   


  KANKANDARA


   


  “Kankandara” was an urban legend about a fallen shrine maiden who was sealed away. The story tells of three curious junior high school students who venture into a restricted area and encounter the monster there.


  Kankandara was an amalgamation of a snake and a shrine maiden. Her upper body was that of a human woman with six arms, and her lower body was that of a snake. She was an incredibly dangerous monster. In particular, those who saw her lower body were said to be beyond saving.


  Her story began long ago, back when spirits still held power. A far-off village was plagued by a great man-eating snake. The villagers feared the great snake and sought help from a shrine maiden who had a powerful lineage tracing back to the gods.


  The beautiful and kind shrine maiden went to face the great snake, striving to bring the people peace. The villagers watched from the shadows as the shrine maiden fought with her life. But the great snake was too powerful, and when the slightest opening presented itself, it swallowed the shrine maiden’s lower body whole.


  Even so, she did not give up. Knowing she would die, she sought to at least take the great snake with her so the villagers would be safe. In her final moments, she wrung out the last of her strength, using various kinds of sorcery to attack the wicked spirit. But her good will was cruelly tossed aside—by the villagers themselves.


  “Oh great snake, we offer you this shrine maiden as a sacrifice! Please spare the people of our village!”


  The villagers saw the shrine maiden devoured from the torso down and assumed it was impossible for her to win. Desperate to protect the village, they begged the great snake to accept the shrine maiden as their offering.


  The great snake readily agreed, because it did not like the powerful shrine maiden. It had the villagers cut her arms off to make her easier to devour.


  “Why, after all I did?”


  “Silence. It’s your fault for losing!”


  Betrayed by those she had sought to protect, the shrine maiden was mercilessly devoured by the great snake.


  And so peace temporarily came to the village.


  It was later revealed that everything had been planned by the shrine maiden’s family. Jealous of her beauty and skill, they sought to rid themselves of her and sent her after a great snake no human could hope to slay. Her family had six members at that time.


  Afterward, a curious thing happened. The great snake disappeared one day, and the villagers, who thought they were now safe, began dying one after another. They died in the village, in the mountains, in the forest. Each and every one was found with both of their arms missing.


  The culprit was the betrayed shrine maiden. Out of deep-seated hatred, she had assimilated with the great snake and become a being known as Kankandara.


  By the end, almost everyone in the village and the shrine maiden’s family had been killed. The four who remained desperately searched the shrine maiden’s home for a method to calm the Kankandara’s rage and narrowly managed to pacify her.


  The urban legend of “Kankandara” was a tragic story in which a shrine maiden’s benevolence was repaid with treachery, causing her to become a wicked spirit and ultimately be sealed away by the powers that were once her own. It was a tale that told the fate of a shrine maiden betrayed by the very people she loved.


  Yonabari had once been the shrine maiden of Mizuchi, a serpent god. That meant they had terribly high affinity with the urban legend “Kankandara,” a tale about a great snake and a shrine maiden.


  “All righty, let’s end this before Jinta-kun wakes up, shall we?”


  The now monstrous Yonabari smiled in their usual fashion, then let out a great roar.


   


  5


   


  EVERYONE HELD THEIR BREATH, faced with the birth of the great monstrosity before them.


  The shrine maiden of Mizuchi, who had once loved humans, grew corrupted and turned into Kankandara. Each side of their body had three squirming arms for a total of six. Their lower body was that of a great snake, thick like a solid tree trunk, while their upper body retained their androgynous appearance—but that mismatch only made them look even more unsightly.


  “Ugh…” Moe let out a groan. The others didn’t voice their displeasure so openly, but they all felt the same way: This thing was a monster.


  The plan for Ryuuna to fight Yonabari while everyone else handled the urban legends was quickly rendered pointless. Yonabari reached out, and the two urban legend monsters by their sides melted away with a touch. They were being devoured. 


  Weaver allowed Yonabari to control negative emotion, and so urban legends—beings born from dark sentiments—could serve as a makeshift meal for them. They were nothing more than energy tanks for them to begin with. After devouring the monsters completely, Yonabari flashed an obviously fake smile.


  “I’m sorry. I misread their strength completely,” apologized Ryuuna.


  “Nah, this ain’t your fault. No point in apologizin’. Just don’t say I’m in the way this time,” said Izuchi.


  Ryuuna nodded. She’d originally insisted on fighting Yonabari alone out of consideration for Izuchi, who was weaker than her, and because she didn’t want to risk the children being hurt. She’d been confident she could at least hold Yonabari back if not outright defeat them, but her judgment had been wrong.


  “You’re kidding…” Yanagi made a pained grimace. Izuchi seemed in pain as well.


  “This is crazy!” Moe quickly threw something to both of them: gemstone dolls. She had previously given a similar one to Miyaka as well. It was one of her handmade artifact spirits, used to shoulder curses in another’s place.


  The very existence of Kankandara was lethal, to the point that the very sight of the lower snake body would doom the viewer. It wasn’t immediately effective like a kotoribako box, but simply seeing Kankandara would strike someone with a curse. Curses were ineffective against Ryuuna, but the others were wasting away just by standing against Kankandara. In fact, the gemstone dolls were not enough to fully prevent the effects of the curse, as they still felt sharp pangs of pain just standing there.


  The group had their hands full just staying alive, so how could they possibly defeat Yonabari on top of that? Ryuuna’s shapely face contorted ever so slightly.


  “Ah, what fun!” The snake tail bore violently through the air as Yonabari lashed it. It was a half-hearted attack, but even that was tremendously deadly. It was illogical. The tail had enough force to crush the group dead right then and there.


  Ryuuna inhaled sharply. Drawing things out would let the curse take its toll, which made her choices extremely limited. But she understood that the only way to save the children here wasn’t to have them escape—it was to defeat Kankandara.


  Without hesitation, she charged forth. Her right arm made strange, creaking sounds as it swelled to twice her size. She swung her fist with all her might, and the earth shuddered with a deep rumble.


  “I knew you wouldn’t make it that easy.”


  “Of course not. We won’t lose to someone like you.”


  The lash of the massive snake tail and the giant, grotesque fist both possessed strength beyond the realm of man, and the shock wave alone shook everyone around them.


  For the time being, they seemed evenly matched. But Yonabari’s body was fully stocked up on negative emotion, so they would win if it came to a battle of attrition. The group needed to end this fast. They needed something powerful enough to overwhelm Yonabari’s monstrous strength before they ran out of steam.


  “…Come forth, Shouki-sama.”


  While Ryuuna and Yonabari traded blows, a great bearded demon suddenly appeared and swung down their sword. This was the powerful artifact spirit Akitsu Somegorou the Third had created, passed down through generations of Akitsu. It had no special power, for its raw strength was absolute. Even after transforming into Kankandara, Yonabari had no choice but to draw back.


  Ryuuna saw an opportunity and swung at Yonabari’s head with deadly force, but Yonabari wasn’t keen on making things so easy. They ensnared Ryuuna’s fist with three of their arms and counterattacked by striking at the now-defenseless Moe with their tail.


  “Boy!”


  “On it!” Yanagi dashed forward and released a cluster of blades at Yonabari’s face, then immediately grabbed Moe and drew back. The blades weren’t enough to hurt Yonabari, but they were a good enough distraction.


  By a paper-thin margin, Yonabari’s vicious attack met empty air. However, they weren’t done yet. They followed up by sweeping their thick lower body at all their foes, but then Izuchi leaped forward.


  “Ngh!” He gritted his teeth and bore the brunt of the attack. The others could tell just how much strain that single strike put on him. Still, he managed to stop Yonabari’s tail. He gathered as much strength as he could into all his limbs and pulled the tail. Yonabari resisted, of course, and easily stood their ground, but their movements were stopped for a brief moment.


  “Mm…” Ryuuna produced a black mass and flung it at Yonabari. This was an ability with a similar effect to the kotoribako box that Ryuuna could use because she was the Kodoku no Kago, a man-made demon god.


  “Not bad. You made a physical curse by condensing it, similar to Weaver. But of course, if the logic behind it is the same, I can easily block it.”


  Ryuuna intended for her attack to be lethal, but Yonabari stopped it with a thin layer of black miasma.


  “I knew it. I’m even stronger than a demon god now.”


  Their derisive laughter echoed through the shrine grounds. They were a formidable enemy that couldn’t be matched unless all four of the group worked in tandem. Yonabari was truly approaching the realm of a demon god.


   


  ***


   


  While an intense fight raged on the shrine grounds, the smell of flowers wafted inside.


  Jinya found the bittersweet aroma nostalgic. It was the smell of winter daphne, the flower that signaled the start of spring. It was Ofuu who had taught him the flower’s name. Every memory he had of her was connected in some way to a beautiful flower.


  “…Where am I?”


  His mind felt hazy from his long slumber. Beckoned by the scent of flowers, he slowly sat up and caught sight of the brilliantly blooming flower garden. He had been sleeping on the veranda of an old samurai mansion. His mind cleared, and he felt a wave of pain from his unhealed wounds. The pain reminded him of what had happened before he awoke here.


  “Ah, Jinya-kun. You’re awake.” Ofuu was sitting next to him. She gazed sadly at the garden, her presence faint as though she might disappear at any moment.


  “Ofuu… I see. So that’s where we are.”


  “Nostalgic, isn’t it? This place disappeared long ago. I once spent my younger years here, in my garden of happiness… I never thought I’d return. Fate’s a mysterious thing, isn’t it?”


  Jinya had come here once before, back in the Edo period. Ofuu’s demon ability was Dreamer. Because she wished to return to her garden of happiness, she created this miniature world that stood separate from reality.


  “Please, take your time and rest. Time passes far faster here than it does on the outside, for better or worse. The more precious something is, the easier it is lost. Memories are fated to be washed away with the flow of time and forgotten.” Such was the law of this world.


  This was Ofuu’s dream world, but it manifested in a way that left her wish partially unfulfilled. Dreamer allowed her to create and enter a miniature world of her own, but it was nothing more than a place to replay memories. As long as she was here, she could bask in happy moments from her past. But if someone else entered, time would pass at a blinding speed for everyone but her, the master of Dreamer. A year here was only an instant in the outside world. All who entered would reach the end of their life span before her. She could not keep up with the passage of time, doomed to be left behind by her joyous days.


  Of course, this was one occasion where the faster passage of time worked to their benefit.


  “I hear it takes time for the kotoribako box curse to wear off,” she said.


  “I see. Fate really is a mysterious thing.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  The kotoribako box cursed those who came near it and was supposedly impossible to dispel. Those who were cursed could only hope to spend a great length of time at a shrine or temple gradually purifying themselves to weaken the curse. Hence, Dreamer’s downside was an upside this time. Only a moment passed in the outside world, but Jinya could slumber in this garden of happiness for much longer. The curse weakened to an extent and he again managed to rouse himself.


  “How beautiful,” he said.


  “Indeed. It’s because of all the memories they carry.”


  He sat on the veranda and joined Ofuu to gaze at the spring flowers in bloom. They’d only seemed to represent her melancholy when he last saw them, but now he could accept their beauty. The sight of them hadn’t changed; he’d simply moved forward, if only a little, in the last hundred years and could now allow himself to stop and smell the roses.


  “Sometimes, I find myself wondering. Not often, but every now and then…” But for all his growth, he’d also come to worry about things he might have been better off not thinking about. “Am I allowed to be enjoying life?” His voice was weak as he kept his gaze on the garden.


  The season for snow willows was past them. In the outside world, it was autumn; the red spider lilies were probably swaying in the breeze near the Modori River this very moment. Corpse flowers, hell flowers, ghost flowers… Red spider lilies were known by many different names and had been abhorred as ominous blossoms since ancient times. But they had a dainty, graceful appearance that their various sinister names didn’t live up to. Their beauty when seen along a river in autumn was enough to make anyone sigh in admiration.


  “I’ve committed many misdeeds along the way here. Can I be allowed to forget all my mistakes and be happy?” It was a fear he couldn’t voice to the children. Yonabari targeted those he knew, and his own past had come to hurt those he held dear.


  “If making mistakes were enough to take away one’s right to be happy, then nobody in this world would be allowed to be happy,” answered Ofuu.


  “I suppose. Everyone makes mistakes to some degree in their life. I’m sure nobody can live making only the right choices. But still…” Even so, the fault for what was happening now unmistakably lay with him.


  If only he had succeeded in killing Yonabari the first time, then none of this would have happened. Or perhaps his error had come earlier. Perhaps he made his mistake the moment he set about this path of killing, slaying both man and demon. He knew it was meaningless to think about how things could have been different; he just wanted to grumble a little about the way things were.


  “You seem to have lost confidence in yourself,” she said.


  “I suppose I have. My past has come to haunt me, and so I can’t help but bear these thoughts.”


  He believed denying the past was the same as belittling the present. If he found beauty in the destination he reached, then he had to proudly stand by the route he took even if it was the wrong one. But the more happiness he felt in his present life, the more often the small thorns in his heart ached. No matter how much he tried to affirm his past, those thorns remained.


  “Why isn’t your happiness a result of the past as well?” Perhaps she felt those thorns too, having lived a similarly long life. That was why she could toss aside his worries with such a transient smile. “If your past can haunt your present, then you should be able to say your happiness is a result of the past too. The happiness you know is just one of many results from your decisions, so don’t you think it’s wrong to feel shame simply for being happy?”


  If his past was responsible for his present, then his happiness was only another result of his past. That meant his past couldn’t have been all that wrong.


  He really couldn’t hold a candle to her. He wasn’t so young that he’d be easily swayed by words, but his heart did feel lighter.


  “Thank you, Ofuu. I think I’m ready to go now.” His curse had weakened and the pain was gone, but he couldn’t quite say his thoughts were all sorted out. Still, he couldn’t stand in place forever.


  “Of course. I’ll send you now. Be careful.” She readily agreed to let him go.


  Time passed differently in Dreamer. He could spend a year or two here, and only a moment would pass outside. They both understood there would be no problem if he rested a while longer, and yet neither thought of taking that option. Things moved along without a second’s delay, as though they’d both already known he was leaving.


  “You’re not going to stop me?” he asked.


  “I had a feeling you’d want to leave right away.”


  “Of course. You know me too well.”


  Yonabari was a powerful enemy. Jinya was back in fighting shape, but he could probably have taken the time to plan countermeasures if he wanted. Even so, he chose to return to battle right away, not because of who Yonabari was, but because he wanted to be true to his own self.


  “You’ve lived your life treasuring the many feelings you carry,” Ofuu said. “You wouldn’t do anything to cheapen them now.”


  Miyaka didn’t say it out loud, but she most definitely thought it back then: If only you weren’t around. If he rested here a bit longer, the pain in his heart was sure to fade. But something else would undoubtedly fade with it.


  “Right. Time heals all wounds, but I want to take care of some business before a certain wound of mine closes.”


  Staying here would be the easy choice, but it would be at the cost of an important confrontation. He had to face Miyaka’s hatred directly. He didn’t care if his choice was illogical or foolish. He would rather be a fool than a man who could calmly choose to neglect a girl’s grief.


  “It’s time for me to clean up my mess.” Both with Yonabari and with Miyaka. If Miyaka still hated him after he slew Yonabari, then he would just have to accept it. He couldn’t change the past or make up for what happened to her in any meaningful way.


  “You really are a fool.”


  “Sorry. It’s in my nature.”


  “I know.” There was no need for any superfluous words between them. As she had in the past, she saw him off with some exasperation and, of course, a smile. “Take care.”


  “I will.”


  Once everything was over, it might be nice to join her and watch the red spider lilies sway in the fall breeze together. With a soft smile, he firmly gripped Yarai.


   


  ***


   


  “…Haah.” Ryuuna exhaled in pain. Her wounds were far from fatal, but she was bleeding all over.


  “You okay, Ryuuna?” asked Izuchi.


  “Of course. I won’t lose to that thing.”


  “Heh. Good to hear.”


  Izuchi was in even worse shape, having stopped many attacks with his body to protect Moe and Yanagi. His willpower was the only thing keeping him propped up. 


  “I don’t think…I can do this much longer.”


  “Pull yourself together, Tomishima… If a boy can’t stand his ground, what even is he?”


  Yanagi and Moe were nearing their limit as well. The mere act of facing Kankandara took a toll on the body. Yanagi could hardly move and had to be supported by Moe, who was hardly better off. There was no point in escaping because Kankandara’s curse would keep on draining them, but the four of them still couldn’t defeat Yonabari on their own.


  “Eh. This is about what I expected. I wasn’t going to lose to a bunch of children. I didn’t expect you to last this long, though, Izuchi.” With composure to spare, Yonabari looked at their old ally Izuchi. Their gaze was one of mockery, not curiosity. Izuchi clicked his tongue. “I was wondering why you haven’t used your ability, but maybe you just don’t have one?”


  They guessed right. Izuchi had lived a long life, but he’d never awakened to an ability. Normally, a demon would awaken their ability after a hundred years and become a superior demon, but it never came for him.


  “You got me.”


  “Aw, that’s too bad. You could’ve been a little stronger with one.”


  “Screw that. There’s nothin’ I want that I can’t grant myself now. I don’t need no stinkin’ ability.”


  A demon’s ability wasn’t inborn but a manifestation of the heart’s unmet desires. That was why he never formed an ability, even after living for a hundred years.


  The Izuchi who wished to make a mess of the Taisho world had been defeated by Jinya. He acknowledged his own weakness and became an employee of Koyomiza Theater. There, he met Toudou Yoshihiko, a man whom he accepted as someone far stronger than himself even though he was a human. The two worked together. When Yoshihiko came of age, the people of the theater came together to throw him a party, and Izuchi poured his drink. Even Jinya enjoyed himself, chiding the young man for this and that all the while. Okada Kiichi had been there too. They drank, sang, and made great merriment. Their party continued late into the night; Izuchi still remembered how Kimiko made them all line up so she could scold them afterward.


  Speaking of Kimiko, all the uproar surrounding her marriage had been a real riot. Yoshihiko struggled to express his feelings and took his sweet time getting around to it. Gaining her father’s blessing was an even greater hurdle. Kimiko received Ryuuna’s encouragement but was bashful about the whole affair all along. Izuchi watched the two of them grow closer with a warm smile.


  After the war, the now-married couple made great efforts to rebuild the theater after it burned down during the air raids. The golden age of films passed, and the industry fell into decline in the later Showa years. Yoshihiko, now the manager of the theater, faced a number of hardships, but his wife Kimiko their children, Jinya, Ryuuna, and, of course, Izuchi, all worked together to overcome them.


  Izuchi’s current circumstances were ones that he’d earned. He no longer thought about making a mess of the world, nor did he hold any desires that were far too grand for him. His life at Koyomiza was rewarding enough. He felt no burning, ungrantable wishes, and so he never awakened to a power of his own.


  “Is that so? And to think you used to hate your own weakness.”


  “That I did. But now I think bein’ weak ain’t so bad. I don’t long for what I don’t have anymore. My life right now is enough.” That was why Izuchi had remained weak. He was a lesser demon with no ability to call his own, yet he was standing against Yonabari here.


  “Hmph. I don’t get it. What’s so good about being weak?” 


  Izuchi didn’t reply, but another voice, cold like steel, answered in his stead. “Izuchi’s strong. Stronger than you, at least.”


  At the same time, a massive slash came flying. With Oneness, the owner of that voice used Superhuman Strength and Flying Blade simultaneously. Unshaken by the empowered attack, Yonabari calmly blocked it with Weaver.


  “Well now, you’re here faster than I expected.”


  “After I started high school, I learned I’m the type who has trouble resting when I still have work to do. Things like homework and nuisances like you are best taken care of quickly.”


  “Aha ha, is that right?” Yonabari’s gaze shifted from Izuchi to Jinya.


  He’d arrived at the scene calmly, as though he were merely taking a stroll. Faced with the monstrous Kankandara, Jinya listlessly raised his sword and pointed it their way.


  “Let’s settle this once and for all, Yonabari.”


  He had come to put an end to this pointless struggle that should never have lasted past the Taisho era.


   


  6


   


  BECAUSE THEY WERE tossed aside, they wanted nothing.


  Because they were broken, they wanted to break others.


  Because they shed a flood of tears, they wanted to seek amusement.


  But occasionally an old memory would flicker through their mind. 


  Once upon a time, they held something dear.


  But they couldn’t quite remember what it was.


  What was it they had wished for again?


  Jinya stood protectively before the four.


  Yonabari’s upper body had six arms, and their lower body was that of a great snake. They had changed greatly in the short time he had been away, but more than their appearance was different. The air they exuded resembled Ryuuna’s aura when she was the Kodoku no Kago.


  “Jiiya…” Ryuuna let out a sigh of relief.


  Moe had strength befitting her title of Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth—her strongest artifact spirit, Shouki, even rivaled Ryuuna in strength—but she was still only a child. Though the strength was there, she still lacked the experience to fully unlock it.


  Yanagi’s ability was better suited for support. As an ordinary high schooler, he had even less experience than Moe and was in over his head.


  Though Izuchi was only a lesser demon, he was strong and could take a beating. But without a gatling gun like he had in the past or a demon ability to call his own, he had no real means of attack.


  By process of elimination, Ryuuna became their main fighter, and the toll she’d taken reflected that. Though she maintained a calm expression, her body was pushed to its limit. She was the one most saved by Jinya’s arrival.


  “I’ll take over from here, Ryuuna.”


  “I’m sorry. I couldn’t beat them.”


  “You did great. You protected the children and stayed safe yourself. Thank you.”


  Ryuuna stepped back, keeping a watchful eye on Yonabari. Now that Jinya was fighting, her only duty was to protect the children.


  “Jin… Are you all right?” asked Moe in surprise. Having seen how much he suffered from the curse he received, she hadn’t expected him to come. Yanagi looked equally baffled. Their gazes were full of worry, which made things a little harder for Jinya. He never quite got used to showing his true self in front of those who cared for him.


  “Yeah, I’m all right. I was able to recover because you all bought me time… You can leave the rest to me.”


  “Wait. We can still fight,” insisted Moe, but she was clearly exhausted.


  “No, it’s fine. Really. Let us monsters duke it out between ourselves.” After one last glance at the two, Jinya glared back at Yonabari.


  His body immediately began making a strange sound as it started to change. His muscles swelled, and his height more than doubled. His skin turned dark like dull metal. His left arm became abnormally swollen and dark red. His eyes took on an inhuman look, the whites turning red. The right side of his face was malformed like it was covered in a black metal mask, making his grotesque right eye stand out.


  His hair took on a silver hue that shone even in the darkness, and his skin was covered in eerie jet-black circular and elliptical patterns lined with red. His right arm grew slightly thicker, and his hand now bore sharp claws. After a while, his transformation was complete, and another monster joined Yonabari.


  This was the grotesque form Jinya had assumed after devouring countless demons.


  “K-Kadono, you…”


  “Stand back. I won’t be taking it easy on them.”


  “R-right.”


  Yanagi was shocked by the sight of him, but Jinya didn’t feel hurt. He was used to this reaction.


  Yonabari had proved to be an even greater foe than he thought. They were not someone he could hold back on, and so Jinya abandoned all reservations. This would be a battle of two monsters.


  “Yeah… It really is time for us to settle this. I was getting pretty tired of seeing your face. Let’s have ourselves some fun.”


  “Why not? This is the last chance you’ll ever get; I’ll be gracious enough to be your playmate.”


  “What a great guy you are.” Yonabari’s smile betrayed total confidence. They didn’t think Jinya had a chance against them, and in truth, the odds were indeed stacked against him. Kankandara’s curse came into play the moment Jinya faced Yonabari. What’s more, Yonabari possessed great strength after turning into a half-human half-snake spirit.


  But that was fine. Jinya had crawled through hell and back more times than he could count. He wasn’t so green as to feel overwhelmed just because an opponent might be stronger.


  “But doesn’t any of this surprise you at all? I’ve become Kankandara. You could at least give me a little bit of a reaction.” Yonabari pouted, perhaps because they were proud to have obtained power approaching that of a demon god. 


  Yonabari was as unserious as ever, and Jinya found himself replying indifferently as well. “What’s to be surprised about? We’re both inhuman already, aren’t we? You’ll have to put on a bit more of a show if you want to scare me.”


  “Aha ha, fair enough. We’re both monsters, that’s for sure. But that doesn’t mean we’re on the same level.”


  The current Yonabari was a being of urban legend, of modern-day myth, and they seemed to imply that made them better than an antiquated demon like Jinya. The problem was they had the power to back up their arrogance.


  Their battle needed no signal to announce its start. Yonabari moved instantaneously from making lighthearted small talk to attacking. Their snake body wriggled to life, and the urban legend about a fallen shrine maiden attacked with all the hatred in their being.


  Yonabari’s attack came at an abnormal speed, their movements sickeningly smooth. Jinya immediately leaped back, moving crudely. Though he dodged with all his skill, he was still grazed.


  “I thought I had you there.”


  “You may be fast, but it’s easy to predict what a lowlife is thinking. I knew you would try a surprise attack from the start.”


  Yonabari’s lack of human legs made their starting movements nearly impossible to read. The graze just now had sliced Jinya’s skin with ease. If that was just Yonabari warming up, then this would be an even harder fight than Jinya had predicted. Yonabari had earned the right to be conceited.


  “Aha ha, how rude. Aren’t we both lowlifes here?”


  “No doubt. You and I aren’t so different.”


  “Wow, how honest!” Yonabari let out a roar of laughter as they twisted their body and swatted with their snake tail.


  Jinya couldn’t dodge in time. He took the hit with Indomitable but still got sent flying.


  It looked like Yonabari had been holding back when they struck Izuchi. They were now attacking to kill; the force of the blow was great enough for Jinya to feel pain even through Indomitable. Indomitable made his body unbreakable, but it wasn’t perfect. Even the ability’s original owner Tsuchiura had failed to withstand an attack that combined Superhuman Strength with Dart. In other words, the attack Yonabari had just made was on that level.


  “Flying Blade.” Jinya undid Indomitable and unleashed three slashes in one breath.


  Yonabari didn’t even try to dodge. Their speed rivaled Dart, and their strength rivaled Superhuman Strength, but those were all extra abilities, gained after the fact from turning themselves into an urban legend. Their main power was still Weaver. They created whips from black miasma and effortlessly knocked the slashes down.


  “Impressive, don’t you think? I’m even stronger than a demon god the way I am now, so don’t go thinking we’re monsters of the same level.”


  They were unstoppable. The shrine maiden, twisted by hatred, had become a great snake that devoured all.


  “It’s fate for the old to be pushed aside by the new. It’s time you were crushed, demon of the old world.” A serpentine, scornful smile formed on Yonabari’s face. They unleashed a powerful attack, intent on crushing Jinya, an insignificant demon of the old world.


   


  ***


   


  As Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth, Moe had heard from her father and grandfather about Jinya’s ability to transform; that was why she didn’t fear the sight of him now. If anything, she was a little excited to see things play out like her childhood stories. She admired Jinya as a classmate and as Akitsu Somegorou, and she wasn’t going to start fearing him now.


  Yonabari did scare her, though. Not because of their monstrous appearance—Jinya looked just as inhuman, and Moe had seen her fair share of spirits—but because of what was inside them. They contained an overwhelming amount of strength, plain and simple. Yonabari was a monster that made every spirit and urban legend Moe had faced up until now look like a joke. They were the first enemy she had encountered that was clearly far and away stronger than her. 


  That was why she couldn’t help but feel fear. Yonabari seemed even stronger than Jinya.


  “Jin?!”


  Even at this moment, he was on the back foot. He was outmatched in speed and strength, his Indomitable couldn’t fully defend him, and his Flying Blade couldn’t land. Thinking somebody needed to back him up, Moe forced her cursed body upright and tightened her grip on Shouki’s dagger.


  But Ryuuna moved to block her path. “Don’t.” She wanted to keep Moe away from harm at all costs.


  “I’m sorry, Ryuuna-san, but I have to. As Akitsu Somegorou. As his friend.”


  “No.”


  “Please, mo—”


  Before she could finish her words, Yonabari abruptly struck to crush Jinya, moving far faster than they had against the four of them earlier. They now held nothing back, striking to kill.


  Jinya took the attack without defending. Moe couldn’t believe what she saw.


   


  ***


   


  The snake tail, as thick as a log but as smooth as a whip, slammed down at Jinya’s head.


  “…To think we would have the same idea,” Jinya began.


  Using an urban legend about a snake and a shrine maiden, a story they were highly compatible with, Yonabari had gained power exceeding even that of a man-made demon god. They probably saw Jinya as far beneath them now.


  “I’ve trained both my body and my technique all my life. But to take myself further, I had to master my demon ability.”


  Jinya indifferently stopped the snake tail with a single hand, making Yonabari freeze in surprise. He capitalized on the opening and closed the distance, catching Yonabari off guard despite his direct approach. He wildly swung his fist through the thin layer of miasma made by Weaver and struck Yonabari in the face, knocking them back. Jinya followed up with a swing of Yarai, but his strike didn’t connect.


  “Figures you wouldn’t just stand there and take another hit.”


  “Of course not. You did surprise me, though.” 


  Though Jinya had landed a strike, Yonabari quickly recovered from their shock and blocked his follow-up sword slash with three of their arms. Yonabari still seemed a little bewildered, though.


  “I see I’m not the only one who’s changed.”


  “To borrow your own words, you don’t have a monopoly on growing stronger. I’ve advanced over the years as well.” Jinya paid little mind to Yonabari’s surprise and renewed the strength in his body. “You’re stronger than a demon god, eh? How perfect.” He wasn’t looking down on them or trying to egg them on. Yonabari had indeed become a spirit that rivaled the Kodoku no Kago, but Jinya felt genuinely lucky to have such a strong opponent. In a strained voice, he shouted, “If I can defeat you, it’ll mean I have a chance against Magatsume!” Then their battle resumed.


  Jinya had done plenty of his regular training, but to go further, he had to hone his demon ability. Just as Yonabari mastered Weaver so skillfully that they could create counterfeit urban legends, he needed to master Oneness.


  Oneness allowed him to combine two or more abilities. He used it to match Yonabari’s strength and speed by combining Superhuman Strength and Dart. He’d used this combination several times before, but the momentary burst of power had never been enough to let him reach the level of Magatsume or the Kodoku no Kago. So instead, he sought to maintain the effects of both abilities for more than just an instant.


  He added Spirit, the ability to manipulate one’s own body, for a total of three abilities at once. Naturally, the burden on his body was great, but he now had perfect control over his great strength and speed and could use it for an extended period—this was his trump card for defeating foes stronger than himself. Somewhat ironically, he’d achieved it the same way Yonabari achieved their strength: by honing his own ability.


  “You and I really are alike. We’re both monsters, both scum. I’m sure we’d get along well if we tried.”


  “I won’t deny we’re similar, but sorry. I can’t see myself ever enjoying a drink with someone who gets their kicks the way you do.”


  “You think you’re better than me? You, who kill people and consume your own kind?”


  Jinya’s movements could now keep up with Yonabari’s. Yonabari attacked with their massive tail, created spears and whips out of miasma with Weaver, and swung with their six arms, but Jinya held his ground. However, Yonabari wasn’t demoralized. Though Jinya’s sudden strength had surprised them at first, they were soon calm again, more so than their words let on.


  Their back-and-forth grew in intensity, neither side revealing an opening. It was, without a doubt, a battle between monsters.


  “It hurts to have it pointed out, but you’re right. I am scum, so I’ll settle this like the scum I am.” Jinya wasn’t the type to fight for justice to begin with. He consumed other demons to achieve his goals and had killed many along his path. He lived to carry out a personal grudge, so he had no right to preach morals to others or speak out against Yonabari for taking the life of Miyaka’s teacher. He was scum, so the only thing he could do was selfishly pursue his own desires. “I can’t stomach you, and for that reason alone, I’ll kill you.”


  That was all the reasoning scum needed. 


  “Mm, not bad. Now we’re really having some fun.”


  Yonabari took Jinya’s intensified malice in stride. From the look on their face, they didn’t seem to be making light of his intensity; they were simply enjoying themselves from the bottom of their heart.


   


  ***


   


  A little earlier, before Jinya returned to fight, Miyaka left the shrine. It was Ofuu who had spurred her to action.


  “The truth is, I’m a demon.”


  Miyaka wasn’t surprised by the revelation—it made perfect sense. There had been moments between Ofuu and Jinya where they seemed to wordlessly understand one another on a level nobody could hope to match. Now Miyaka realized it was because they were both demons.


  “I’ll be borrowing Jinya-kun for a bit. I can use my ability to let him rest for a while.”


  In the blink of an eye, the two of them disappeared. Miyaka didn’t think Ofuu had fled and left them behind. She didn’t know her well, but she knew Jinya and felt that someone he trusted wouldn’t do such a thing.


  Miyaka didn’t know what Ofuu’s ability was, but she understood she was trying to help Jinya. She felt her spirits rise and wanted to do everything she could to help as well.


  “Eek… Things are getting pretty noisy outside…” The only ones left in the shrine were ordinary, powerless humans. Kaoru trembled fearfully. Beyond the shrine’s hall of worship was the inner sanctuary, connected to it by a roofed outdoor corridor. When Yonabari attacked, the girls had fled to the inner sanctuary. It was supposed to be strictly off-limits to anyone but Shinto priests, but this situation was probably an exception. The girls huddled together and made themselves small; the intensity of the battle was audible even from where they were.


  “I hope Aki-chan and Yanagi-kun are okay. Jin-kun too, of course,” whispered Kaoru.


  “Th-they’ll be fine, I think. Ryuuna-san and Izuchi-san are with them. A-and, from what I heard, Ofuu-san should be able to help Kadono-kun,” Mai reassured Kaoru. She seemed to know a bit about Jinya’s acquaintances. Still, they were both still on edge, their expressions dark. They jumped at each loud noise that ­occasionally came from the fighting.


  Miyaka watched them tremble and wordlessly gripped her cell phone. Kaoru noticed her stiff expression and gave her a questioning look. Before she could ask if Miyaka was planning to go somewhere, Miyaka spoke up.


  “I did something terrible,” she confessed. “I was so angry and confused that I blamed Jinya for Shiramine-sensei’s death. But he protected me anyway, and now he’s suffering for it.”


  She’d hurt the one who had helped her so many times up until now. Something between them had unmistakably come to an end. If she wanted a second chance, she would have to make it up to him.


  “It’s only right that I put my life on the line like he did. I want to be able to look him in the eye, so I’m going to do something a little reckless. You two stay here.”


  “M-Miyaka-chan?”


  “I’ll be all right. I’ll slip through the thicket behind the shrine. I’ll make sure not to look at the fight; there are some urban legends you can’t even look at safely, after all.”


  Kaoru and Mai tried to stop Miyaka, but she didn’t hesitate. She left the inner sanctuary anyway, cell phone in hand. Without stopping to look toward the shrine grounds, she plunged into the thicket.


  She understood what she was doing was foolish, but Jinya had been foolish too, protecting her even after she showed what an ungrateful girl she was. If she didn’t go at least this far, she would never have the right to call herself his friend again.


  She slipped through the thicket behind the Jinta Shrine and reached the highway. She wasn’t fleeing; she was trying her hardest to do what she could.


  Jinya probably blamed himself for what happened to Shiramine Yachie, but really, it wasn’t his fault. Miyaka had tricked herself into thinking it was because things had gone so well up until that point, but if it weren’t for Jinya, Kaoru would have been killed by the Slit-Mouthed Woman, Yanagi would have become Hikiko-san, and Miyaka herself would have ended up like the NNN Special Broadcast predicted.


  They’d constantly been saved because of him. It wasn’t his fault that the peace was broken—things hadn’t been peaceful to start with. It was only because he pushed himself to such great lengths that Miyaka could delude herself into thinking there was peace. It was a miracle that things hadn’t fallen apart sooner. But when it finally did, she unjustly thrust the blame on him.


  Even so, he protected her once more. That meant she couldn’t face him with an imperfect heart. She would have no right to call herself his friend ever again. She wanted to face him sincerely, but first she had to earn that right.


  The only way to help him she could think of was something that could be found alongside the highway.


  “There it is…”


  A pay phone.


  Apparently public pay phones were more common before everyone started walking around with cell phones. These were another thing left behind by time.


  She entered the phone booth and put a ten-yen coin into the slot. Slowly and deliberately, she entered a number. Her cell phone rang in her pocket. The number she input was her own, so nobody answered. But that was fine.


  She couldn’t be certain, but what if urban legends became real the moment someone believed in them, no matter how fictional their stories had originally been? In her heart she prayed, wishing desperately for this particular urban legend to be true. 


  She listened. The only sound was the cold dial tone continuing to echo, but then suddenly her prayers were answered. Or was she about to meet a terrible fate? Her cell phone was still ringing in her pocket, but she heard the unmistakable click of the pay phone line connecting.


  How better to fight an urban legend than with another urban legend? Fearful and nervous, Miyaka repeated the incantation she’d memorized beforehand.


  “Satoru-kun, Satoru-kun, please come here.”


  Miyaka couldn’t fight like Moe, heal like Ofuu, or guiltlessly worry from the heart like Kaoru and Mai. She didn’t know what she could do right now.


  “Satoru-kun, if you’re there, please answer me.”


  So she decided to beg for help from someone who did.


   


  SATORU-KUN


   


  Normally, when you put ten yen into a pay phone and called your own cell phone, nobody answered. But there was somebody who occasionally did.


  “Satoru-kun, Satoru-kun, please come here.”


  “Satoru-kun, if you’re there, please answer me.”


  Once you’re connected, you must look away from the pay phone and toward your cell phone, then repeat those incantations. Within twenty-four hours, Satoru-kun would repeatedly call your cell phone.


  “I’m at the station now.”


  “I’ve just passed the convenience store now.”


  “I’m at the crossroads now.”


  When you picked up, Satoru-kun would tell you where he was at that moment. Slowly, he would approach you until he arrived behind you.


  “I’m right behind you now.”


  Only during this last phone call could you ask him any question you might have. You could ask him anything at all, even about things that hadn’t happened yet, and he’d answer truthfully. However, if you summoned him with the wrong incantations, turned around to look at him, or forgot to ask a question, he’d spirit you away to parts unknown. It was generally believed that he took people to the world after our own.


  “Satoru-kun” was a strange, eerie urban legend about taking great risk to have one question, and one question alone, answered.


  The aspects of Satoru-kun calling your cell phone, constantly reporting his location, and announcing his arrival behind you were shared with another urban legend, “Mary-san’s Phone Calls,” but the two stories were quite different. The way Satoru-kun answered a question for those who correctly summoned him put him more in line with urban legends like “Kokkuri-san” and “Angel-sama,” urban legends people could summon without expert knowledge by performing something along the lines of a seance. 


  Incidentally, there were other ways of surviving an encounter with Satoru-kun beyond performing the summoning process correctly. One was having him meet with another urban legend that appeared behind someone, like Mary-san. And so, if there were somebody out there who was well-liked and protected by Mary-san, they wouldn’t have to worry about being taken away by Satoru-kun.


  Satoru-kun seemed to read the mood. Normally his calls would come anytime within twenty-four hours, but Miyaka’s cell phone rang almost the moment she left the phone booth. The LED showed no phone number, not even “Number Withheld.” It was a call from somewhere beyond her world.


  “I’m at the station now.”


  A hard-to-place voice came out of the speaker, one that could easily have belonged to either a child or an adult, a man or a woman.


  Miyaka was simultaneously afraid and relieved. She had no time to waste. The sooner Satoru-kun arrived, the better.


  “I’ve just passed the convenience store now.”


  “I just turned the corner now.”


  “I’ll be along the highway soon.”


  The phone calls came just as they were described in the urban legend, with Satoru-kun getting closer to her each time. Miyaka’s heart felt gripped by fear of the unknown. Finally, the last call came. With trembling fingers, she picked up her cell phone and pressed it against her ear.


  “I’m right behind you now.”


  It was time. She couldn’t turn around or hesitate. She would be taken to the world beyond unless she asked a question, and there was only one thing she wanted to know. She suppressed her fear and carefully asked, “Kadono Jinya is being attacked by a demon called Yonabari. How can I help him?”


  That question was the point of all this. She was putting herself in danger to save the one who endangered himself for her. She had to admit she wasn’t the most creative person, but this was the only method she could think of that might allow her to make things up to him.


  “Yonabari, once the shrine maiden of Mizuchi, has become Kankandara.” Satoru-kun answered right away, speaking fluidly. “Kankandara is both a snake spirit and a shrine maiden spirit. In her legend, she was sealed away using a method passed down her shrine maiden bloodline. Thus, to seal Yonabari away you will need a shrine maiden’s power. The shrine maiden of Mahiru-sama, the Itsukihime line, will be key. Kankandara will fall to a shrine maiden precisely because she herself is a shrine maiden. You needn’t do anything special; simply stand before them and fulfill your duty as Itsukihime. It isn’t power that holds meaning but the accumulation of years. You might as well wear your shrine maiden attire.”


  That was the answer. The power of the Itsukihime would be needed to defeat Yonabari. But unlike Moe, Miyaka had no special abilities. What good would appearing in front of Yonabari even do?


  She wanted to know, but one could only ask Satoru-kun one question. Any more would mean death.


  She waited silently for a while until the other side hung up.


  “…All right.”


  She still half doubted the answer she received, but Satoru-kun had definitely come, and unlike the similar urban legend “Kaijin Answer,” he only ever responded with the truth. She was left with no choice but to believe in his answer. She stepped forward with renewed will, but then she heard the voice of her friend and stopped in her tracks.


  “W-wait, Miyaka-chan!”


  Come to think of it, she had practically shaken Kaoru off to come here. She must have been quite worried about her. Miyaka’s relief from dealing with Satoru-kun made her careless, and she turned around to face the voice.


  “You turned around…” Waiting for her was a ghastly smile.


  No matter where you went in the world, you could find many myths and folk tales that featured a taboo against looking at something or other. Things that must not be seen, situations in which one must not look back—however this taboo was imposed, tragedy strikes once it was broken. Many times, it was the very thing that must not be seen that brings ruin. Often, they would employ wiles to trick their targets into looking at them. Miyaka had failed to consider such a possibility.


  “Wh-wha…?”


  The spirit she saw was smaller than her, but she couldn’t tell if it was a child or an adult, a man or a woman. Its existence was a mystery to her, but there was one thing she did understand.


  She had made a grave error, so she would pay the price as described in the urban legend’s story.


  “Miyaka-kun. Allow me to teach you a handy fact.”


  That was, she would have paid the price if she hadn’t had ties to a spirit even more terrifying than Satoru-kun.


  “Keh, keh keh. There’s an easy way to deal with spirits like these. After you summon them and they tell you what you want to know, you can simply kill them. Reap the benefits without shouldering the cost.”


  Before Satoru-kun’s hand could touch Miyaka, there was a sharp whir through the air. Okada Kiichi, the manager of the Aye-Aye Mart where Miyaka worked part-time, cut the spirit in two with a sword.


  “…By the Sword.” He murmured something, and then it was all over.


  Even a know-nothing like Miyaka could understand how perfect his swordsmanship was. He didn’t just slice Satoru-kun’s body, but something deeper, something more core to their being.


  There was neither blood nor death throes. Satoru-kun melted away into white vapor and disappeared. Kiichi frowned, as if expressing disappointment. “No flesh, no bone, no blood. What a dull thing to kill.”


  “M-Manager?”


  “Greetings, Miyaka-kun. You have some quite amusing hobbies, cavorting with spirits in a place like this.”


  With a horrific, bloodthirsty look on his face, her manager had killed a spirit without the slightest hesitation. The way he spoke was different too, as was the air around him. Just looking at him made her tremble.


  “Do you have time to dally here?”


  “H-huh? Oh. I’m sorry, um, thank you!”


  “Not at all. I’ll see you for your next shift.” She couldn’t tell if he was making a joke or not, but he let out a wispy, eerie laugh.


  Her mind was full of burning questions that only began with “What was he doing here?” but he was right—she had no time to waste. She was saved, and that was all that mattered in the moment. She gave him a quick bow, then ran off.


  She was lucky to be alive. She couldn’t waste this second chance. First she needed to run home, put on her shrine maiden attire, and then head out onto the shrine grounds. She didn’t know yet whether her efforts would actually mean anything or not. 


  But what choice did she have but to believe?


   


  ***


   


  Kiichi watched Miyaka go and stretched his shoulders. It was no coincidence that he’d encountered her here. Jinya, aware that Yonabari was planning something, had asked him to protect her. Kiichi only agreed to kill time, and because it’d be an annoyance to lose a part-timer for his convenience store.


  “Keh, keh keh. What an interesting girl, risking her life and begging spirits to help others.”


  Toudou Yoshihiko had been a man whose purity was similar to hers. Relying on an unreliable spirit was slightly impure of her, but she was still far better than the other youths of this era. Amused, Kiichi smiled eerily.


  “Now, where was I? I may not be able to lay a hand on the main prize, but I’ll still help myself to the rest.”


  As someone who lived to kill, Kiichi understood how shameful it was to be unable to kill one’s own target. Hence, he would never dare to steal a kill that belonged to another. So instead, he satisfied himself by wandering the night. Kadono City had several counterfeit urban legends let loose by Yonabari for him to slake his bloodlust with. Thanks to him, the urban legends had claimed very few victims tonight.


  He was fulfilling a request from Jinya and got to enjoy himself in the process. But as he watched Miyaka go, some thoughts came to mind.


  The modern world had no need for the blade, but the blade had unmistakably allowed him to protect something tonight. There were also those without a blade of their own, or any power at all, who still tried to see their will through. Just where did he, who wished to become one with the sword, stand amid it all?


  “What is the meaning of a blade…?”


  He had never once doubted the sword in his hands, but he couldn’t help but wonder a little that night.


   


  ***


   


  Jinya and Yonabari looked evenly matched in their battle, but the scales were slowly beginning to tip.


  Yonabari used Weaver to change themselves into an urban legend. Similarly, Jinya used Oneness to increase his fighting power. But when it came to mastering their respective abilities, Yonabari’s devotion pulled them ahead.


  “Now this is what I’m talking about! Nothing beats having another person to play with!”


  “Speak for yourself. I can’t wait for this to be over.”


  “Aw, you’re no fun. C’mon, let’s get along! But I really am having fun. The only thing that could make this better is seeing your face in despair!”


  Jinya used Oneness to combine Dart and Superhuman Strength, adding Spirit to keep himself going. But unlike Yonabari with their transformation, Jinya had to force himself to maintain his fighting strength. The burden on his body was great, and that was without mentioning the Kankandara’s curse that had been eating away at him. He had yet to take a direct hit from Yonabari, but each dodge or parry he made drained him. Even just breathing was sapping his strength.


  “Haah!”


  “Nope. Too bad!”


  With a shout, he swung Yarai. His blade connected, but the cut was shallow. Perhaps he simply needed to force himself further.


  He cut his own skin, wetting the blade with his blood. Using Blood Blade, he enveloped Yarai, changing it into a massive sword longer than he was tall. But even if the blade of blood had sufficient length, it wouldn’t be hard enough, so he used Indomitable to strengthen it. As all this was going on, he used Jishibari to stall Yonabari’s movements.


  “How annoying.”


  Yonabari used whips of miasma to knock away the three chains that came charging at them, then rained down a flurry of black spears.


  Jinya knocked aside the black spears with his massive sword, then unleashed more chains as he closed the distance between them, parrying spears as he approached. He was using and maintaining Dart, Superhuman Strength, Spirit, Blood Blade, Indomitable, and Jishibari all at the same time. This was the first time he had ever achieved such a thing.


  His body creaked painfully, but he ignored it. 


  The only thought on his mind was of killing Yonabari.


  “You’re just full of surprises!”


  Jinya added Falsehood and Invisibility for a total of eight abilities at once. He vanished, created an illusion, and then attacked from an opening, but Yonabari reacted quickly. The instant he vanished, they went wild, ignoring the illusion entirely and swinging their tail all around them.


  Jinya had predicted they would do this, of course. If he vanished, they would be inclined to strike wildly. This wasn’t a thoughtless move on Yonabari’s part. Ryuuna, Izuchi, and the children would be caught up in the attack, so Jinya would be forced to come out of hiding and defend them. But he’d planned for this.


  In making such an attack, Yonabari’s attention would be drawn to their surroundings, and their movement would require a greater windup and become slightly cruder. Jinya aimed for that instant, activating Jishibari, Indomitable, and Invisibility. Using the fourth chain he had kept hidden, he aimed at Yonabari’s neck. He pulled them in with Superhuman Strength, then used Dart to dash toward them while they were off balance.


  “Haaaaah!” This would be his only chance. All of this setup was designed to allow him this one strike, backed by his many abilities. This was the best course Jinya could have taken.


  But just as he could predict Yonabari’s moves, Yonabari could predict his too. They sneered, seemingly waiting for him to approach, but Jinya intended to cut them down together with whatever they were planning.


  “Wanna guess what’s the best strategy of all?” Yonabari seemed beyond calm. They looked relaxed, even.


  Jinya saw them and remembered, all too late, that Yonabari loved nothing more than to strike someone the moment they were most vulnerable—the instant they committed themselves to a move. That trait of theirs probably hadn’t changed.


  “Welp, I’ve had my fun. I think it’s time for me to turn tail.”


  “Wha—”


  But they weren’t waiting for him to approach like he thought they would. Yonabari pulled the chains around their neck apart, then immediately got ready to run.


  Jinya put everything he had into this one attack, intent on ending it all in one go. Yonabari wanted to dodge the blow and flee, and if they succeeded, it would all be over. Now that they knew his strength, they would probably never confront him openly again. They could also make their move before he recovered, spreading harm everywhere with their counterfeit urban legends once more.


  At that point, it would be checkmate. There would be no fixing things. Yonabari chose to restart instead of chancing things with this skirmish.


  “You…!”


  “Mm, that’s a good face. That’s what I was looking for.”


  All the more reason for Jinya to end things here.


  With his whole being, he swung his massive blade of blood down toward Yonabari’s neck. Yonabari, having no intent on fighting further, used every last bit of strength they had to try and avoid the strike.


  Their power was evenly matched, which naturally meant the victor would be whoever read their opponent better.


  “Gh, nngh!”


  After Jinya cut through layers upon layers of miasma, his blade reached Yonabari. His final strike cut flesh and bone.


  “H-heh, too…bad.”


  But they survived.


  Yonabari’s wound was far from light. They wouldn’t be able to continue the fight anytime soon. But Jinya, who’d staked everything on the attack, had no strength to spare either. He had forced his body along too far and would have no shot at giving chase.


  “Yonabari…!” he groaned.


  “Aha ha, this is just like last time, huh? Only the way it turns out is going to be a little different.”


  There would be no second chance for Jinya after this. He had to move, but his body simply wouldn’t cooperate.


  Yonabari was focusing more on Ryuuna than Jinya at this point as they got ready to flee. They wanted to discourage her from being rash, subtly implying they would attack Jinya or the children if she tried anything. The grin on their face spoke a thousand words.


  “Later, then. Maybe I’ll go kill the Akitsu folks next, or take care of Miyaka-chan’s father? Killing the whole school while you’re out of commission might be a laugh. Mm, there’s that glasses girl too. What was her name? Mai-chan? She looked fun. Why don’t I use her to make an urban legend while I’m at it?”


  They listed off their sinister ideas one after another, but there was nobody to stop them now. Scornful laughter filled the shrine grounds as they turned away to leave, but in their path was a shrine maiden. An all too ordinary shrine maiden, unlikely to awaken to any supernatural power in their eleventh hour.


  Himekawa Miyaka, the Itsukihime, stood in Yonabari’s way.
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  MAHIRU-SAMA AND MIZUCHI.


  Miyaka and Yonabari were both spiritual mediums, but they served gods of different natures. Mahiru-sama was a goddess of fire with ties to ironmaking, while Mizuchi was a god of water who was connected to farming. Miyaka and Yonabari were different on an individual level as well, being human and demon.


  But the two were also incredibly similar in a sense. The shrine maidens of Mahiru-sama died out long ago, with only their name being carried on into the Heisei era. The shrine maiden of Mizuchi was betrayed by the very people they loved and became Kankandara. Both were left behind by time, shadows of nobler beings of the past.


  Neither of them knew it, but it was something of a strange coincidence that two such similar individuals would come face-to-face here in the Heisei era.


  “Miya…ka?” Jinya stared blankly at Miyaka, who had arrived in her shrine maiden attire.


  A single glance at him, collapsed and covered in wounds, showed Miyaka the intensity of the battle that had been fought. She grew all the more determined to carry out her part.


  She stood in the path of Yonabari, knowing all the while that they weren’t the type who would spare her just because she was powerless. Her legs trembled as she imagined the bloody end she would meet, but she did not step away.


  “D-damn it…” Jinya tried to stand but couldn’t put strength into his limbs. His all-out attack had failed and left him unable to move. The others were the same way. Yanagi was sapped of his strength by the Kankandara curse, and Izuchi was left sprawled on the ground, exhausted from protecting the children. Moe was better off and quietly steadied her breath.


  The only one in any condition to react was Ryuuna, who began to dash forward. She too was near her limit, but she tried to protect Miyaka despite her exhaustion. Unfortunately, Yonabari had expected she would act.


  “Sorry, Ryuuna-chan, but sit out for a bit.” Their tail came to life and lashed like a whip. Their target wasn’t Ryuuna, but the others who couldn’t even defend themselves in their predicament.


  Ryuuna was forced to retreat before she could reach Miyaka. She took the strike in defense of the others. The hit was weaker than before because of Yonabari’s injuries, but they quickly followed up by firing spears of miasma to keep her in check. 


  “Ngh!”


  Ryuuna’s left arm and right leg were pierced. Blood dribbled from her wounds. It looked like Yonabari had deliberately avoided targeting her heart or head, or perhaps they simply couldn’t aim properly in their current state. Regardless, Ryuuna was left pinned, and Yonabari’s threat was clear: If she tried to meddle further, she would only get hurt.


  Yonabari’s lower snake half slithered forward. Their movement was so chillingly smooth that it was hard to react to. In the blink of an eye, they were right in front of Miyaka.


  “Good evening, Miyaka-chan.” They smiled faintly, bringing their face close enough for their breath to be felt. “What could possibly bring you here?”


  The meaning behind their question wasn’t lost on Miyaka. It was Jinya’s fault that Shiramine Yachie died, so why would Miyaka come to his aid now? And even if she had some reason to be here, what could a powerless human like her even hope to do?


  Miyaka paled. She felt like a frog being stared down by a snake, and she couldn’t stop her body from trembling no matter how much she steeled herself. Just standing there made her nauseated. 


  “I-I’ve come to fulfill my d-duty as Itsukihime.”


  “Oh? And what exactly can you do, then?” Yonabari pulled their head back, looking down scornfully at Miyaka with clear disdain mixed into their cheerful tone.


  Though they were both shrine maidens, the Kankandara was one who had become a spirit and was now striving to reach the level of demon god. Meanwhile, Miyaka was a completely ordinary shrine maiden who had no special power she could call her own. To Yonabari, she was nothing more than an insignificant stone along the side of the road; their only similarity was that they were both left behind by time.


  “Fulfill your duty, huh? What a nice joke.” Yonabari’s smile was overflowing with joy, although Miyaka couldn’t tell. She was too scared to look past her fear.


  “A-ah…” Terror took over. Her legs, her heart—both were paralyzed.


  The Slit-Mouthed Woman, the Red Cloak, the Shibuya Seven Specters—she had seen many urban legend monsters and overcome many dangers, but this was the first time she’d experienced such horror. The fear she felt wasn’t because Yonabari was powerful. Whenever Miyaka encountered a spirit, a back as sturdy as iron was there to stand right before her. But it was nowhere to be seen now, and that scared her more than anything.


  She hadn’t been as frightened of the spirits she saw before because she was protected, and she hadn’t even realized that fact. The terror she felt now, paralyzing her from head to toe, only made her understand all the more keenly how much she had been indulging in Jinya’s kindness.


  “I-I know I have no power I can use against you. There’s nothing I can do. But still… I won’t run away.”


  And that understanding was precisely why she chose to use what little willpower she had to stand her ground.


  “Jinya… I’m sorry,” she said in a strained voice.


  She didn’t care about the monster in front of her eyes. Her reasons for standing here, and for braving danger to seek help from an urban legend, were simple: She wanted to apologize to him. That was all.


  “I said something awful to you. I knew that you’ve really done so much to help me, that I’m only still alive because you’ve risked your own life for me, and yet, I-I…”


  And yet she let herself be caught up in what she lost and ended up hurting him. Apologizing with words alone would never be enough. She knew he would forgive her all too easily, but that wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be a true apology then. She would just be taking advantage of his kindness.


  “There’s so much I want to say I’m sorry for, and maybe it’s too late. You have every right to be angry at me or hate me. But I want to be able to call you my friend, so I’m here to stake my life.”


  She hadn’t come without a plan; Satoru-kun had told her exactly how she could defeat Yonabari. All she needed to do now was put her will into practice.


  “I won’t run from my fears or you anymore. I’ll carry out my duty as Itsukihime!”


  Her will wasn’t firm enough to call determined, and her words were incoherent. Her actions weren’t logical, only derived from a desire to aid Jinya. But there was nothing wrong with that. Miyaka was ready to face death if it meant she could make up for her mistake and start over with him from a clean slate.


   


  ***


   


  Jinya thought it was only natural that Miyaka had come to hate him. He didn’t want to admit it, but Yonabari’s words held undeniable truth. He was a man who had hurt many people, yet he clung to an ordinary happiness he didn’t deserve anyway. His contradictory nature was to blame for Shiramine Yachie’s death. At least, that was what he believed.


  But after hearing Miyaka’s incoherent shouting, he recalled what Ofuu had told him. Her words were always right on the mark. He had questioned whether he could be allowed to achieve happiness after all the wrongs he’d committed. The answer Ofuu gave him was now right before his eyes.


  He’d hurt many to get to where he was, but there were others he saved along the way. Now, one such person was here to try and repay his favor. The path he’d walked and the small things he’d accumulated both defined who he was, so there was no need for him to deny the happiness he’d obtained. If anything, he should take pride that his actions had brought such a kind girl to his aid now.


  “You…you’ve done enough. Run!”


  Her feelings reached his heart, but she didn’t need to sacrifice herself for him. He wanted her to flee. But just as he had crushed the wishes of so many others, his own wish was cruelly crushed here.


  “…I see. Let’s see you try, then!” Yonabari spoke in a cheerful, carefree tone. Their eyes, lifeless like a bottomless mire, locked on to Miyaka.


  Being such a broken person, Yonabari must have found the girl’s courage unbearable. They attacked offhandedly, the way one might swat a bug. Jinya couldn’t move, and Miyaka couldn’t defend herself or even offer a shriek as her death fast approached.


  In the original story of “Kankandara,” Kankandara was sealed away by the power of a shrine maiden. Satoru-kun, the urban legend that holds every answer, said that the Itsukihime would be the key. Satoru-kun could only speak the truth, and so this result was only to be expected.


  “…Nnh, what?”


  Yonabari’s swat was meant to kill the nuisance in front of them, but their tail froze inches short of Miyaka. But it wasn’t just their tail—their entire body was immobilized as whips made from miasma bound them tight.


  “Ack, what?! Why?!”


  Next, Yonabari’s skin abruptly ignited. Bound by their own ability Weaver, they let out agonized cries.


  Everyone watching was stunned, having expected Miyaka to die only seconds before. What happened was unthinkable. Occurrences like this, acts that could only be attributed to the gods, were called miracles by man. But this probably wasn’t a miracle. In fact, it might not have been anything special at all.


  Back before summer vacation, Moe had given Miyaka several artifact spirits because Miyaka would be returning home late from her part-time job. She gave her a doll that could receive curses in her place, a lucky sparrow that boosted defenses, an owl that warded off misfortune (wicked demons), a rabbit that brought luck, and many other things. They were all in the form of phone straps handmade by Moe. The reason Miyaka managed to withstand the Kankandara curse, albeit weakened by Yonabari’s poor state, was because of these artifact spirits.


  Jinya was rather ignorant of urban legends that came from the internet. Miyaka couldn’t fight, but she wanted to repay the favor she owed him and had decided to cover the blind spot in his knowledge by buying the book Encyclopedia of Urban Legends. It was from that book that she learned about “Satoru-kun,” an urban legend that involved cell phones.


  Jinya asked Okada Kiichi to keep an eye out for Miyaka. Kiichi agreed only because he was impressed by Miyaka, who was taking her part-time job seriously. If she hadn’t won his approval so much, she would have been whisked away to who-knew-where after looking at Satoru-kun.


  And so, none of what was happening now was a miracle. Many small things had accumulated to protect Miyaka and bring her to this point. By extension, the binding of Yonabari was also a natural result.


  “Heh, ha ha. Right. But of course.” When he realized what happened, Jinya had to smile.


  The flames roared, illuminating the darkness by bathing their surroundings in orange. Though this was no time for such thoughts, he couldn’t help but admire the beauty of the sight.


  Perhaps because Yonabari was losing control of Weaver, the Kankandara curse weakened. Finally, Jinya could stand.


  “How unexpected… Or maybe not? At any rate, I think we can agree that fate works in mysterious ways.”


  “Wh-what?! Ngh!” Burning within the prison of their own dark miasma, Yonabari’s voice was anguished.


  But the miasma had never quite been their own, had it? A demon typically only had one ability. Plaything, the ability to prevent others from dying, was supposed to be Yonabari’s.


  “Have you forgotten who that ability you’re using really belongs to?”


  Yonabari was appointed the shrine maiden of Mizuchi because they were a haniwari and possessed an innate aptitude for being a vessel. In the old days, spiritual mediums would receive the word of the gods, curb pestilence, and end calamities by calling down the spirits of divine beings or wicked demons to possess their body. This was an art lost to modernization, an ability once used by mystics who could connect with the spirits of the world around them.


  Yonabari had used this very art to invoke the demon sealed away in the demonic blade Demon Wail and gain Weaver.


  “Even as she is now, Yokaze-san can still resist.”


  But Weaver had originally belonged to Jinya’s foster mother, the Itsukihime Yokaze, shrine maiden of Mahiru-sama.


  “This can’t be. I… To lose for such…such a ridiculous reason…!” Realizing what Jinya meant to say, Yonabari lost their air of insincere composure and shouted furiously.


  Weaver had originally been the ability of the Itsukihime Yokaze. And so, when Yonabari tried to hurt Miyaka, the heart of another Itsukihime—Yokaze—resisted from within them.


  It was almost too much to believe. 


  “Ridiculous, huh? Perhaps it is.”


  In truth, Jinya himself didn’t know where the actual truth lay. Yonabari could simply have been facing the side effects of using Weaver to turn themselves into an urban legend. Or maybe their wounds from their battle with Jinya had exhausted them to the point where they couldn’t control the ability anymore. He could think up plenty of plausible theories. Even so, he wanted to believe this was all Yokaze making one final act of defiance.


  “But isn’t it more interesting this way? We both honed our abilities and grew stronger. But both our hatred for one another and our stubbornness have ended up meaning so terribly little.”


  Kankandara, a shrine maiden betrayed by the very people she loved, was ultimately sealed away by the power of shrine maidens. Similarly, the shrine maiden of Mizuchi appeared in the modern age only to be defeated by the Itsukihime.


  “In the end, you lost to the very emotions you’ve trampled over…and in a sense, I have too.”


  This wasn’t a divine miracle. Yonabari had been defeated by the unbroken chain of human emotion that the Itsukihime represented.


  “This…this can’t possibly be the end!” Yonabari wouldn’t accept it. They bellowed with a kind of hatred and struggled against their bindings, which they tore through before shaking off the flames. They didn’t have the composure to take proper aim, but they attacked Miyaka once more, intent on killing her.


  “Come forth, Shouki-sama…” While everyone was in pain, Moe had calmly steadied her breath, anticipating a moment like this. Wringing out the last of her strength, she summoned an artifact spirit to protect Miyaka. “I couldn’t call myself a Somegorou if I didn’t do what I could to have my friend’s back.”


  Shouki had no special ability—he was simply powerful. Yonabari had been weakened by their burns, and Moe repelled their attack with ease. Ryuuna saw where it all was going and had already approached them, taking the opportunity to strike Yonabari’s face with her massive right arm.


  “That’s payback for earlier.”


  “Guah!”


  A cracking sound could be heard. Overwhelmed, Yonabari retreated. Ryuuna made no follow-up attack and stopped Moe from stepping back in herself. “No more.”


  “…I know. I can read the mood.”


  “Someone with class knows when to let others shine…is what Kimiko told me.”


  “Uh, who?”


  Jinya used the time the others had bought him to steady his breath.


  The next to approach Yonabari was Izuchi. He was covered in wounds but still managed to stand on his own two feet. With some hesitation in his voice, he called out, “Hey, Yonabari.”


  “Izu…chi…” said the exhausted Yonabari.


  The two of them had both served the Nagumo of the Demonic Blade to try and make a mess of the Taisho world. They’d fought side by side and shared drinks together. Their bond probably extended further than Jinya knew.


  “Weird, huh? We both wanted the same thing at one point. How’d things end up like this?”


  “The same thing…? Don’t be an idiot. Our goals were different from the start.”


  “Yeah… You’re probably right. We gathered under the same banner but had our sights set on different things. But I thought we got along all right anyway.”


  Their ways of living were vastly different. Even so, Jinya had heard all about how Izuchi drank together with Ikyuu and Yonabari. Even though the two had caused him headaches, Izuchi was nostalgic for those times.


  “Tell me, Yonabari: Why do you do all this?”


  “What do you mean, ‘why’? It’s fun. I think playing with life is the funnest thing there is.”


  But the two would never understand one another. Izuchi could no longer overlook Yonabari’s actions just because they once fought together. Yonabari would cause harm wherever they went if they were left to their devices. 


  Izuchi finally steeled his resolve.


  “…I see!” With a pained look, he gritted his teeth and swung a fist.


  “Gyah!”


  He struck Yonabari’s chest with a sense of finality. Though Yonabari was exhausted, Kankandara was still a powerful spirit. A single punch from a strong demon wouldn’t be enough to kill them. Yonabari rolled along the ground gasping for air, but they stayed alive and tried to stand back up.


  “Sorry, Izuchi, but I won’t be sparing Yonabari.”


  Sadly, they were sent flying in an unfortunate direction. An asymmetrical demon looked down coldly at them from behind.


  “I know. Sorry to leave you the hard part,” said Izuchi. He couldn’t kill Yonabari, and that was why Jinya stepped in.


  His body was at its limit from using eight abilities at once. He couldn’t swing a fist or even his sword anymore. But as luck would have it, his target was at death’s door already. He wouldn’t have to do much more than touch them.


  “Demon Eater…”


  “That’s right. Yonabari, I will devour both your abilities and your past. Fade away from this world.” He touched their slender neck with his left hand and squeezed hard enough to break bone—or at least he would have liked to break it, but in truth he only had enough strength to get a firm hold on Yonabari’s neck. They didn’t resist, either because they couldn’t or because they had given up. Their arms hung limp at their side, letting Jinya do as he pleased.


  They knew what was coming—Jinya wasn’t going to let them live. 


  Jinya focused on his left arm and activated Assimilation, which came to life with a throb.


  “…Now that I think about it, you’re the first demon I’ve met besides myself with more than one ability.”


  “Ah… Same here. We really…are…alike.”


  “So it seems. Maybe it’s fate that things ended this way. This time, I’ll make sure you die once and for all.”


  “How scary. But…I’m kind of happy.”


  Yonabari limply entrusted their weight to Jinya. Their consciousness seemed to slowly fade as Assimilation did its work.


  “…Hm.” At the same time, their memories flowed into Jinya.


  The shrine maiden of Mizuchi was betrayed by the very people they loved. They were turned into a toy, then discarded. Still, Jinya didn’t feel any sympathy. No matter their background, Yonabari had engaged in far too much senseless killing. To feel pity here would be an insult to all they had killed. Jinya’s heart was unmoved by the glimpses of the past he saw.


  Perhaps it was only right that someone who toyed so much with life would meet such an unfeeling end. Yonabari wasn’t all that attached to life to begin with. At least they were killed by someone like them.


  True to his name, the Demon Eater consumed Yonabari. Their memories, their body, their abilities, and finally something core to their being flowed into him.


  Because they were tossed aside, they wanted nothing. 


  Because they were broken, they wanted to break others.


  Because they shed a flood of tears, they wanted to seek amusement.


  But occasionally an old memory would flicker through their mind.


  Once upon a time, they held something dear.


  But they couldn’t quite remember what it was.


  What was it they had wished for again?


  “I’m sure Eizen-san’s got something planned. Not that a simpleton like you would understand what it is.”


  “Oh, shut it. Cowards too chicken to kill humans should just keep their traps shut.”


  “I’m sorry, what was that? I couldn’t hear you from all the way down there, short stack.”


  “Calm down, both of you.”


  “It’s their fault, not mine, Izuchi!”


  A demon’s ability wasn’t innate, but a manifestation of the heart’s unmet desires. Yonabari, having awoken the ability Plaything, must have wished for something at some point in time—the ability to make somebody other than themselves unable to die. Perhaps there was somebody they wanted to keep alive at some point?


  No matter how much they thought about it, they couldn’t recall. Which must have meant it was never that important to them at all.


  “…Before you go, tell me your name.”


  Yonabari’s past flitted through Jinya’s mind.


  He felt no sympathy for them, but it was his custom to ask the name of those he killed.


  “My…name?” Yonabari muttered deliriously, their consciousness hazy.


  They searched their unclear mind for a while, but no answer came.


  “Huh. What was my name…?”


  Leaving those anticlimactic final words, the shrine maiden abandoned by time faded away.
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  URBAN LEGENDS


   


  URBAN LEGENDS ARE A TYPE of modern folklore that is passed along by word of mouth. Their definition is vague, but leading expert Jan Harold Brunvand has defined them as basically: 


   


  1. Rumors that are propagated by word of mouth and attributed to a friend of a friend.


  2. Rumors that are strange, fantastical, and unverifiable.


  3. Rumors that one can’t help but think might be half-true.


   


  Dictionaries also define urban legends as “a collective name for modern rumors.”


  It’s hard to create a perfect definition, but “rumors that have stuck around regardless of plausibility” can probably all be called urban legends. The very nature of urban legends means they do not have any evidence to back their existence. The presence of evidence only determines whether a rumor is factual or not, but a rumor can’t last as a rumor without first grabbing one’s attention. People are quick to call urban legends fake while also holding on to the possibility they might be true.


  In a sense, urban legends are formed because people wish them into being.


  Why did people offer flowers to the dead?


  Some quick research would reveal that flowers were originally buried together with the dead to try and prevent rotting using their medical properties. Plants were also seen as a sign of vitality because they could regrow indefinitely, so they were sometimes offered to wish the departed a new life. Most often, they were given simply to show love and condolences for those departed from this world. But to look at things a bit more cynically, one could say flowers were really only offered to console the living, not mourn the dead.


  Miyaka found herself particularly in agreement with that last sentiment. People offered food and drinks to the dead as well, but it was an empty gesture. The dead could not eat or drink, nor could they look at flowers and admire their beauty. Just how much meaning was there in offering flowers at all?


  On a day off from school, Miyaka visited Miura Flowers. Now that the Kankandara incident was behind them, she wanted to buy some flowers for Shiramine Yachie’s grave. By chance she happened to wonder why people offered flowers to the dead, and she asked Ofuu about it.


  “Who knows?”


  “Oh…”


  Ofuu’s response was more modest than expected. Having anticipated a serious, illuminating answer, Miyaka was left disappointed.


  “Where did that question come from, if I may ask?”


  “I’m going to go offer some flowers to Shiramine-sensei’s grave, but I was wondering if doing that would even mean anything. It’s not like it’ll make her happy.”


  Yachie was dead. There was no bringing her back now. Offering flowers felt like nothing more than an empty act that would only serve to make Miyaka feel better.


  “I’ve never died, so I cannot speak for how the dead would feel on the matter,” said Ofuu. She smiled gracefully, seemingly sympathizing with Miyaka. “But I do offer flowers to my father’s altar every day.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I loved him and I’m still grateful to him now. Isn’t that reason enough?”


  Because those who were gone from this world were still loved, people offered flowers with all of their heart. Some might call it meaningless or self-serving, but the sincerity with which people offered the flowers was real, and that was enough. Or so Ofuu seemed to be saying.


  “Is it…? I wonder.”


  “It was your own idea to offer flowers to your teacher, wasn’t it? That must mean she was just that important to you.”


  “She was. I owe her dearly for what she did for me in junior high.”


  “Then it’s fine. No matter what anyone says, no matter if it’s just to console yourself—so long as they’re offered with heart, there is meaning in the flowers you give. I’m sure of it.”


  Ofuu’s encouragement was soft and gentle. Come to think of it, Miyaka had only recently learned she was a demon like Jinya. Just what kind of relationship did they have?


  Ofuu saw Miyaka’s gaze and smiled wryly, teasingly opening up about the past. “A long time ago, I asked Jinya-kun if he wanted to run a soba restaurant with me, but he turned me down.”


  “O-oh, I see.”


  “Right. You don’t need to worry too much about me. Here you are.” She handed Miyaka the flower bundle she’d ordered.


  Miyaka paid, bowed deeply, then left Miura Flowers behind.


  She truly loved her teacher, so she wanted to offer these flowers with all her heart.


  Two full months had passed since the whole counterfeit urban legends incident ended. But even though it was all over, those who were lost would never return.


  The forty-nine-day mourning period finished without issue and Yachie was laid to rest in a cemetery on the outskirts of Kadono City. Miyaka had wanted to visit her grave earlier, but her life as a high schooler had been busy. Visiting on school days was next to impossible, so it had taken her this long to come.


  “Hello, Sensei.”


  Yachie’s grave was well maintained. Miyaka had planned on cleaning it a little when she arrived, but there was basically nothing that needed to be done, so she simply put the flowers she’d bought in front of the gravestone and quietly put her hands together in prayer.


  She could have invited Kaoru to come along, but Miyaka wanted to sort out her thoughts today, so she came alone. She thought back on the past. Others often thought of Miyaka as cold, but Yachie saw who she really was and helped her. She was probably the best teacher Miyaka ever had.


  “Sorry for the trouble, Himekawa. Give the boy my thanks.”


  Ryuuna told her Yachie’s last words. After being cruelly killed and made into an urban legend, she again became the teacher Miyaka loved in her last moments before passing on. Miyaka had to wonder if Yachie was only pushing herself so her former student wouldn’t feel bad about what happened. She was the type who would do such a thing.


  There was no real way to know, and at the end of the day, Miyaka would never experience Yachie’s kindness again. That thought made her sad. The gloom she felt proved just how much she looked up to Yachie.


  “I’ll be sad without you, Sensei. But I’ve discovered that there are quite a few people who worry about me when I’m sad.”


  Though she was sad herself, Kaoru tried to act cheerful and make Miyaka feel better. Her new high school friends, Moe, Mai, Yanagi, Natsuki, and Kumiko, all wanted to see her back on her feet again too. What’s more, if she stayed down in the dumps, then Jinya, the one who suffered more than anyone else involved in this incident, would never forgive himself.


  “So I’m sorry. Even though I’m sad, I’m going to try and smile again.”


  She would never forget her teacher, but if Jinya were here, she knew he would say something along the lines of “We can’t stay in place forever.” Miyaka could not deny that she had looked up to Yachie, but moping about her death forever and causing problems for the people around her wasn’t the way forward.


  “I’ll come again. With Kaoru next time.”


  Miyaka smiled as though to say she would be fine from here on out, then turned her back to Yachie’s grave. Her breath formed a small, white cloud. It was a faintly cloudy Sunday. Winter was here, and the sky was now more gray than blue.


  Miyaka blocked the weak sunlight from her eyes with a hand.


  “The sky’s so far away…”


  The distant, pale sky stung her eyes.


  She would be all right. She could smile. But right now, since the weather was so fair, she wanted to gaze at the sky for a bit.


  She stayed there for some time, silently staring up at the wide, gray sky.


   


  ***


   


  That same Sunday, Jinya spent his day off with Izuchi. For once, they didn’t engage in day drinking. They went to eat at a random family diner, then drank coffee afterward, chatting sporadically as if they only occasionally remembered to talk. The two of them had both spent a lot of time together at Koyomiza theater and even traveled together early in the Showa era, so they were fairly relaxed around one another.


  “I tried readin’ up a bit on that Kankandara urban legend. It’s a story about a shrine maiden betrayed by people. Kinda an unsavory tale, honestly. But I can’t help but wonder if something like that might’ve happened to you-know-who.” Izuchi brought up all kinds of topics in moments like these. Yonabari was still on his mind, as was to be expected. His expression was clouded. “They said they used to be the shrine maiden of Mizuchi. I wonder what woulda happened if they stayed bein’ a shrine maiden. If someone had been there for them. Maybe they’d have ended up different.”


  Yonabari was a shrine maiden who inherited the blood of demons and was left behind by time. Betrayed by humans, they became a bitter spirit, but there was a time they loved humans and were worshipped as the beautiful and kind shrine maiden of Mizuchi. So perhaps they weren’t completely evil, Izuchi seemed to be saying.


  Jinya sipped his coffee and offhandedly said, “No matter their reasons, they were somebody who lived to kill. It’s only right that they were killed in turn. It doesn’t matter if they’re worthy of pity or not.”


  “No doubt there.”


  No matter their motives, Yonabari met a fate they deserved, having killed others all their life. Of course, a similar fate undoubtedly awaited Jinya and Izuchi as well. Lowlifes like them all met their deserved end someday.


  “One more thing. ’Bout that Himekawa girl…” said Izuchi.


  “Miyaka?”


  “Yeah, that’s the one. That stuff that happened at the end was weird. I can accept her resistin’ Kankandara’s curse; Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth handed her a bunch of artifact spirits, sure. Her survivin’ a spirit attack thanks to Okada makes sense as well. That much I’m fine with.” Izuchi crossed his arms and cocked his head to the side. “But how the hell did she stop Yonabari at the end? The Himekawa girl may technically be the Itsukihime, but she ain’t actually part of the original bloodline, right?”


  “No, she isn’t.”


  “Then it doesn’t make sense for that Yokaze or whatever demon to step up at that point. Wouldn’t she more likely do somethin’ for you, her foster son? And just what in the world were those flames, anyway?”


  Jinya didn’t have any answers to give. To tell the truth, he was only assuming Yokaze had defied Yonabari—in fact, Yonabari might have just been facing the side effects of turning themselves into an urban legend. As for the flames, Jinya didn’t have a clue. He was in the dark.


  Jinya knew nothing of the time Miyaka found herself stuck in a world where it was August 32nd—Miyaka didn’t even remember the event herself. Naturally, that meant he wouldn’t even think to guess the final Itsukihime to inherit Yato’s blood might have given Miyaka some encouragement or even known about her at all.


  In the end, Jinya and Izuchi had no choice but to accept the results. The Kankandara urban legend was a story about a shrine maiden being sealed away by the power of shrine maidens, and that would have to be reason enough.


  “Hmph. Guess it’s all over now either way. No use worryin’ about it. Let’s head out. We’re meetin’ up with Ryuuna, right?” asked Izuchi.


  “Right. She wanted to go shopping at Sugaya… Hm? Izuchi, where’d the check go?”


  “Huh? You mean you don’t have it?”


  “No…”


  The two wanted to go pay, but the table was missing the check. Thinking the staff might’ve just forgotten to bring it, they asked the closest waitress. With a businesslike smile, she said, “Oh, this table was already paid for earlier by a young lady, maybe about high school age? She said it was to thank you for all you’ve done.”


  The last mystery was the fire that had enveloped Yonabari.


  The Itsukihime bloodline inherited the blood of a demon. The “hime” in “Itsukihime” could mean both “Woman of Fire” and “crimson eyes.” When it came to red-eyed women with ties to fire, the demon that started it all came to mind: Yato, the wife of the swordsmith Kaneomi. Her demon ability, perhaps called Woman of Fire, was known to let her control flames. If she somehow survived into the modern era, then perhaps she would lend some aid to Jinya, the bearer of one of her husband’s blades, as he faced the one who stole the power of one of her descendants.


  “A young lady around high school age? Maybe Miyaka or Moe?” mused Jinya.


  “Nah, this must be one of those urban legend things: ‘The Mystery Woman Who Pays for Meals,’” joked Izuchi.


  “As if there’s really such a convenient urban legend.”


  This too was the result of many years of emotion accumulated without either of their knowing. Without understanding what exactly had happened, the two got up to leave the family diner, but they stopped in their tracks when they overheard a conversation.


  “Hey, did you hear?”


  “About the ‘Headless Rider,’ right?”


  “What’s that?”


  “An urban legend. They say there’s a biker with no head riding around.”


  Some students were gossiping at a table the two walked past.


  “Hey…”


  “Yeah.”


  With Yonabari defeated, the creator of the counterfeit urban legends was gone, but urban legends were still spoken of in furtive whispers. Whether in the past or the present, spirits loved to lurk in the dark corners and alleys of towns.


  Jinya and Izuchi couldn’t just sit around after overhearing what they had. The duo sighed.


  Jinya felt bad for Ryuuna, but it looked like he’d be spending his day off looking for this Headless Rider.


   


  ***


   


  The spirits of the world still remained, but things had calmed down and become peaceful for the time being. Miyaka and Kaoru gradually recovered from the grief of losing their old teacher Yachie and were now enjoying their high school lives again.


  In the morning before homeroom, Moe sat together with her stylish friends, drinking juice and eating sweets as they chatted. Of course, Miyaka and the rest were her good friends too, but she’d known this other group since junior high school. They talked about the latest cosmetics and clothes, something Moe hadn’t gotten a chance to chat about in a while. But eventually someone brought up something that made her go stiff.


  “Hey, Aki! Did you hear about the Headless Rider?”


  “…What’s that?”


  “You don’t know? Everyone’s saying there’s this headless ghost who rides around on a motorbike in the dead of night!”


  “Yeah, it’s one of those what-chu-call-its!”


  “An urban legend! Like the Slit-Mouthed Woman!”


  “Yeah, that! They say it runs people over and stuff. Crazy, right?”


  The group was rather bubbly while they talked about the urban legend, but Moe, as Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth, listened a little more seriously. Yonabari had been defeated, but spirits were still around. If the Headless Rider really existed, then somebody needed to put it down quickly.


  “But I’m sure we’ll be fine,” a girl said with a brimming smile. “Kadono City has the Demon-Slaying Yasha, after all!”


  The orange juice Moe was drinking went down her windpipe. “Koff, koff, wh-what?!”


  “Whoa. You okay, Aki?”


  “I think some of the juice went down the wrong way… But more importantly, what was that you just said?!”


  “What, the Yasha thing? So, like, I heard this through a friend of a friend, but apparently if an urban legend’s about to kill you in Kadono City, a high school boy carrying a Japanese sword will show up and kill it. I guess he’s an urban legend too? I dunno why he’s called a Yasha, but apparently he keeps this area pretty chill or sumthin’.”


  This was the first time Moe had heard about this urban legend, but its contents were familiar to her. She had heard from her grandfather that there was once a rumor of a Yasha that slew Edo’s demons. If you really thought about it, that was something of an urban legend too.


  “Yeah, we’re totally safe because of the Yasha! My friend’s little brother’s friend’s older sister said she totes heard someone say that the Yasha beat the Headless Rider already! He’s, like, totally awesome!” The girl who originally brought up the Headless Rider seemed to be really enjoying herself.


  “What’s wrong, Aki? Something up?”


  “No, just feelin’ a bit weird…” Everyone else seemed really bubbly, but Moe alone made a bit of a face. Her head hurt. As she watched her friends happily squealing, she touched her temple and frowned.


   


  ***


   


  “That’s quite a face you’re making there, Miyaka. Are you all right?” Kaoru worriedly looked at Miyaka, who was wearing an expression similar to Moe’s.


  “I’m fine. I was just thinking about a call I had with my junior yesterday.”


  “The one from basketball club? I remember her, she got elected the club president after you left and really liked you. Was something wrong?”


  “Not exactly. You’ve heard of the Headless Rider, right?”


  Miyaka recounted how her junior told her that she’d been saved by a swordsman in a student uniform. Midway through, Kaoru realized this swordsman’s identity and grinned.


  “Jin-kun’s really out there working his hardest, huh?”


  “I guess so. There’s even a new urban legend about a Demon-Slaying Yasha going around.”


  “A helpful urban legend kinda like Templeborn T-san and Space-Time Man, huh? We’ve been saved by this Yasha ourselves. It isn’t surprising that rumors about him would start spreading.”


  “I guess.”


  Jinya wouldn’t leave an urban legend alone if he heard it was harming people. He was most certainly dealing with them around the city without Miyaka and Kaoru’s knowledge.


  People loved to gossip. Even when they were asked not to tell others, people spread rumors, claiming it was something that happened to a friend of a friend instead of themselves. It shouldn’t come as a surprise at all that an urban legend of a man who defeated urban legends would eventually spread. Perhaps it was even inevitable.


   


  COUNTER MYTHS


   


  The Slit-Mouthed Woman was known to be vulnerable to pomade and hard candy. If you showed Hanako-san of the Toilet a perfect test score, she’d shriek and vanish. Templeborn T-san went around destroying spooky threats by shouting “Haah!” and Space-Time Man helped those who have found themselves in the wrong time. Many urban legends exhibited some form of danger, but there were also many others that served to negate danger. These were collectively known as “counter myths.” Incidentally, the reason they were not called “counter legends” was because the concept of counter myths came into being before “urban legends” were a defined and named thing.


  As metafictional items that relied on urban legends to exist, counter myths also shared traits with such legends. In fact, it was fair to describe counter myths as “urban legends to defeat urban legends.” Just like urban legends, counter myths were specious rumors that existed as something heard through a friend of a friend. They formed without any reasonable evidence, but their existence troubled no one.


  Even supposing a counter myth of a man who slew urban legends actually described a real demon from Edo times, nobody would complain.


  “It feels a bit weird, but I guess it’s good to know there’s someone around to save people,” said Miyaka.


  “Yeah. Still, I hope he doesn’t push himself,” said Kaoru.


  “Definitely. It’s only been two months since the whole Kankandara thing.”


  That was all the two had to say.


  Ghost stories were popular in schools no matter the era, and the internet was full of message boards containing scary tales. Given that, there was nothing strange about a rumor of a hero that appeared to save people who found themselves in the situations being described. A hero who, while not invincible, would try their hardest to help. Perhaps this hero was an awkward but kind demon who stood against adversity.


  Just then, the man of urban legend himself arrived in class.


  “Good morning, Miyaka and Asagao.”


  The girls looked at one another and grinned at the timing of Jinya’s arrival. He was a bit bewildered by their reaction.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Nooope.”


  “It’s nothing.”


  Winter had now rolled around. The morning classroom air was cold, but their chests felt warm. A new, completely ordinary day was unfolding. What had just happened was small in the grand scheme of things, but it was moments like these that made Miyaka happy.


  With this, our stories of urban legends came to an end.


  Miyaka had experienced loss and sorrow, and she still felt grief occasionally, but she had since moved forward to confront what was in her heart.


  “Then what’s with those looks?”


  “Don’t worry about it, really.” She gave Jinya a reassuring smile. This was surely her best smile yet.




  Footnotes


   


  Itsukihime: Late Night Tales of Demonic Swords—Final Chapter


  [1] An early Japanese chronicle of myths and other oral traditions about the gods of the Japanese archipelago. 
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Miyaka’s mother. Met Jinya in her youth while he

was sealed in a sword.

Miyaka’s father. Formerly Takamori Keito.
Has known Yayoi since their youth.

A demon who has single-mindedly devoted
himself to mastering the blade ever since the Edo
period. In the Heisei era he works as the manager
of a convenience store.

A girl raised in confinement by Nagumo Eizen.
She was saved by Jinya but later turned into a
demon during his fight with Yonabari.

Formerly one of the demons in the service of
the spirit hunter Nagumo Eizen. Afterward, he
became an ally of Jinya and the others and an
employee of Koyomiza.

One of the demons formerly in the service
of Nagumo Eizen. Intersex. Bears the power of
Weaver, once the power of the Itsukihime Kaede.

A demon born from a fragment of Magatsume’s
heart. Lovingly calls Jinya “Uncle.”

Jinya’s sister by birth. A demon, and the one who
killed Shirayuki, the woman Jinya loved. Under
the name Magatsume, she wishes for the world’s
ruin and stands in Jinya’s way.
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TOMISHIMA YANAGI:

Toupou NATSUKI:
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A demon who has lived since around the Tenpou
era in the Edo period. He returns to Kadono City
in Hyogo prefecture in preparation for the Demon
God’s arrival in the Heisei era.

A girl whose family runs the Jinta Shrine in
Kadono City. Has inherited the title of Itsukihime
and the “night” character in her name.

A close friend of Miyaka. Once wandered into the
Meiji era, where she was known to Jinya as Asagao.

A classmate of Jinya’s. A book lover with a weak
constitution.

A classmate of Jinya’s. Has kept an eye out for
Yoshioka since they were in junior high school.
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but returned to his normal self with the help of
Jinya and Yoshioka.

The great-grandchild of Yoshihiko and Kimiko.
Moved to Kadono City for his father’s work.
Has known Jinya since he was a baby.

Natsuki’s childhood friend. Helped Natsuki after
he lost consciousness back in elementary school,
after which the two became friends. But is that
truly all there is to her story?

A classmate of Jinya’s. A flashy dresser and one
of the class’s most popular girls. Has her eye on
Miyaka and Jinya for reasons unknown.





