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  Magatsume


   


  1


   


  THE PRINCESS and the Blue Demon…


  This tale is pulled from the experiences of my past.


   


  A swordsman stood in a dark, dilapidated alley between two buildings, holding an unembellished tachi blade that shone in the moonlight. He sliced his foe with the sword, and its sheen was hidden by blood.


  After slaying the demon, the swordsman, Jinya, quickly shot his gaze toward Moe. Momoe Moe, the current Akitsu Somegorou, was fighting a demon of her own. Unlike the small fry Jinya had slain, this one was a superior demon with an ability of its own.


  “Gouge!”


  The demon made a wild swing with its arm, and this single action tore a chunk of the asphalt at Moe’s feet out of the ground. This was no feat of strength but a result of what could only be its demon ability.


  The superior demon smirked as though it had already won, but Moe wasn’t intimidated. By no means was the demon weak; its power was well beyond the realm of what was humanly possible. Still, it would take more than that to surprise her.


  Just as she tried to step in, the demon waved an arm again. She reacted by gracefully dodging to the side with a spin as if she were dancing. But the demon predicted her move and changed its downward strike into a horizontal swipe.


  “Kitty spirits!” With a shake of her cell phone straps, multiple stylized cat spirits appeared and leaped to block the strike, sacrificing themselves in the process. The demon’s ability failed to reach her. Then the cat spirits, who had become even more numerous, moved to attack the demon themselves. The sight was almost comical, but their blows were heavy all the same, and they put the demon on the ropes.


  “You’re finished!” Moe, now standing right in front of the demon, punched it in the abdomen. “Again, kitty spirits!”


  The impact of her thin arm didn’t make the demon budge in the least, but by using the concentrated pressure of more cat spirits that she summoned from her contacting fist, she managed to send the demon flying. 


  “Ngah!” The demon fell to its knees and let out a groan of pain.


  Nonchalantly, Moe said, “I won’t kill you, so long as you swear not to hurt any humans.”


  It was the Akitsu’s creed not to slay demons who did no harm. They had no qualms with putting down urban legends or spirits that killed indiscriminately, but they would spare a demon that could be reasoned with. She wasn’t fighting this demon as part of a job anyway; she and Jinya had just happened to be attacked by it out of nowhere. The demon hadn’t necessarily done anything bad against people, so she saw no reason not to let it go.


  The demon grimaced, seeming not to take kindly to this show of mercy. “What’s the mean—”


  “We’re willing to let you go. Just don’t push your luck.” Jinya silenced it with a glare. Immediately after, the demon let out a groan and broke out in a cold sweat.


  Jinya had gained a number of abilities from devouring Yonabari. There was Yokaze’s ability Weaver; there was Plaything, the ability to prevent a person other than oneself from dying; and there was Evil Eye, derived from Kankandara’s curse. Evil Eye allowed Jinya to inflict a simple curse that caused pain to anyone he glared at. It couldn’t kill, but it could keep weaker foes in check like it was doing right now.


  “…Fine.” Even after Evil Eye was undone, the demon didn’t try to stand. It looked back and forth between Jinya and Moe, then slumped back, seeming to understand it couldn’t win. With some bitterness, it said, “I won’t attack humans. There, happy?”


  “Yep. That’ll do. Why’d you attack us in the first place, though?” asked Moe.


  “I’ve heard of you two. Akitsu Somegorou. Demon Eater. I hoped to crush you both as people who stand in Magatsume’s way,” the demon muttered. Jinya’s gaze turned sharp, and Moe’s expression similarly stiffened. “Word on the street is that Magatsume will be our Demon God, the hope for us demons persecuted by man.”


  “Nonsense,” Jinya said with some irritation in his voice. “She is nothing of the sort. The most she could manage is to bring ruin to the world of man.”


  “That’ll do well enough for us who have had our place in this world stolen from us by the light man has brought to the night…though I doubt someone who’s been getting cozy with humans would understand our feelings.”


  The demon of Farsight had once told Jinya that Japan would take in foreign influences and advance in the far future, but demons would not be able to keep up with those advances. Mankind would illuminate the night with man-made lights, and spirits would have their place in the world taken from them. Demons would become things of folktales, nothing more.


  Many demons stood opposed to the direction the world was headed, even here in the Heisei era. Not all spirits wished to get along with humans.


  “Is that so… But you swear you won’t attack people anymore, right?” asked Moe.


  “I’m not one to break my word. I promise you that.”


  “I trust you. After all, demons can’t lie.”


  “…Your benevolence is appreciated.”


  “You’re more polite than you seemed at first, huh?”


  “Hmph.”


  The demon slunk away into the darkness, and things were peaceful once more. Moe quickly spun around to look at Jinya and brought her hands together in an apologetic gesture. “Sorry, Jin. I kinda went and decided to spare ’em all on my own.”


  “No, it’s fine. I have no intention of getting in the way of either the Akitsu’s creed or your kindness.”


  “Heh heh, thanks. But I guess there’re folks like that demon around, huh?”


  Magatsume was by no means a benevolent being. To mankind, she was a calamity that threatened ruin. To the Akitsu, she was the killer of their Third. To Jinya, she was tied to him in a way that was impossible to explain in just a few words. But she wasn’t an enemy in the eyes of everyone. To some demons, someone who would bring disaster to mankind was a being akin to a messiah.


  “Yeah…” Jinya exhaled a soft sigh. His reunion with the little sister he both loved and hated was drawing ever closer. But she would be meeting him as Magatsume, a calamity to the world of man.


  Looking back on it all, he’d come a long way. His heart had changed greatly over the years, but now he had returned to where his journey began.


  It was year 22 of the Heisei era, 2010 by the Western calendar. 170 years had finally passed.


   


  ***


   


  January 2010.


  Toudou Natsuki’s extended family ran a small theater called Koyomiza. It was a theater that had been beloved by many people since the Taisho era and was even the subject of a novel which later received a movie adaptation, further adding to the theater’s renown. There were several spirits at Koyomiza, so Natsuki was no stranger to their kind. But although he knew spirits, he himself had no special powers to speak of and lived the relatively peaceful life of an ordinary high schooler.


  “Shoot. I forgot my lunch.” He was about to eat lunch with his childhood friend Nekune Kumiko, like he always did, when he realized he’d forgotten to bring it. It was a real shame, since today’s lunch was supposed to be his favorite, salt-grilled mackerel.


  “Nakki, you goof. What’re you gonna do for lunch, then?” Kumiko teased Natsuki softly. She was the first friend he made when he moved to Kadono a long time ago. They were close enough to have nicknames for one another, and he wasn’t bothered by the fact that she was actually an urban legend known as Kunekune.


  “There’s not exactly enough time to go buy something. I’ll just hit up the cafeteria.”


  “I’ll join you, then.”


  “Sorry for the trouble.”


  “It’s fine, but I’ll be taking a piece of your fried chicken as punishment!”


  “Who said I was ordering fried chicken?”


  They traded light banter. He appreciated how easygoing she could be. Things were the same as ever between the two. But as they got ready to leave the classroom, the class started to stir. All eyes gathered toward the entrance, the boys seeming particularly restless.


  “Hey, look.”


  “Who’s that kid?”


  Wondering if a celebrity or something had shown up, Natsuki indifferently glanced over to see what everyone was looking at, then did a double take. 


  “Mm…”


  There was a woman who looked about fourteen years old standing there. Her face was beautiful despite her youthful appearance, and her hair was in one neat side braid. Natsuki ­recognized her as a woman rather than a teenager because he knew exactly who she was. The cause of all the class’s commotion was a familiar face to him.


  “Ryuuna-neechan?”


  She was Ryuuna, a man-made demon god who worked and lived at Koyomiza. She’d looked after him since he was a child. In the same way Jinya was a sort of grandfather to him, she was something resembling an older sister, so he called her “Neechan.”


  “Oh, there you are, Natsuki.” When she spotted him, she walked into the classroom.


  After the whole Kankandara incident was settled, she stayed in Kadono City instead of returning to Tokyo. The day of Magatsume’s arrival was near, so she wanted to be of some help to Jinya. Unfortunately for her, Jinya lived in a one-room apartment, so it would’ve been difficult for her to stay with him for long. That was why she borrowed a room with the Toudou family instead.


  Natsuki’s parents both welcomed her with open arms. Ryuuna was like an older sister to Natsuki’s father as well, after all. Just like that, she began living together with Natsuki.


  “Your lunch. You forgot it in the living room.” She apparently found the lunch he forgot at home and came to deliver it. An act of kindness, certainly, but there were some who misconstrued things. A couple of his classmates began to murmur.


  “Wait, so they’re living together?”


  “Does she not go to school?”


  Things fell dead silent at that. Although Ryuuna looked young, she was actually far older than Natsuki. But the peanut gallery seemed to assume she was a girl with unfortunate circumstances that kept her out of school. Gazes full of curiosity and something akin to scorn gathered on Natsuki.


  “O-oh, thanks, Neechan.”


  “Mm, it’s fine. No need to be so stiff.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. Welp, I have my lunch now. Take care on your way home.” He wanted to urge her along before more misplaced antipathy was directed his way, but she puffed out her cheeks in protest.


  “You’ve been so cold lately, Natsuki. What happened? We’re not strangers. We even used to take baths together.”


  “That may be true, but it isn’t something you should tell my whole class!”


  The class erupted into more worried murmurs.


  Her gaze sharpened as she whispered, “Plus, I want to check out this school a bit. Something feels off.”


  With her inhuman intuition, she seemed to sense something sinister lurking in the school.


   


  ***


   


  With Yonabari’s defeat, the counterfeit urban legends stopped appearing. Other types of spirits continued to cause trouble like always, but things were noticeably more peaceful compared to before.


  Jinya welcomed the year of Magatsume’s foretold second coming as a student of Modori River High School. He considered dropping out because of what happened to Shiramine Yachie and because he’d been seen in demon form, but Miyaka stopped him.


  “I want you to stay a little longer, so I can properly tell you something… Is that selfish of me?”


  As far as she was concerned, the matter of her old teacher’s death was over with. She didn’t blame him anymore. She was still a little afraid to look at him as a demon, but there was something she had to tell him.


  The others were, overall, fairly unbothered by his demon form as well. And Moe even seemed thrilled by the sight of him. Apparently, she was happy to see what she had only heard about from her predecessors. Kaoru also had no trouble regarding Jinya’s demon form. She was already fully aware that he was a ­nonhuman creature ever since they met in the past. A bit unexpectedly, the ever-timid Mai didn’t seem to mind Jinya’s true demon appearance either, but perhaps that was because he reminded her of the way Yanagi had been when he became Hikiko-san. It seemed a demon really wasn’t all that intimidating so long as they meant no harm.


  The children were all stronger than Jinya had given them credit for. It was thanks to their willingness to accept him that a demon as unsightly as him could continue to be a high schooler.


  “Don’t think badly of her, Natsuki. She came all this way for your sake.”


  “I know, but she didn’t have to bring up that we took baths together and make everyone misunderstand!”


  It was still lunch period. After all the uproar, the usual group left their class to eat in an empty classroom over in the building that held the special-purpose classes. They were joined by Ryuuna, the cause of that uproar.


  Thanks to Jinya’s spirit-hunter-related work, a number of teachers felt like they were indebted to him. He didn’t want to abuse their perceived obligation to him, but the group couldn’t very well eat in the classroom with Ryuuna, so he got permission from the teachers to borrow this unused classroom. They could only hope things would have calmed down in the class by the time they returned.


  “You’re at fault here too, Ryuuna. All that commotion could have been avoided if you’d been more prudent about what you said. I know you like to dote on Natsuki, but for his sake, let’s be a bit more careful.”


  “I understand. Natsuki, I’m sorry.”


  “Good girl.” Jinya finished chiding her, then combed his fingers through her hair, drawing out a pleasant smile from her.


  “Hello, everyone. Have you been well?”


  “Hello, Ryuuna-san.”


  Ryuuna and the others quickly exchanged pleasantries. They first encountered each other when Ryuuna saved them after Yonabari attacked, and they had apparently met a few times over winter break. She was closest to Kaoru, who was a fan of the movie “The Koyomiza Story” and apparently recognized Ryuuna from when she was standing behind the Toudou couple in the variety show that did a report on the theater.


  Incidentally, Ryuuna was also a character in that movie, played by a high school idol just starting her career. She was the niece of the gardener “Jiiya” who worked at the noble household Kimiko came from and was depicted as one of Kimiko’s few friends in her sheltered younger years. But she only appeared in flashbacks, and her true identity as a demon was obviously not mentioned, nor was the fact that she came to stay at Koyomiza.


  As a fan of the movie, Kaoru was excited to have met the real Ryuuna in any case, and she gushed about it when she finally found out over winter break.


  “All right, I think that’s enough nagging from me,” Jinya said. “Natsuki, would you mind forgiving her?”


  “I wasn’t mad at her to begin with. I was just worried about weird rumors getting started about me.”


  “Just think of the rumors as simple jealousy and forget about them.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  “A real man puts up with small things.”


  “Only old people with outdated beliefs say stuff like that, Jii-chan…”


  Miyaka watched their back-and-forth with a giggle. “You’re like a father, Jinya.”


  “I consider myself to be more of a grandfather than their ­father. Being a parent comes with more responsibility.”


  “Does it?”


  “Absolutely. If I were their father, I would have to nag them more. I can get away with not doing that precisely because there’s a little more distance between us.”


  Looking at it another way, the fact that fathers nagged so much showed just how much they cared. Just like a certain somebody’s father. Miyaka read between the lines of Jinya’s words and took on a sheepish look.


  “What’s up, Miyaka?” asked Moe.


  “It’s nothing.” Miyaka smiled things off. “It’ll soon be a whole year since school started, huh?”


  “Time seriously flies. I kinda don’t want the year to end, y’know? We might be put in different classes and such. Like, can’t we just stick with the same people the whole time?”


  “Ha ha. I know what you mean.”


  “Something big’s coming up before the year ends, though, so I gotta stay sharp for the time being.”


  “Huh?”


  Moe’s gaze turned awfully serious for a moment, making Miyaka wonder, but her expression was soon all smiles again. She was obviously trying to brush what she had said under the rug. The old Miyaka would have tactfully pretended not to notice, but her heart had grown from the events of the Kankandara incident.


  “Well, don’t push yourself.”


  “Heh, thanks. Tell that to Jin too. I’m sure he’d be happy to hear it from you.”


  “Right. I’ll try my best.”


  “Oh, come on. It’s not somethin’ you need to hesitate to say to him. But I guess I’m not one to talk, huh?”


  They both had work to do on telling him how they felt. With their conversation over, the girls went back to eating their lunch. Eventually, lunch period neared its end.


  “All right, shall we get ready to head back?” said Jinya. Everyone began gathering their trash.


  Just as Miyaka was about to leave, she felt Ryuuna tugging her sleeve. “Er, is something wrong?”


  Ryuuna’s smile was too peaceful to match her youthful face. “I’m relieved. You seem okay.”


  “H-huh?”


  Having said no more than what she cared to say, Ryuuna left without offering an explanation. Miyaka could only guess what she meant.


   


  ***


   


  The sun set early in winter. There was only a brief window of sunlight that could be enjoyed in the evening after school let out.


  Tomishima Yanagi was in the middle of packing his things to go home when he saw Jinya leaving the classroom first. “Oh, Jinya. Already heading home?”


  “Not quite. I have some ‘work’ to take care of.”


  After classes, students got ready for club activities, went to study in the library, got in groups to go hang out somewhere, and so on. Jinya was similarly busy today. All the counterfeit urban legends were gone now, but regular urban legends were still around, as were the spirits of old. A request from a non-school contact had come to him, so he was leaving right away to take care of it.


  “You’ve always got your hands full, huh?”


  “That’s just how it is. I feel more at ease addressing these things right away. What’s more, I need to make a living.”


  “Ah, right. A man’s gotta eat.”


  “Exactly. Even just drinking water costs money these days. You’ll be in the same boat too before you know it, Yanagi.”


  “Yeesh. Too real, man.”


  The boys of the usual group had spent more time together during the second semester and were now close enough to address each other by their first names. Jinya often remarked how he wished they could hurry up and drink liquor together, something Yanagi always balked at. Until Yanagi came of age, chewing gum would have to do.


  “Here, have some caffeinated gum.”


  “Thanks.” Jinya took the gum and popped it into his mouth. After some quick parting words, he left the classroom behind.


  Yanagi mused over the peculiar friend he had made—a swordsman who fought the unseen spirits of the world. Of course, Yanagi was peculiar himself, being part urban legend, but he still watched Jinya go with a grin.


  “Maybe I should start thinking about the future, huh…” He thought about what Jinya said.


  Yanagi’s first year of high school was nearing its end. Soon, he would become a second-year and have to start thinking about things like college. The topic of what they would do after high school came up once before among the boys, and Jinya had off-handedly answered he might start a soba restaurant.


  Yanagi wondered to himself why he wanted to do that specific thing, but Mai later told him that back in Meiji times, Jinya ran a soba restaurant while working his true occupation as a spirit hunter on the side. He had to admit, living that kind of double life seemed like something Jinya would do. There was a bit of an allure to it, but Yanagi didn’t think he himself was suited for something like that, even with his special Hikiko-san power.


  “Yanagi-kun?”


  “Oh, hey. Ready to head out?” He took one look at Mai’s face and just knew. For him, finding a stable job and earning a steady income would be the way to go.


  “Yoshioka-san, you heading out?” a boy in their class said. “Let’s hit up karaoke together sometime!”


  “Huh? O-oh, um…”


  “Ha ha, you’re cute. Think about it for me, ’kay?”


  On second thought, thinking about the future could wait. Yanagi had some bigger problems to worry about right now—specifically that more boys had been chatting up Mai as of late. In their second semester, the fact that Mai was the mystery girl doing the morning announcements came to light, which led to a good number of boys to start taking interest in and hitting on her.


  “Uh oh. You might not wanna wait around for too long, Tomishima!”


  “You be quiet.”


  The group of flashy girls in their class looked at Yanagi and Mai with teasing grins. They didn’t mean any ill will. In fact, it was usually just Momoe Moe who poked fun at them, and her intentions were obvious to all.


  “You want him to hurry up and make a move too, right, Mai?”


  “Wh-what do you mean?” Mai bashfully replied.


  Wanting to save her from further teasing, Yanagi grabbed Mai by the hand and stormed out. Mai was bewildered but managed to wave goodbye and say, “See you tomorrow!” on the way out.


   


  ***


   


  Peace fell over the classroom once again, but there were those who sensed the lurking presence in Kadono City. Among them were Jinya and Ryuuna, of course, but Momoe Moe took notice as well.


  “Those two are a riot,” said Moe’s friend with a big grin.


  “Right? But don’t go teasing ’em for real, or I’ll get angry, ya hear?” Moe made sure to warn her, just to be safe. Mai had been bullied before, so she wanted to make sure nothing like that ever happened again. She trusted that her friends wouldn’t be the sort to do anything along those lines, though.


  “I know, I know. C’mon, let’s get going. Hey, you think you could invite Kadono along with us next time?”


  “Ah… Maybe, if he’s free.”


  This was the same friend who told Moe about the Headless Rider rumor she heard. Ever since then, she’d been keenly interested in Jinya and asked Moe to invite him to their outings every chance she got. She wasn’t the only one who had developed an interest in him, though; a few other girls seemed to have their eyes on him, such as the girl a year above them, “Boxed Lunch Senpai.” She was still pursuing him now in their third school semester.


  “Oh, talking about Kadono made me remember this all of a sudden… There’s a rumor going around that says you can hear a crying baby out in an abandoned building in the suburbs.”


  “Oh? Tell me more.” Moe’s gaze turned inquisitive.


  “That’s basically it, actually. Just your typical spooky rumor: a baby’s cries being heard echoing in a place that should be empty. Some boys apparently went there on a dare and ran away crying. Totally lame, right? Oh, and they say a little girl has been seen coming and going there. But I’m sure it’s all nothing to worry about. This city has its Demon-Slaying Yasha to protect it, ­after all.”


  Moe had an idea of what was going on right away. They were practically advertising where they were. Magatsume was finally making her move to grant her ancient wish.


   


  2


   


  MOE WAS OFTEN OUT AT NIGHT, and not always with friends. She may have looked like an ordinary high school girl, but she was also the tenth Akitsu Somegorou. Every now and then, she caught wind of a rumor and prowled the night to investigate.


  “Buzz off! I ain’t that kinda girl!”


  But she was constantly pestered by ill-intentioned men and flippant-looking youths because of her flamboyant appearance. She brushed aside a middle-aged man who came up to her to ask “How much?” and continued her search with a huffy look. Occasionally, a police officer would stop and chide her for being out so late. None of them had any clue she was doing this for their sake. It pissed her off a bit, really.


  “It’s not like I want their gratitude or whatever, but still… Ugh. I bet things weren’t always like this.”


  If you mentioned the Akitsu back in Edo-era Kyoto, people knew right away you were talking about the line of artifact spirit users. Even in the later years of the Meiji era, people recognized and praised the fourth Akitsu Somegorou as the best spirit hunter of his time. But in the modern era? Spirits and urban legends alike were thought of as the stuff of fiction, and people who claimed to slay them for a living were seen as no different than those who tried to sell those pots that supposedly brought luck and so on (snake oil salesmen, essentially). It was sad to think things could change so much.


  Moe recalled the superior demon she’d encountered recently. Having had their place in the dark corners of the world taken from them, illuminated away by man-made lights, they placed their hopes in the advent of Magatsume. Moe wouldn’t go as far as to wish to see the Heisei world ruined, but to tell the truth, she could sympathize with the demon. She knew what it was like to lose one’s place in the world and be treated as though one were nonexistent.


  “Not that I’d overlook a demon doin’ wrong…”


  But at the end of the day, she was a human who enjoyed the life she currently had and wouldn’t abide those who did harm. Her sympathy for demonkind faded as soon as the abandoned suburban building she was looking for came into sight.


  Kadono City, part of Hyogo Prefecture, was not particularly large. If you left the center parts, you would soon run into a hodgepodge of concrete buildings and lush greenery. In one such area, Moe found the place she was after: a tall two-story building that used to be a bowling alley.


  The place had been popular during the bowling boom around Showa 46 (1971), but because it was too far out of the way for most people, its business dried up as soon as the boom came to an end. The company managing it ended up declaring bankruptcy. Time passed without any buyer being found, leaving the property to be overrun by greenery and become decrepit. People hardly ever came by anymore.


  That said, there were people with peculiar interests, namely ghost or ruin enthusiasts, who occasionally visited for the place’s spooky atmosphere. The rumor that brought Moe here this time originated from a ghost enthusiast who came to explore. According to them, “Even though this place should be empty, you can hear the overlapping cries of what sounds like babies.” It was the perfect story to lure in someone who hunted down these kinds of rumors.


  “Wow. This place definitely has the vibes of an abandoned building…” Moe looked at the bowling alley’s exterior with a grimace.


  The glass windows were all shattered, and the concrete walls were entirely overgrown with ivy and covered in cracks. Needless to say, there were no lights on. The place was a shadow of itself; there was no mistaking that. Even a spirit hunter as experienced as Moe hesitated to venture inside. She was strong enough to beat up most things that might come her way—ghosts, spirits, what have you—but scary was scary. Plus, after seeing Kankandara firsthand, she understood there were spirits stronger than her out there. She had good reason not to act carelessly.


  Just then, she saw a figure through a second-floor window.


  “…Huh?”


  It was the figure of a girl, maybe about eight or nine years old. Moe didn’t do anything foolish like spring forth to try and help her. There was a common trope in stories involving places like these where people tried to help a lost child only to be lured into a trap. The girl herself might very well be a ghost or some kind of monster. Plus, there were other possibilities to consider.


  Before she knew it, Moe found herself reaching for her cell phone and trying to call her long-lived friend, but he didn’t answer, no matter how many times she rang. He had mentioned he would be doing his usual work today. Moe couldn’t wait any longer, though. Rushing in alone was reckless, but she couldn’t shake from her mind the possibility that the girl she saw was actually someone in genuine need of help.


  “Looks like my choice is made.”


  Luckily, she could get in through one of the broken windows. She took care not to cut herself on the sharp glass and found her way inside. The lights were all smashed, but it wouldn’t have mattered since the electricity hadn’t been paid for in ages. She didn’t bring a flashlight with her, but that posed no issue at all.


  “Lantern.”


  She had a Japanese lantern phone strap with the phrase “Daytime Lantern”—a humorous term for a bumbling fool—written on it. It was another one of her artifact spirits, this one bearing the humble ability of providing light. The lantern floated with a dim glow, allowing her to search the bowling alley. She passed the service counter and continued inward to the locker room and the lounge. All the things from when the place was active—the price lists, the bowling balls—were still here.


  The damaged floorboards creaked under her feet. She spotted an old, abandoned vending machine. The drinks it offered were all in glass bottles, something that was unusual these days but likely normal in its time.


  The first bowling boom drew people here in droves, but now not a soul was in sight. Perhaps this was the fate of the things forgotten by the changing of times.


  There was no point in getting all sentimental. Moe stayed aware of her surroundings and continued onward to the second floor. The place was all bowling lanes. There were windows, but they were all fairly high. No child would appear in them by chance. In other words, the girl Moe had seen was unlikely to be human.


  Wary, she continued along. She walked up to the bowling lanes on the second floor and gasped. “What in the world…?”


  Bwaah, bwaaah.


  She could hear baby cries echoing, just like the rumor mentioned. But instead of encountering something like the Shibuya Seven Specters, she found real babies here, all crying like mad. A quick count told her there had to be at least a dozen.


  “There’s no way these are all abandoned children, right?”


  The only thing keeping her from running forward in concern for the babies was the sheer oddness of it all. She couldn’t write this off as some kind of coincidence. A person might abandon one child in an empty building, but not this many. The babies weren’t the only abnormal thing, though.


  “…The flooring’s new.”


  She crouched down and touched the floor, belatedly realizing the creaking had stopped the moment she reached the second floor. The wooden boards were still nicely waxed and only slightly damaged. The bowling lanes and bowling balls seemed oddly new as well. It was as though everything had been remodeled just the other day, while the first floor remained in ruins. It was strange no matter how you looked at it.


  “Good evening, Akitsu-san.”


  Moe shot up in surprise and leaped away as she turned to face the sudden voice. It came from a young-looking girl with soft, wavy hair that came down to her shoulders and was a natural shade of chestnut brown. Her face was slender, lacking the chubbiness found on many children, with features better described as well proportioned in a wholesome, prim way rather than cute. She wore a black blouse decorated with white lace, as well as a skirt that matched the outfit. She looked like she could have walked off the cover of a fairy-tale book. If Moe saw her out in the street, she would have thought to herself, “Wow, that girl’s as pretty as a doll” and nothing further. But in a place like this, her appearance only heightened Moe’s unease.


  “Who are you?” interrogated Moe.


  “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Himawari.”


  This was Moe’s first encounter with her, but the Akitsu were already well acquainted. Moe repeated the name, processing what was happening. “Himawari… Magatsume’s daughter.”


  Himawari was one of Magatsume’s daughters, and the eldest of them at that. It took more than a hundred years, but, finally, the Akitsu had reencountered their sworn enemies.


  “You don’t seem all too surprised,” Himawari commented, looking a bit taken aback.


  “’Course not.” From the start, Moe had considered the possibility that the girl in the window she saw wasn’t a ghost, spirit, or person in need of help, but one of Magatsume’s underlings. “So, what’s the deal, then? This Magatsume’s hideout or something?”


  “Not at all. She was here for a time, but she’s since left.”


  “Ah. So I just missed her, eh?”


  “More or less. Color me impressed, though. The third Akitsu-san was an aloof man, but he was kind. I see the modern Akitsu-san is no different. I was certain Uncle Jinta would be the one to come, and yet here you are in his stead.”


  Slightly confused by what Himawari said, Moe made a face. “Hm? Whaddya mean?”


  “Pardon?” Himawari was puzzled in return. The two stared at one another for a few moments, their conversation not meshing. “Did you not come here because you heard the rumor?”


  “I did. Somethin’ ’bout a baby’s voice being heard here. Oh, and a little girl being spotted.”


  “That’s the one. If you understood that much and weren’t surprised to see me, then you must have at least somewhat expected to find a daughter of Magatsume here?”


  “Well, it’s pretty obvious you guys would at least be plotting something or other right about now…”


  “Then surely you realized the purpose of the rumors was to lure my uncle out?” Himawari was under the impression that Moe pieced together the fact that this was all a trap and came anyway, but actually she only came on impulse and just so happened to run headfirst into Himawari.


  Finally realizing the misunderstanding, Moe’s gaze wandered. “O-oh, that. Yeah, totally. All of Magatsume’s evil schemes are just so easy to see through! So lame, really.”


  “Enough. I understand now.” Himawari regarded Moe with cold exasperation. After clearing her throat, she smiled again and continued the conversation. “At any rate, this is not where my mother resides. Nor does she scheme. Her heart only knows pure love.”


  The air that had gone lax grew tense again all at once. 


  Bwaah, bwaah. 


  With the cries of the babies in the background, a figure slowly drifted out of the darkness. When she saw them, Moe grew wary.


  “Allow me to introduce you. This is my youngest sister, Suzuran.”


  Suzuran had no eyes, no face, no mouth. Her skin was pale and slimy, and her limbs were abnormally long with her arms dangling at her side. Moe was revolted by the sight of her—not because she was particularly hideous, but because she was non­descript to the point of eeriness.


  Moe had never seen a faceless demon like this before and quickly put herself on guard. She drew back slightly as something she had heard weighed on her mind. Apparently, the daughters of Magatsume, except for Himawari, had all been faceless beings like this at one point. By consuming a person, they could gain a sense of self, memories, and an appearance. Jishibari had consumed Nagumo Kazusa, and Furutsubaki had consumed Saegusa Sahiro.


  In other words, Suzuran was a daughter of Magatsume who had yet to consume a person. Himawari said she was the youngest, so she must have been born recently. She would find someone to consume and gain personhood if she were left alone. In that case, Moe could neither leave her alive nor hold anything back. She took Shouki’s dagger out of her pocket and readied herself to move at any time.


  “Pure love, eh? I doubt it. Seems like you’re up to something sinister with all these babies you’ve gathered,” said Moe.


  “Ah, these? These are simply the result of something my mother did. They have nothing to do with Suzuran’s ability.”


  “And what’s her ability, then?”


  “Would you like to know?”


  Moe stiffened. Himawari seemed more than willing to answer her questions, for some reason. Himawari clearly wasn’t suited for fighting, but the same could not be said for Suzuran waiting behind her. Moe wasn’t the most cautious spirit hunter out there, but she had a fair amount of experience under her belt for her age. However, even she couldn’t tell if Suzuran was weak, strong, or how she might fight.


  Moe kept her guard high and watched both of them carefully.


  “Go on. Give her a demonstration of Suzuran,” said Himawari to her sister.


  The faceless demon began to squirm and reached out a pale arm.


  “Kitty spirits.” With a shake of her cell phone straps, Moe’s stylized cat artifact spirits appeared, and she distanced herself at the same time. Her strongest weapon, Shouki, had to be used from close range, and getting in range to use it against a superior demon with an unknown ability was too much of a gamble.


  Over the past year, Moe had fought countless urban legends and superior demons, not to mention Kankandara, and she had learned from her experiences. Facing spirits far stronger than herself taught her that no matter how gifted she was, she still needed to exercise great caution.


  Her arm’s like a whip. Its range is hard to grasp. I’ll have to figure that out first, as well as how hard it can hit, getting a read on ’em bit by bit, Moe thought. Of course, learning the demon’s ability was also important. She wanted to figure out whatever Himawari was plotting as well, but that was probably asking for too much. She would have her hands full just dealing with this faceless demon. A daughter of Magatsume probably wouldn’t be as weak as the superior demon she faced the other day, and she’d rather not end up dead.


  “You’re calmer than I expected you’d be.”


  “Let’s just say I’ve fought with my life on the line more than a few times!”


  Suzuran let out a muted groan as she slammed one of her long, white, whiplike arms forward. Her range seemed about two or three meters longer than Shouki’s. Moe dodged the strike, the new floorboards where she had stood caving in from the force of the blow.


  Suzuran had decent range and good strength, but she didn’t look that hard to fight. The whiplike movement of her arms was hard to predict, but her actions were simple. Even someone like Moe, who could only read a few moves ahead in a fight, could handle Suzuran with ease.


  But that was precisely why something felt off. These clumsy attacks were no act, but there just had to be something more to this last daughter of Magatsume. Moe suspected Suzuran had an ability that would let her change the tide of battle in a single stroke.


  “Dog spirits, kitty spirits! Get her!” Thinking she had to make a move herself, Moe summoned more of her artifact spirits, but their attacks failed to reach Suzuran. Suzuran’s attacks had been clumsy, but her reflexes were anything but. Her whiplike arms sent the dogs and cats attacking her flying.


  Suzuran was clearly physically superior, but Moe still had a stronger attack in her arsenal with Shouki. The key to this fight would be finding an opportunity to use her trump card. Should she take the conventional route of forcing an opening with a different, straightforward attack, or should she try to take them by surprise? Moe could go with either option, given the number of artifact spirits she had, but she wasn’t sure what was best.


  “No use overthinking things. Just gotta go for it.” She had doubts but did not hesitate. If this were a situation where she had to win at all costs, she would gladly take risks and put her life on the line, but she had no reason to commit herself to such an extent here. The option to flee was still very much on the table for her. At the very least, she was sure Jinya would have preferred that. But at the same time, she would rather slay this pawn of Magatsume now to prevent trouble further down the line. Having made her decision, she took a step forward, only to immediately feel Suzuran’s glare pierce through her.


  Moe involuntarily shuddered. Suzuran had no eyes, and yet she was sure she felt her gaze. She stopped in place, not bound by an ability but purely overwhelmed by the air Suzuran exuded.


  Moe braced herself, ready to move at any instant with Shouki’s dagger gripped tightly in her hand. To give herself courage, she glared back at Suzuran.


  “Aa, aaah…” The faceless demon’s body blurred, moving at a speed too fast to follow. Moe tensed her whole body. She gathered strength in her arms and legs, ready to attack. A split second later, she heard the smashing of glass.


  “…What.”


  Using her superior body, Suzuran moved at an inhuman speed and broke through a glass window. In other words, she fled.


  Himawari was already nowhere to be found. Moe was left alone in the bowling alley, still bracing herself for an attack that would never come.


   


  ***


   


  Around the same time, Jinya was off fighting a spirit somewhere else.


  Without hesitation, he delivered the final blow. Tonight’s job had been given to him by Modori River High School’s gym teacher. One night, this gym teacher spotted a male student he taught in track and field in the shopping district at a late hour. The student was an earnest athlete with a promising future, so the teacher wanted to chide him about staying out late. But when he approached, the student abruptly vanished. He hadn’t lost sight of him; the student simply disappeared in an instant before his very eyes. There was clearly something supernatural at play. Having heard the rumors of the Demon-Slaying Yasha, the teacher requested Jinya’s help.


  The job was completely without issue, the student retrieved without a scratch. The problem came after that. On his way home, Jinya felt presences targeting him.


  “I’d rather you all put more thought into things if you’re going to attack me.”


  Jinya didn’t want to be seen, so he moved into an alley, after which several demons followed him, baring their fangs They were only lesser demons, and it took less than a minute to deal with them all.


  Jinya disliked senseless killing, but he wasn’t as merciful as Moe. Even after taking care of them all, he kept his guard up and icily asked, “Are you just going to watch?”


  After he glared into the darkness, a figure emerged. Its eyes were a bloody red, its body lanky and grotesque. It didn’t seem to be a superior demon, but the air around it was different from the small fry just now. It must have been the one that organized this attack.


  “Demon Eater… Fool who dares to stand in Magatsume-sama’s way.”


  “‘Magatsume-sama,’ eh? I guess she’s really starting to be worshipped now.”


  Just like the superior demon from the other day, this lesser demon seemed to be holding out hope that Magatsume would bring ruin to the world of man.


  “Why do you assist humans and kill your own kind?” the demon asked spitefully.


  “Because I cannot change who I am. That’s all there is to it. Is it not the way of demons to live and die clinging to their manner of being?” Jinya replied matter-of-factly. “So, what’ll it be? Will you withdraw or die? I won’t lose more than a few seconds either way.” He wasn’t being arrogant; it was simply a fact that the difference between them was like night and day.


  The demon’s lanky body came to life as it made a mad charge at Jinya. Though he did not like to kill without purpose, Jinya wasn’t so naive as to hesitate. He stepped forward to meet the attacking demon and sliced it across the middle as he passed by. His blade slid cleanly through flesh and bone, and the demon collapsed to the ground in two pieces. After making sure there were no presences remaining, Jinya flicked the blood off Yarai and returned it to its scabbard.


  “What a waste.” Jinya breathed in the alley’s musty air and sighed. The demon had chosen not to flee. Perhaps it felt like it was cornered and had no choice—cornered not by Jinya but by the Heisei era it found itself closed in by.


  Nagumo Eizen, Izuchi, Yonabari. Jinya had met many such people, both man and demon. But seeing such demons one-sidedly place their hopes onto Magatsume infuriated him.


   


  The following day, Jinya went to school as usual.


  It was almost time for them to move up a grade, and the classes would be reshuffled for their second year. His classmates were full of anticipation and worry, the classroom abuzz with more energy than normal.


  “It’d be nice if we were all in the same class again!” Like many others, Kaoru didn’t want to be separated from her new friends. If they were all in different classes, the usual group would find themselves drifting apart. That was just the way things went, but it was sad to think about. Miyaka nodded along with what Kaoru said, feeling the same way as she did.


  “Phew! I made it just in time! Mornin’! Oh, wait, don’t tell me I actually had plenty of time left?” A good ten minutes before classes began, Moe came crashing into the classroom, blasting the solemn mood away.


  “Good morning, Moe. The teacher isn’t even here yet.”


  “Mornin’, Miyaka. No wonder everyone was walkin’ so slow! My clock must be off. Actually, I ran out in such a hurry that I forgot my bag!” After greeting Miyaka, Moe joined her circle of stylish friends. Her cheeks were a little flushed from embarrassment.


  “Aha ha, Aki-chan never changes, huh?” Kaoru said.


  “For real. She does feel a little different today, though,” said Miyaka.


  “Huh? You think so?” Kaoru didn’t seem to agree. Miyaka couldn’t really elaborate on what she meant, though, not quite understanding what was different about Moe herself. Jinya watched their exchange from the area by the windows.


  There had been more spirits out as of late. Moe must have been out late last night doing her duties as Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth. She often came to class these days looking a little ­haggard. Some students who didn’t know her well gossiped that it was because she was out late getting into trouble, but she would just laugh off such rumors, saying, “Let ’em talk.”


  “Momoe-san’s nice, huh?”


  “Yeah. She’s pretty, she has a good personality, and she’s stylish.”


  Despite all the rumors about her, she was still rather popular. Some boys discreetly talked about her among themselves. Yanagi was with them but didn’t join the conversation, instead watching Moe like a hawk. “Jinya…”


  “I know.”


  Yanagi was on full alert. Jinya felt the same way and called out to Moe to make sure of something.


  “Hm? What’s up, Jin?” she replied, sounding no different than usual.


   


  ***


   


  “Hey, where’s Jinya?” After first period was over, Miyaka looked around the classroom and realized that Jinya was already nowhere to be found.


  Mai, who sat near the entrance, told her, “He left together with Moe-san a little while ago.”


  “With Moe?” Apparently, they’d left as soon as class was over. It was a bit cold of them not to say anything to her before leaving, but knowing the two of them, they probably had something serious to talk about. “I’ll have to catch up with them later, then.” Miyaka didn’t like the feeling of being left out, but it wasn’t as if they were being malicious about it. She trusted they would fill her in on things when the right time came. For the time being, she continued to chat with Mai. “By the way, I read that book you recommended to me, Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan. It was pretty good.”


  “I’m glad you liked it. Reading a collection of stories like that is fun on its own, but it’s even more enjoyable to think about the world that might have shaped them.”


  “I know what you mean. ‘The Princess and the Blue Demon,’ in particular, really takes on different shades when you know the backstory.”


  “That one stood out, yeah. Being able to read between the lines of stories is one of the joys of reading.”


  Mai really got talking when it came to books. Miyaka had read Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan on her recommendation. It was an anthology of ghost stories from the latter half of the Edo period, both famous and obscure. It included stories such as “The Princess and the Blue Demon,” “The Invisible Demon of the Temple Town,” “Ghost Alley,” “The Ukiyo-e of Kudanzaka,” and many more. A good number of the stories described incidents Jinya himself had been involved in, further adding to their enjoyability.


  “The one who wrote ‘The Princess and the Blue Demon’ knew what actually happened, right?” asked Miyaka.


  “Yeah. That story was apparently written by the one who compiled the whole anthology. I really liked the afterword and how it began with ‘This tale is pulled from the experiences of my past.’”


  “I didn’t read as far as the afterword. Maybe I’ll buy it and read it all over again.”


  “I recommend the edition by Kono Publishing if you do. It’s got the original text side-by-side with modern Japanese, so it’s really easy to read.”


  Miyaka found another book she liked, alongside her book about urban legends. She and Mai made a promise to go visit the bookstore together, and they spent the rest of the break talking about other books they liked.


   


  ***


   


  “Somethin’ up, Jin? It’s not every day you call me up to the rooftop like this. Of course, you’re more than welcome to confess your feelings for me if that’s what’s going on.”


  The moment first period ended, Jinya had called Moe up to the rooftop. She poked fun at him even though she knew no clichéd confession of love was coming.


  “Sorry, but that’s not it,” replied Jinya.


  “Aww. What a bore.”


  “Are you feeling all right? You seem tired.”


  “Oh, you could tell? I was out late last night. Not playin’, of course, but doing my duty as Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth. There’ve been lots of demons out lately saying they’re tryin’ to help Magatsume. Guess you were out ‘working’ as well?” The two of them had recently encountered a superior demon trying to kill them for Magatsume’s sake, though they hadn’t told anyone else about it yet. “Oh, is Magatsume what you wanted to talk about?”


  “Not quite. Something just smelled off about you.” He bore raw hostility toward her.


  “Oh no. Don’t tell me I stink?”


  “Not in the literal sense. You gave very little away. You act just like Moe, and you talk like her too. Your expressions and carefree attitude are no different as well. You even know things only she would know. But you smell wrong.”


  “What do you mean?”


  That was probably what Miyaka had unconsciously noticed as well. Out of everybody in their usual friend group, Moe was the one who put the most effort into her personal grooming. She kept an eye on the latest fashion products, wore light makeup to school, and even used perfume.


  “You may have her memories, but you lack her experience. Or perhaps you simply didn’t have the necessary items on hand. Either way, you failed to fully replicate her beyond her appearance.”


  The current Moe didn’t seem to be using any cosmetics or perfume at all. That was unthinkable for her, the one who claimed dressing up was how a woman showed her determination. Even if it meant arriving seconds before class began, she always made sure to look her best. The fact that she didn’t even understand what he meant when he pointed out that she smelled off only turned his doubts into a conviction.


  He bit into his right palm and formed a red sword with Blood Blade. His sudden action made her flustered, but without hesitation he pointed the blade at her and asked in a low tone, “Who are you?”


  All the bewilderment on her face disappeared at once. Momoe Moe—or rather, her impostor—grinned back.


   


  3


   


  LILY OF THE VALLEY / SUZURAN


   


  THE LILY OF THE VALLEY, known in Japanese as suzuran, is a perennial flower that grows in the cool plateaus of places like Hokkaido, Honshu, and Kyushu. The name “suzuran” can be broken into two kanji, “bell” and “orchard,” which makes sense given the flower’s bell-like appearance. It’s a charming, dainty-looking flower that is actually poisonous. Consuming even a small amount of them is enough to be lethal, and yet they have been believed to bring luck since time immemorial. In France, there is a tradition of giving people dear to oneself a lily of the valley on May 1st to wish them happiness.


  The lily of the valley is a poisonous flower that wishes happiness for those who are held dear. In the language of flowers, they mean “the return of happiness.”


   


  Many spirits were known to masquerade as people, and so knowing how to see through their guises was a must. The thing pretending to be Moe showed a smile, but that would be its final vain attempt at deception. Jinya stepped in and swung his blade. His strike lacked luster, however, moving at an easily avoidable speed.


  He kept his strike slow because he had formed a number of theories on the spot. The one before him was clearly not the Momoe Moe he knew. Was it just an impostor, or was it controlling Moe herself somehow? Was she being controlled like a puppet, or had it taken her appearance and memories through some means?


  He sifted through all the theories he had and was left with two that seemed feasible. The impostor before him was either something that had consumed Moe and assumed her appearance, or it wasn’t.


  “Whoa—hey!” She stooped over to dodge the sword. But he hadn’t intended to land a strike to begin with; he was using it to further narrow things down. She hadn’t tried to use any artifact spirits, and she didn’t show any wariness or surprise toward him.


  Without a hint of hesitation, she chose to bolt away. There was no door in the opposite direction. Instead, she kicked off the concrete ground and leaped. It seemed she intended to vault the chain link fence surrounding the rooftop and jump off the building.


  Without any rush, Jinya held his left arm slightly aloft. The impostor froze right where she was in the air, still mid-jump. She let out a groan and grimaced.


  “I already prepared something just in case. You should’ve decided to run sooner.”


  She should have expected him to do something like this, since he was so upfront with his doubts. He’d used Jishibari and Invisibility simultaneously to set up invisible chains and cut off any hope of escape early on.


  The chains bound the impostor’s body. He had her in a rather tight grip, but he couldn’t hear the sound of any bones creaking. Through his ability Jishibari, he could feel he had some kind of strange, flexible creature bound. This impostor clearly wasn’t Moe, or even anything remotely human.


  “Now then, there are a few things I’d like you to answer for me.” He found himself angrier than he expected and couldn’t hide his bloodlust. The impostor seemed to sense his rage, or perhaps she had simply given up, as a strange change came over her.


  “Aaah…” A weak groan came from the impostor’s lips. Her pale skin melted away like sludge, falling from where she was bound in the air to the concrete rooftop. In the blink of an eye, she was entirely reduced to a viscous liquid, then slowly vaporized until not a trace remained less than half a minute later.


  “Hmm…” Jinya frowned. He had suspected Moe had been devoured by a daughter of Magatsume, but apparently that was not the case. “But of course. Nanao, it’s just as you said,” he murmured with a dreary heart. He was not surprised. Nanao, the sex worker he had met in the Showa era, had talked about this.


  The wind blowing on the rooftop was cold, but it wasn’t just winter’s chill that pierced him deeply.


  With nothing else to be done, Jinya left the rooftop behind.


  Second period had already started. He was walking through the corridor and thinking about what excuse to give for his tardiness when he heard a flurry of footsteps.


  He saw a girl in a rush. She spotted him and changed directions, running up and stopping right in front of him. Fighting to catch her breath, she put on a cheerful smile and said, “Mornin’, Jin! You runnin’ late too?”


  He couldn’t help but be stunned. He looked her over carefully, scrutinizing everything from her fingertips to her head. She seemed a little squeamish under his gaze and smiled awkwardly. Despite running late, she’d made sure to put on her usual light makeup, and she was using a gentle citrus perfume that tickled his nose.


  But to make doubly sure, he finished by poking her in the forehead with a finger.


  “Wha—huh?! What?! What gives?!”


  She was shocked by him poking her out of nowhere. Her skin didn’t feel elastic like the impostor’s had earlier, but human.


  “You must be the real deal.”


  “What? Seriously, like, what’re you talkin’ about?!”


  He smiled with relief, leaving Moe further confused.


  “Someone showed up pretending to be you,” he said.


  “Huh? For real? Funny timin’, ’cause I fought a daughter of Magatsume yesterday.” She was a spirit hunter too; she gathered her cool quickly when she realized something serious was going on. She gave him a detailed breakdown on what happened yesterday: how she ran into Himawari and met the youngest daughter Suzuran, the many babies she found in the abandoned building, and how Magatsume and her forces were clearly plotting something.


  “But yeah, I met a couple daughters of Magatsume only for ’em to give me the slip. I obviously couldn’t just leave the babies where they were, but after I made sure they were taken care of, it was well past midnight, and I wound up sleepin’ in and came to school late.”


  The demon known as Suzuran apparently fled without doing much of anything, and Moe called the police afterward to make sure the babies got help. She had to stay out far later than she anticipated, but at least she was safe. The police apparently assumed she was a young mother abandoning children at the time, something she made sure to grumble about to Jinya.


  Himawari’s goals remained unclear, and Suzuran’s ability was unknown, but Moe was unharmed. This result was something to be happy about.


  “Sorry, Jin. I should’ve made Himawari give me some more information on Magatsume.” Perhaps it was her pride as Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth talking, but she seemed bitter about letting a lead like this get away. She puffed her cheeks out in a pout.


  “It’s fine. I’m just happy you’re safe. I’m glad you made it back.”


  “Thanks. But I had a lookalike, huh? Who could it have been?”


  “I would assume Suzuran, but I can’t be sure.”


  “Hmm. But it’s not like she did anything special to me, and we have no idea what they were after either. That only makes this whole thing feel weirder…”


  Jinya said nothing in reply.


   


  ***


   


  A particular urban legend began to spread through Kadono City starting that day. Word on the street was that there were doppelgangers popping up all over the place.


  These doppelganger rumors were not the counterfeit urban legends Jinya was familiar with, of course; in fact, they took quite a different form. For the most part, these rumors involved someone being seen in multiple places at once or a person encountering someone who was their mirror image—your typical doppelganger story. However, there was no mention of these people who encountered their lookalikes ever dying, which ran counter to the typical doppelganger story, and apparently any fake that got outed would melt away and disappear on the spot.


  Moe went to Miyaka and asked her about the doppelganger rumors. The demon known as Suzuran was probably behind it all, but the finer details of her ability were still unclear.


  “What do you think, Miyaka?”


  “Hm… I’m not sure.”


  It was lunch period. Moe brought it up while they ate in the classroom, but Miyaka gave a noncommittal response. Moe and Jinya usually discussed how dangerous the subject was before they decided whether to tell the rest of the group, but this time, Moe skipped that part.


  “You talked with my impostor, right? Did you notice anything?”


  “We didn’t really talk, just exchanged greetings. I was completely convinced she was you. I did think you seemed a little different than usual, though; maybe tired?”


  “Maybe the copies aren’t perfect, then. Did my impostor try to learn any information about me?”


  “No. She just talked with your usual friends about things like makeup and clothes.” The impostor hadn’t done anything particularly suspicious. It had imitated Moe so well that it was still hard to believe it hadn’t been her. “I don’t think there would be much the impostor could have learned from us anyway.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Miyaka. Even little things can be surprisingly important. There’s much to be gained from questioning the people close to a target.”


  “That’s not what I mean. From what Jinya said, it sounds like the impostor already knew things only you were supposed to know. That means it would have to have already looked into you beforehand or copied your memories itself.”


  “Oh, I guess you’re right.” Moe reported that Suzuran’s ability remained a mystery, that she had felt Suzuran’s glare but hadn’t been touched, and that Suzuran fled after only a brief fight. Jinya reported that the impostor had Moe’s memories but didn’t use any artifact spirits, moved in an inhuman way, and melted away after being bound.


  Although Miyaka was inexperienced with dealing with these kinds of matters, she could guess from the information at hand that Suzuran’s ability likely allowed her to create copies from either information she’d gathered or people she’d seen. These copies looked exactly like the person they imitated and even thought like them, memories and all, but the possessions carried by the original couldn’t be reproduced with the copies. This was all just Miyaka’s conjecture, of course.


  That being said, if information was the only thing needed for copies to be produced, Magatsume and her underlings should doubtlessly already be able to make copies of them all. The same was functionally true if the condition was sight. But then why wouldn’t they just copy Jinya, the strongest of them?


  “So it’s lookin’ like they can copy everything, right down to memories,” Moe said. “But wouldn’t it make more sense for ’em to sneak a peek at Jin and copy him? Why bother with copyin’ me?”


  “Who knows.”


  “Oh, c’mon. You’ve gotta have some idea.”


  As a layman, Miyaka was hesitant to share her ideas with a professional, but Moe seemed to be genuinely grasping at straws. For her friend’s sake, she thought as hard as she could and came up with a theory. “Well, what if this Suzuran demon can’t copy men because they’re a woman, or maybe they can only copy humans?”


  “Oooh, I see. It all makes sense if they can’t copy Jin, huh? Not a bad theory!”


  “Is it, though? At the end of the day, we still have no clue why your impostor even bothered to show up here.” No matter how much they thought about it, they were puzzled by the fact that the impostor came at all. They seemed to have no need for information, couldn’t copy Moe’s artifact spirits to fight, and didn’t try to kill Moe and take her place. There was no apparent reason for the impostor to show up.


  No matter how much Moe and Miyaka tossed ideas back and forth, nothing seemed to stick.


  “Oh, shoot. Look at the time. We better get eating.”


  “You’re right.”


  Lunch period was already almost over. They wrapped up the topic and hurriedly started eating.


  Miyaka glanced at a group of boys sitting together. Jinya was chatting with them for once.


  Odd rumors were going around, but nobody had been hurt so far. Still, it was strange that he hadn’t taken some sort of action by this point. Every now and then he would briefly have this distant look in his eyes as well, like he was reminiscing about the past. He should have been the same Jinya she knew, and yet he felt so ephemeral now, like he might just up and vanish at any moment.


  She glanced his way again and found him gone. From the way he’d been, it wouldn’t be strange if he never reappeared in her life again.


   


  A week passed with no significant developments.


  Nobody from Magatsume’s camp made any moves, and Jinya was content with simply waiting. The days passed peacefully, at least on the surface.


  “Miyaka-kun, starting next month I shall increase your hourly pay by fifty yen.”


  The 26th of January came. After she finished her part-time work, her manager Okada Kiichi, a self-proclaimed killer from an era past, gave her some praise in the office. 


  “Really?”


  “But of course. One’s service must be duly rewarded. You’ve done good work here.”


  Miyaka hadn’t expected to receive a pay raise; she figured she was going about her work relatively normally. But he said most student part-timers caused all sorts of trouble while working, so just doing her job normally was exemplary of her.


  “The spirit you displayed against Yonabari has caught my interest as well. I hope you continue to carry that mettle with you going forward. That is all. It hasn’t been the safest as of late, so you best hurry along home.”


  “Thank you very much. Um, there’s something I want to ask before I leave, if that’s all right.” She knew her manager was no ordinary person, so maybe there was some information he could impart onto her. “You and Jinya know each other, right?”


  “Indeed. We’re old acquaintances. We’ve even had a playful bout or two in the past.”


  “Oh, really?” She was only a little surprised by his reply. She’d seen them drinking together, so it wasn’t strange at all to think the two were close enough, at least at one point, to play games together. Given how old they were, they must have played something like mahjong or hanafuda. Hearing about their old friendship really drove home how long-lived the two were. “Then do you know about Magatsume?”


  “The purported Demon God said to bring ruin to man?”


  “I think that’s the one, yes.”


  “I’ve heard of her, but she is the Yasha’s to slay.” He sounded disinterested.


  She wondered what he meant by that, but he didn’t elaborate, which meant he probably had no interest in explaining himself. Still, she wanted to at least come away with something, so she asked another question. “Jinya seems to be worrying about Magatsume lately. Do you know anything that might help?”


  “I wouldn’t worry about him. It’s something of a hobby of his to carry needless baggage.” Being an old acquaintance of Jinya, Kiichi must have known facets of him that Miyaka didn’t, but his choice of words was harsh. He was indifferent about it, though, more focused on writing the chart of next month’s shifts than the conversation. “Keh keh keh. You children always seem to adore him for some inexplicable reason.” He laughed in a wispy, eerie tone and grinned. His words were disparaging once again, but his tone was one of genuine amusement. “If you’re so worried for him, then you’d do well to simply refrain from doing anything impure. I’m fairly fond of you, and I’m sure the Yasha is as well. It would be a shame for harm to come your way.”


  He was giving her advice…probably. She couldn’t be completely sure. Surely it wouldn’t kill him to be a little less roundabout if he cared about her like he claimed? He did have a point, though.


  Understanding she’d troubled him enough, she thanked him and left the office. From behind, she heard him murmur. “I suppose the time has come for me to cease being so impure…”


  The meaning of his words was lost on her. He gazed down at his rugged, calloused hands.


   


  By the time Miyaka left the convenience store, it was already nine o’clock, nighttime. She still had the artifact spirit phone straps she got from Moe back when there was urban legend trouble going around, but that didn’t change the fact that it was dangerous to walk home alone at night. She didn’t only have spirits to worry about, but people too.


  She walked along the line of streetlamps and eventually reached the nearby Misaki Park. She didn’t have very good memories of this place, to be honest. She sped up her pace to pass through it quicker when she was suddenly startled to see a figure standing under a streetlamp.


  Who would be standing in the park in the dead of night? She began to tremble, imagining the worst, but she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw who the illuminated figure was.


  “Mm, good evening.” It was Ryuuna, who was currently staying with the Toudou family here in Kadono. She seemed to have been waiting for Miyaka and waved lightly when he saw her.


  “Good evening. You’re not not Ryuuna-san, are you?”


  “Mm?”


  “Er, no. Sorry. Don’t worry about it.” Miyaka asked such an odd question because of all the doppelganger rumors going around. Supposedly, the doppelgangers disappeared if you identified them as impostors. Miyaka was just being extra careful, but she’d confused Ryuuna in the process.


  Miyaka asked why she was here. Ryuuna responded that she had something to talk about, so she’d come to walk her home. That was a bit unusual, but Miyaka was more than happy to have someone escort her this late at night.


  The two walked together without saying anything for a while, occasionally stealing glances at one another. Miyaka was acquainted with Ryuuna, but they weren’t particularly close.


  “May I ask what you wanted to talk about?” Unable to bear the silence, Miyaka spoke up first. She naturally found herself speaking politely. Ryuuna looked around junior high-school age but was, in fact, her senior.


  “I’m relieved. You seem okay.” She had said something similar before. Miyaka assumed she was just worried about her after the whole Kankandara incident, but that didn’t seem quite it after all. “I was worried you would hurt Jiiya. That was why I didn’t want you around him.”


  Miyaka couldn’t argue against that. She had blamed Jinya for Shiramine Yachie’s death for a time, and that had been hurtful to him.


  “But I was wrong. Jiiya won’t say it, but he’s happy with you.” That was why Ryuuna was relieved. Miyaka, none other than the current Itsukihime herself, was there to let Jinya know his choices hadn’t been wrong.


  Unable to read between the lines of what Ryuuna was saying, Miyaka was just bewildered. “Ryuuna-san?”


  “Thank you. That’s all I wanted to say.” She spoke haltingly, only a few words at a time. It was hard for Miyaka, who knew so terribly little of Jinya’s past, to even imagine what she might be trying to convey. However, she could at least tell that Ryuuna’s gratitude came from the heart. “Please continue to look after Jiiya. I think he will listen to what you have to say.”


  “What do you mean…?”


  “Everything began with the Itsukihime. You’re the one who’s meant to support him.”


  Before Miyaka realized it, they had reached her home. Ryuuna left right away, having said her piece. But she seemed to recall one last thing as she left and stopped to look back.


  “Don’t misunderstand, though. This doesn’t mean I’m giving him away to you or anything.”


  Seeing her cheerful smile, Miyaka couldn’t resist a grin of her own.


   


  Miyaka ate dinner after returning home, took a bath, got ready for bed, and then lay down in it with her cell phone. It was almost midnight.


  She probably understood less than half of what Ryuuna had tried to communicate. Though she was her shrine’s Itsukihime, she knew next to nothing about Jinya, unlike so many others. She felt so small in comparison. She understood she had some kind of feelings for him, romantic or otherwise, but addressing each other by their first names was the most she had to show for it. Meanwhile, Aki had a bond with him that spanned generations, and the flower shop owner had known him since way back. There was nothing Miyaka could do to help him. If anything, she could only hold him back. She had nothing to offer him, and she knew it, so she relegated herself to watching from a distance and moping.


  But she did want to be there for him if she could, and Ryuuna had said it was possible for her, so she decided to give it a try.


  Taking a deep breath, she calmed her heart and worked up the courage to press the buttons on her phone. This wasn’t her first time calling him, but she was more nervous than usual. The phone rang three, then four times. Her heart raced. After a few more rings, he picked up.


  “Miyaka?” He was less awkward about using his phone now and spoke with his usual intonation.


  “I’m sorry. Did I wake you up?”


  “It’s fine. What did you need?”


  “Um, well…” She hemmed and hawed. Though she was the one who’d made the call, she hadn’t actually thought about what would come after he picked up. 


  “Did something happen?” he asked with some urgency.


  “Er, n-no. It’s not that, but, um…” She relaxed a little when she saw how quickly he got worried for her sake. There was no need for anything grand here. Just something simple would be fine, surely. “Wanna go on a date tomorrow?”


  Tomorrow was Saturday, so they would have the day off. Using an outing as a pretext, she could finally ask him about the distant past.


   


  4


   


  SUNFLOWER / HIMAWARI


   


  THE SUNFLOWER IS an annual flower native to North America and belonging to the Asteraceae, better known as daisy, family. It was brought to Japan in the Edo period. It was known by another name then, jyougiku, but the name “himawari” is what ultimately stuck in the Genroku era (1688–1704 AD).


  In Greek myth, the water nymph Clytie had her heart broken by the sun god Apollo and became a sunflower in her grief. In the ancient Inca Empire, the sunflower was worshipped as a symbol of the sun, and priests and priestesses would wear gold crafted in the image of sunflowers to worship their sun god. Both of these facts explain why the sunflower bears the meaning “ardent love” and “adoration” when it is given in a bouquet, and “worship” and “faith” when it is placed in a holy spot.


  The sunflower is a flower that blooms for love and for worship. In the language of flowers, it means “I only have eyes for you.”


  She picked out her clothes the previous night: a turtleneck and denim jeans, both white, with a black Chester coat.


  She checked the clock and saw it was twelve thirty. They agreed to meet at two o’clock, so she had gotten ready a bit too early. Figuring that was better than risking being late, she sat down on her bed.


  This wouldn’t be her first outing with Jinya, but she found herself oddly nervous and regretted what she said last night. “Calling it a date was a bit much…” She had said it half-jokingly, intending to invite him out with no romantic implications. He probably got that.


  Magatsume. Suzuran. She knew he was hiding things from her, and she was going to take the plunge to ask him about them. That was all this meetup was for, but her burst of late-night courage had made her phrase things in a rather embarrassing way.


  She let herself fall back onto the bed even though she’d gotten ready. She stayed like that for a while, zoned out, before glancing at the clock to see one o’clock had arrived.


  “Well, I don’t want to risk keeping him waiting.”


  She was the one who’d invited him out on a “date.” Though it embarrassed her, she couldn’t let that stop her. She slowly got up and, though not without hesitation, left her room.


   


  It was Saturday afternoon. Though she still felt a little conflicted, Miyaka made for the station.


  There was much she wanted to ask him. Up to this point, she’d hesitated to be so forward out of fear of hurting him—and, consequently, herself—but she couldn’t drag her feet anymore now that she’d made the decision to go through with this.


  There was clearly something strange going on with Jinya. Magatsume was someone known as the Demon God who would bring ruin to the world, but despite the danger she posed, he had made little effort to do anything that would thwart her. Usually, he would be out investigating all the time, claiming no effort was too much if there was even the slightest chance of his friends being harmed.


  “He must be hiding something he can’t tell any of us,” Miyaka mused to herself. She wasn’t angry that he was hiding things. She still trusted him. She was a little worried that asking what was going on would be a burden on him, but if Ryuuna was right that having him talk would be of some help to him, then she didn’t want to make excuses and run away from this. Even if she couldn’t directly help or support him, she could at least be there for him. With that thought in mind, her will became firm.


  Now that her mind was set, her pace quickened slightly. She continued along the path toward the station, but not far from the meeting place, she turned the corner to find a brown-haired child, Himawari, waiting for her. Politely, she said, “Greetings to the current Itsukihime.”


  Standing behind her was a being with no eyes, nose, or mouth—a demon lacking any and all facial features. It glared at her with nonexistent eyes.


  “Ah.” Caught off guard, Miyaka couldn’t even step back, much less run away. She let slip a frail murmur and nothing more.


  The faceless demon, Suzuran, reached out a pale arm to the frozen Miyaka, and then her consciousness faded away.


   


  The first thing she noticed was the dust irritating her nose. From there, the light beyond her eyelids began to stir her awake. Slowly, she opened her eyes and found herself lying on a wooden floor.


  The floor had a waxy luster to it, and also a peculiar chill. She looked around to see bowling lanes as well as haphazardly placed bowling pins and balls. She had been abducted to what looked like a new bowling alley in a state of slight disarray. She tried to prop herself up but felt pain around her neck.


  “Have you roused?”


  Miyaka’s mind unclouded a bit at the sound of a voice, clear as a bell. The owner of the voice, and her likely kidnapper, showed no shame for her actions; instead, she smiled familiarly.


  “Who are you?”


  “I am Himawari, a niece of Kadono Jinya. I’m also a daughter of Magatsume and a friend of Toudou Natsuki’s great-grandmother. Feel free to go with whatever you find easiest to digest.”


  The girl’s claim was too much for Miyaka to grasp at once, but she vaguely recognized her name. Ryuuna mentioned that a “Himawari” had told them they needed help back when Yonabari had attacked. “You’re Jinya’s niece? Then you must be Ryuuna-san’s little sister.”


  “Not at all. That girl is only called his niece for convenience, but I am his true niece. I do not dislike Ryuuna, we’re even email pen pals, but this is something I will not concede. Are we clear?”


  Himawari puffed her cheeks out, looking much like a normal young child. However, the presence of the faceless demon behind her told Miyaka she was anything but. This was no urban legend monster—this was a spirit of old, like Jinya.


  “This is my youngest sister, Suzuran. The last of my mother’s children.” Noticing Miyaka’s gaze, Himawari began explaining with a friendly tone and expression. It was hard to believe she was the daughter of the Demon God who would bring ruin to the world.


  “What are you planning to do to me?” questioned Miyaka. Would she be made a hostage, would a copy of her be made like with Moe, or would she be subjected to something worse? She was surprisingly calm in this situation, probably because she’d encountered a number of spirits so far, both good and bad. She wasn’t tied up in any way, but she couldn’t work up the strength to stand, as though she was paralyzed with fear. But even if her body wasn’t listening to her, her heart hadn’t lost yet. She fixed a firm look on Himawari.


  “We don’t plan to do anything. We won’t harm you, so if you could just stay with us until the time comes, that would be wonderful,” Himawari nonchalantly answered. Suzuran didn’t seem like she cared to do anything either. Miyaka was surprised by this, since she’d assumed the worst. “Please be at ease. I don’t want to harm someone precious to my uncle. I follow my mother’s orders when I must, but I have my own wishes too.”


  “Huh? What do you mean? Are you not following Magatsume, er…Magatsume-san’s orders? Spying on Jinya while pretending to be his ally and so on?”


  “Not at all. My mother and I share the exact same wish. How­ever, as the eldest daughter, I’ve been given a special duty to fulfill. My position is a little different than the rest of my sisters’.”


  If she was telling the truth, then she really might not pose any danger. But then why did she send an impostor of Moe to school, and why did she abduct Miyaka?


  “That being said, I do have a reason for kidnapping you. Your presence will make it easier for us to talk.”


  Miyaka gave Himawari a look, confused by what she said, but she quickly realized her words weren’t addressed to her. She followed Himawari’s gaze and saw a figure had appeared in the dim room.


  “It’s quite rude to interrupt a date.” His footsteps sounded all the sharper in the silence of the bowling alley. “And here I was looking forward to things.”


  Since Miyaka overshot their meeting time, Jinya had come to pick her up himself.


   


  ***


   


  Jinya was able to follow Miyaka to the bowling alley thanks to the tracks Himawari had deliberately left behind. 


  “You’ll have to forgive me; I became a little jealous seeing you two. Hello, Uncle.”


  “Hello, Himawari. So, what excuses do you have for yourself?” In his hands was Yarai, the sword he’d owned for most of his life, but he did not draw its blade even though he was in front of Himawari and Suzuran. He kept himself at a distance, ready to react at a moment’s notice, but his posture was relaxed.


  “I figured it would be easier to explain things like this,” Himawari began in a cheerful, affectionate tone.


  Suzuran immediately started to stir. She trembled as viscous liquid seeped out of every surface of her body.


  “I take it that’s Suzuran?” said Jinya.


  “Correct. The last of my mother’s children. She is like me, born complete without needing to take in an aspect of anyone else.”


  Among all of Magatsume’s daughters, only Himawari was formed with a sense of self. Suzuran lacked such a sense, but she had no need to consume another person. She, the youngest of Magatsume’s daughters, was already complete as she was.


  Suzuran’s liquid piled up until it formed a shape. A sickeningly wet, spine-chilling sound could be heard.


  “Her ability’s name is Suzuran. She doesn’t have eyes, so I’m not quite sure if this description is apt, but it allows her to create perfect copies of anyone, in both memories and thought, that our mother knows or has seen herself.”


  Her explanation was no lie. The liquid Suzuran discharged had turned into a complete human figure that had long hair with a light-brown tinge and a tallish stature. They were a mirror image of Himekawa Miyaka, save for the fact that they were stark naked.


  “H-huh? What’s going on?” The copy didn’t blush or cry out, but she did hurry to cover her body. The real Miyaka looked at her and grimaced at the strangeness of seeing her own likeness. Jinya frowned, and the copy recoiled from his cold glare rather convincingly.


  “Pretty incredible, wouldn’t you say?” said Himawari.


  “Indeed, but it’s also distasteful. Begone, fake.”


  Those harsh words seemed to do something, because a change overcame the copy. She smiled sadly as her skin began to ooze and she lost the ability to maintain her human shape. She let out a sharp, quick groan. In less than a few dozen seconds, she was reduced to a pool of liquid. The temperature in the dim room seemed to drop.


  “Now both the tenth Akitsu and the current Itsukihime have been dragged into our mess. You may not be too happy about it, but I’m sure that explains my actions enough.”


  “You…”


  “I told you, didn’t I? My mother and I share the same wish. Though our routes differ, our destination is the same.”


  Jinya felt no malice from Himawari. She acted on behalf of the Demon God that would bring ruin to the world but was also making great efforts for his sake.


  “We’ll take our leave then, Uncle, seeing as our objective for now has been met.”


  “I see. I suppose I should be thanking you?”


  “No need. Being able to support you like this is its own reward.” Himawari looked over at Miyaka, who didn’t understand what was going on and gave her a questioning look in return. But Himawari explained nothing, and she slipped into the darkness together with Suzuran.


  After staring off into the darkness for a few moments, Jinya turned to look at Miyaka on the ground. “Miyaka, are you all right?”


  “Y-yeah. Thanks.” She took the hand he offered and slowly got to her feet. Her clothes were a little dirty, but she seemed unharmed. She looked at him in bewilderment, though. “Sorry. You always seem to be helping me.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Really.”


  “Right… Um, I hate to cut to the chase like this right after you’ve saved me, but there are some things I want to ask if that’s all right.” So far, she’d swallowed back all the questions she had for him. She was someone who put a wall around herself, afraid of hurting herself and others, but she was different right now. She shook her head, as though to shake away her doubts, and looked Jinya head-on. “I’ve wondered something for a while now. Back with Yonabari, you acted right away. You did a lot of stuff to make sure we were safe. But you haven’t done that this time.”


  “Miyaka?”


  “I’m not blaming you or anything. I know you care about us. But…I feel like you’re hesitating to do anything when it comes to Magatsume. Or maybe…” Miyaka placed more trust in Jinya than he thought. She reached the following conclusion not through doubting him but through observing him. “Maybe you already know Magatsume won’t lay a finger on us?”


  Jinya wasn’t hesitating to act; he simply knew Himawari wouldn’t do anything to harm his friends. Perhaps he even already knew beforehand what she was planning and what Suzuran’s ability would be. Everything only made sense if he already knew what was going on.


  “I’m surprised,” he said. That was all Miyaka needed to hear to know she was right. Her expression clouded.


  He seemed friendly with Himawari and knew Magatsume was planning something, but he did nothing to stop her. Perhaps the two were actually working together, then? They were both demons. He might have more in common with Magatsume, a spirit planning to bring ruin to the world, than he did with humans.


  He could tell that such a worry had entered Miyaka’s mind from the look she gave him, and he spoke softly to reassure her as best as he could. “I suppose I should thank Himawari for this opportunity.”


  Now that Miyaka had been dragged into things, she had a right to know. Himawari even put on a little show to make explaining things easier. In fact, this was probably the whole reason she went out of her way to pull off this fake kidnapping.


  “We had a small delay, but let’s get back to our plans,” he said.


  Miyaka gave him a puzzled look.


  “Have you forgotten already? We had a date today.”


  He couldn’t help but grin at her dumbfounded expression.


   


  The sun was already on its way down by the time they left the bowling alley.


  It was a tender evening. The thin clouds were painted orange by the evening sun, and the station was abuzz with human activity. As she watched people pass to and fro, Miyaka murmured, “I had everything all planned out. We’d get something to drink at three o’clock at a café, then go hang out somewhere fun, visit a museum I thought you’d like, and maybe see what’s on display at the department store.”


  “Sorry about that.”


  In the end, they couldn’t go anywhere and their holiday was wasted. Jinya was about to apologize further, but she cut him off.


  “I know it wasn’t your fault, but maybe you could make it up to me by answering my questions?”


  “Of course. Is it all right if I pick where we go?”


  Miyaka nodded and followed him. The place he had in mind wasn’t far at all. It was the riverbank of the Modori River that ran close to their school. Sadly, the hill that once stood in the area was gone.


  “I figure if we’re going to talk, we should do it by the river.”


  “Oh…” Miyaka seemed bewildered when they arrived. “Hang in there, distant shrine maiden who connected the past to the present…” she murmured, repeating someone else’s words. The ephemeralness of her voice reminded him of another girl who seemed like she would fade away into the sky. The evening lull and a strange sense of déjà vu made him feel dizzy, but the sensation was gone in the blink of an eye, and the usual Miyaka returned to him.


  “Where do I start… First, your thinking isn’t wrong. I knew from the beginning that Magatsume wouldn’t do anything to harm you or the others.”


  The two of them both knew their “date” was just a pretense to talk and had prepared themselves accordingly. Miyaka listened carefully to what he had to say.


  “Of course, I am not working with Magatsume. But back around Showa times, I met Nanao, a daughter of Magatsume who had parted ways with her. She told me just about everything Magatsume was planning.”


  That was why he had known. The sex worker he met in the Dove District that shouldn’t have existed had told him about Magatsume’s plans, her ability, and the meaning behind her daughters. She told him everything she knew, right before asking him to consume her. And so, everything Himawari was doing behind the scenes was within the realm of his expectations.


  “Himawari kidnapped you to force me into this discussion with you. She probably did it as a kindness, thinking it’d be easier for me if you were already dragged into things. Sorry for the trouble.”


  “It’s fine. This ended up working out the way I wanted it to as well.”


  “Were you worried I was actually working with Magatsume?”


  “…Maybe a little.” She let out a small sigh of relief.


  “To tell the truth, I wanted to finish all this without having to tell you anything, but I should tell you now that you’ve been roped into things. Plus, you have a right to know as the current Itsukihime.”


  Himawari must’ve had her own reasons for dragging Miyaka into this. Perhaps having the Itsukihime around played a part in Magatsume’s goal. Regardless, Himawari didn’t seem interested in using Miyaka for anything; it was more like she was just setting the stage.


  “Will you listen to this old man’s boring tale from the past? It’s a tale about a calamity that’ll bring ruin to the world and a pathetic, unsightly demon.”


  Jinya began to speak of painful memories from 170 years ago, memories of a foolish man and his incomplete journey.


   


  Jinta was born into an affluent merchant family in Edo but ran away at the age of five with his little sister Suzune. In those days, Suzune was still a sweet, innocent child who loved Jinta deeply. The two of them were taken in by a man called Motoharu and brought to Kadono, a village that produced iron. That was where Jinta met a girl named Shirayuki.


  “With Yokaze’s death, it was decided that Shirayuki would be the next Itsukihime. She lost her parents and would soon lose her own identity, but she could still find it in her to pray for the happiness of others.”


  Those distant days remained with him in his heart. More than a hundred years had passed, but they were still a memory from his youth that could not be erased.


  “I loved her…but I let that love come to an end so easily.”


  One day, the village was attacked by demons. People were worried about the lack of a successor for the Itsukihime, and Shirayuki was pressured to marry. The one chosen to be her suitor was the son of the village chief, Kiyomasa.


  Shirayuki and Jinta both accepted the decision, understanding it was for the benefit of the village. But Suzune, who loved her brother dearly, couldn’t stand for Shirayuki’s betrayal of him. She insisted there was no meaning in going so far for a village willing to hurt her brother like this. However, her words could not change Shirayuki’s mind. Shirayuki’s feelings for Jinta were true; she simply chose a different way to treasure them. But Suzune was too young to understand that. Her heart warped with hatred, or perhaps jealousy, and she fully became a demon.


  It was all downhill from there. Suzune killed Shirayuki. Unable to forgive the sister he once loved, Jinta turned his blade against her. At the end of it all, the demon of Farsight told him what lay in the future.


  In 170 years’ time, the siblings would meet again in Kadono to fight to the death. From their battle, a lord of darkness would rise: a benevolent protector of spirits, the Demon God.


  And so the seeds were sown for the calamity that would bring ruin to the world.


  “So Magatsume is…”


  “My little sister, yes. But I’m not so sure I have any right to call her that anymore.” The hatred formed in him that day still remained, but at least he’d managed to come all this way to soon confront her once more. “Magatsume is a demon god intent on bringing ruin to the world. She’ll sacrifice everything for her goal. But I know she won’t hurt you or the others in the process, so I haven’t needed to take any countermeasures.”


  “What do you mean? How can you say she won’t hurt us if she’s supposed to bring ruin to the world?”


  “Because for better or worse, she’s interested in nothing but me.”


  Magatsume once toyed with corpses to create a parade of demons back in the Meiji era, but creating demons hadn’t been her goal then. Instead, she was trying to learn how to create hearts. That had been around the time of their last meeting. She refrained from openly taking action after that, but Jinya had managed to learn from Nanao that all the daughters she birthed were for the sake of her ultimate goal.


  “Birthing daughters, creating hearts, bringing ruin to the world… These are all nothing more than her making preparations, like cutting ingredients before a meal. They have no direct connection with her desire.”


  Jinya grimaced. Stronger than the anger inside him, he felt remorse. His voice was heavy with guilt.


  “Magatsume was trying to create herself a new heart to replace the one she cut away and formed her daughters from. A heart that doesn’t loathe me. A heart that can stay by my side without feeling jealousy. A heart without flaws that can let her remain as my little sister.”


  When he was with Miyaka and the other children, Jinya tried to keep some distance like a parent or guardian might. But though he was trying to talk as impassively as he could, his emotions were overflowing now.


  “She didn’t need her daughters, so she tossed most of them aside. But each and every one of them was once a precious emotion of hers. Jishibari was her desire to tie me down after we drifted apart. Furutsubaki was her desire to keep me from changing. Nanao was her desire to monopolize all my feelings, even my hatred for her. Himawari was her desire to know where I was no matter where I went. Suzuran is the very last of her desires—she was created to fulfill her wish.”


  “Her wish?” Miyaka repeated.


  “Magatsume’s eldest and youngest daughters have a special role to play. Not even Nanao knew what it was, but knowing what Magatsume’s wish is, I can guess what Suzuran is supposed to do.” Jinya hung his head and clenched his fists, continuing with difficulty. “She came back here because this is where it all began. Magatsume’s wish is to make a new Kadono.”


  She had no need for their hometown and all its unwanted memories, so she would reset it. She would lay waste to what had been built here and remake their old home. That was the purpose of Suzuran. She could make copies of everyone she remembered, and because she was a part of Magatsume’s own heart, that included everyone Magatsume herself knew. In other words, she could remake Shirayuki, Motoharu, Yokaze, Chitose, and all the others with ease.


  “The point of everything she’s done is to recreate the world of our youth.”


  She intended to recreate their village, bring back the people that he lost, and return to Jinya—Jinta’s side with a flawless heart that could remain his little sister. If she did this, he wouldn’t have to be hurt anymore. He could be happy. They could forget their hatred and return to better times, resuming the joyous days they once shared.


  “At the end of it all, her goal is nothing more than to make me happy. She’s cut away much of her heart and is mired in hatred, but that alone has remained.”


  To achieve that desire, she would bring ruin to the world they found themselves in now. All it ever did was bring him suffering anyway.


  “Magatsume…no, Suzune still believes my happiness lies in the Kadono we knew.”


   


  5


   


  MIYAKA COULDN’T FOCUS on a single thing in class. The face Jinya made as he recounted the past was stuck in her mind. It had been a face full of sorrow and regret with traces of something like anger and hatred bleeding through. She couldn’t tell whether it was love or loathing that he truly felt deep down. He probably didn’t know himself.


  She had heard Magatsume was a threat to the world and assumed they would simply need to defeat her, but that was anything but the case for Jinya. He both hated her with every fiber of his being and loved her as his sister. For better or worse, she was irreplaceable to him.


  Perhaps the reason he felt so off lately was because he was wavering over what to do. Should he kill her? Even now, he might not know.


  “I heard you and Jin-kun went out together last Sunday.”


  Miyaka was eating in the classroom during lunch period when Kaoru brought that up out of the blue. Moe was with them, her lips curled into an impish grin. The two had found out about her secret date somehow.


  “Oh, I heard from Ryuuna-chan,” Kaoru added. Her social skills weren’t to be underestimated. Miyaka had to wonder just when she had found time to exchange contact information with Ryuuna.


  “Shucks, I guess you beat me to it,” said Moe.


  “It’s not like that. Really,” said Miyaka.


  “No need to be so shy. Now tell us, how’d it go?” Moe slid closer. It was hard to tell whether she was joking or serious. She was hard to read, period. Just when Miyaka thought Moe was interested in Jinya romantically, she said something that made it seem like they only had a platonic friendship or she only had a deep trust in him as Akitsu Somegorou. But Moe was definitely a good friend of Miyaka’s, so she didn’t think it would cause any friction no matter how she replied.


  “It really wasn’t anything like what you’re imagining. The only really important thing that happened was me getting kidnapped.”


  “Erm, what now?”


  Moe and Kaoru listened in shock as Miyaka concisely recounted the events of last Saturday, and the carefree mood between the three disappeared. She told them about how she was abducted by Himawari, saved by Jinya, and learned of Magatsume’s motives, hiding nothing from the pair.


  Himawari had probably kidnapped Miyaka for this exact purpose; she played the role of villain to ensure that the people around her precious “Uncle” could easily learn his situation. Miyaka wasn’t all too happy about being used, but at least her interests were aligned with Himawari’s on the matter. 


  “I see. Himawari, huh?”


  “Yeah. Jinya said it won’t be long until Magatsume brings ruin to the world around her.”


  Kaoru and Moe’s expressions visibly changed. Worry crossed Kaoru’s face, while Moe’s gaze turned sharp. Magatsume was the sworn enemy of the Akitsu, so of course Moe had some thoughts about her.


  Miyaka felt a little envious of Moe’s feud with Magatsume, as inconsiderate as that was. Miyaka also had ties to Jinya and Magatsume as the Itsukihime, but unlike the time with Yonabari, there was no room for her to step in and do anything to help. Jinya only shared what was going on with her out of kindness; there was nothing he could gain from doing so. On the other hand, Moe was an artifact spirit user who could fight alongside him. What Miyaka felt was less jealousy and more an emotion resembling shame. At the end of the day, she couldn’t be anything more than a classmate to Jinya.


  “So that’s what’s going on, eh? That’s tough. Magatsume isn’t necessarily a bad person, just too devoted. Maybe things coulda ended differently in a different world.” Moe took on a conflicted expression. 


  “Yeah…”


  Perhaps Magatsume had nothing but their bad luck to blame. If Jinya had remained Jinta and married Shirayuki, then maybe she would have stayed as Suzune and lived happily together with them.


  But the reality was that Suzune became Magatsume, and Jinta became Jinya. Their clash was inevitable, and there was no predicting its results. Miyaka and Moe both shared a sigh.


  “Really? I think Magatsume-san is pretty clearly the bad guy here!” Kaoru puffed her cheeks out in a pout, disagreeing with the two. “Liking someone isn’t an excuse to do bad things. It just isn’t.”


  “I guess that’s true. But Magatsume’s love was just that great, so she couldn’t stop herself, or something, y’know?”


  “She’s still a bad person! Or a bad demon, or whatever. You know what I mean!” Moe tried to soothe her, but Kaoru crossed her arms, still having none of it.


  The two understood what Kaoru meant to say. Actually, she was probably right. One couldn’t go about destroying the world even if it was out of love. But when Miyaka considered how Magatsume—and Jinya—must have felt, she couldn’t bring herself to completely hate her.


  “I bet everything would be different if Magatsume were a kid like Kaoru,” said Moe with genuine admiration for her friend’s simple nature. She was probably right. The worst probably wouldn’t have come to pass if that had been the case.


  “Yeah. You said it,” agreed Moe.


  But Magatsume’s world was too small for her to be like Kaoru. Her world began and ended with her brother, so it fell apart when he left it.


  Could Magatsume really be blamed for that? Miyaka couldn’t help but pity her.


   


  ***


   


  Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan is an anthology of stories compiled in the Edo era. In the afterword, the compiler claims that “The Princess and the Blue Demon” is a true story he experienced himself.


  “The Princess and the Blue Demon.” This tale is pulled from the experiences of my past.


  It is said the compiler based the story on an encounter he had with a spirit, adding some embellishments throughout. Whether that was true or not is unknown, but Yoshioka Mai wanted to believe it was. After all, it was just so romantic to think that an ancient love could be passed down and remembered through the ages.


  “That reminds me, the compiler of Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan had the same last name as you, Kadono-kun. Do you know anything about that?”


  During lunch period, Jinya was picking out a book in the library when Mai asked him that. Jinya, who had many ties to Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan, was hard-pressed for an answer and instead smiled ambiguously. Giving up on that, Mai turned her gaze back down to her book.


  “‘If, by some chance, these writings reach far into the future…’” That passage from Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan was Mai’s favorite. Though it seemed like such an ordinary line, the knowledge that the feelings it carried had withstood the test of time like those of the Itsukihime and the Akitsu warmed her heart.


  Mai was usually together with Yanagi, but she also met Jinya in the library often. Jinya took up reading in the Taisho era thanks to the books in the Akase family’s study and had often read in his free time since then. He and Mai got along well as fellow bookworms.


  “Do you have any favorite genres, Kadono-kun?”


  “I’m a bit of an omnivore. I read novels, academic publications, tabloids… I have no particular leanings. I’ll even read manga. Asagao’s recommended quite a few to me.” Jinya grinned slightly after Mai made a face. “You’d be surprised. Manga can be quite enjoyable.”


  “Really? But knowing Kaoru-chan, her recommendations were probably all shojo manga.”


  “Many were. I’ll admit, those kinds of romance works can be a tad much for a man of my age.”


  Shojo manga could be rather explicit these days, and in fact there were several stories Kaoru recommended that felt a little too mature for her to be reading. There were also a few stories about lovers who couldn’t be together, something Jinya was personally familiar with.


  “Shojo manga isn’t to be underestimated, though. It was a pleasant surprise.”


  “Is that so?” Mai knew about Jinya’s age, how he fought demons, and how he’d been involved in many supernatural events. That was probably why the fact that he enjoyed something as pedestrian as manga came as such a surprise.


  “Sorry I’m late, Mai. You too, Jinya.” Yanagi returned to the ­library then. The reason Jinya and Mai were here reading in the first place was that they were waiting for him to return from the staff room. More accurately, Mai was the one waiting, and Jinya had been asked to stay with her for peace of mind. Mai told Yanagi he was being too overprotective and worrying about nothing, but Jinya knew Yanagi wasn’t worried about bullying so much as boys approaching her because of her recent popularity. He had enough tact not to point that out, however. “You two seem to be having fun. Whatcha talking about?”


  “Um, shojo manga,” answered Mai.


  “Seriously?” Yanagi seemed even more shocked than Mai had been.


  “Is it really that surprising?” asked Jinya.


  “Well, yeah. I see you as kind of my martial arts master and all.”


  “I’m somebody’s master now, huh? What a strange thought.” Jinya recalled the artifact spirit user he once knew and the student he had. A smile formed out of nostalgia. “But I’m no ascetic. I drink and indulge in pleasures a moderate amount.”


  “I guess we do go hang out fairly often. Maybe you reading manga isn’t that weird after all,” Yanagi admitted.


  Jinya listed a few of the manga he’d read. He had a few favorites out of the ones Kaoru recommended. He’d never really thought about it, but they were mainly romance manga.


  “So you like romance or something?”


  “Not particularly. I suppose it’s just a theme I’m familiar with. In the Edo period, many of the books for the masses featured stories with love triangles, adultery and infidelity, eloping, and things like that. That’s probably why I have no particular aversion to shojo manga.”


  “I see. Messy love has always been a popular subject, huh? And a seasoned reader like you would be used to such things.” Yanagi nodded a few times, apparently coming to some understanding. “And here I totally thought you were the type to say, ‘Who has time for frivolous things like love?! If you have free time, train more with the sword!’ I figured you were the inflexible live-and-die-by-the-sword type.”


  “Not at all. In fact, the reason I picked up the sword in the first place was to try and impress the girl I liked.”


  “You’re kidding.” Bug-eyed, Yanagi looked at Jinya. Mai listened with great interest.


  “I’m serious. I wanted to be a man who could protect her when necessary, so I trained with all my heart.”


  “Wow. Honestly, I wouldn’t have expected that from you.”


  “What can I say? Men want to show off for the ones they fall for.”


  Yanagi nodded a few times, seeming to connect with what Jinya was saying.


  Jinya glanced at the clock and saw lunch period was almost over. He gestured with his chin, and Yanagi got the message.


  “All right, Mai, shall we head back to class?”


  “Oh, yeah. Give me a second. I want to borrow this book.” Mai hurried off to the checkout counter.


  Yanagi seemed interested in continuing the conversation a bit more. After making sure Mai was out of earshot, he said, “Hey. That girl you mentioned. Was she cute?”


  “Yeah. She was beautiful, with long black hair.”


  “You don’t say. Never thought I’d hear something like that come out of your mouth.”


  “I wasn’t born an old man. Now that I really think about it, I’ve wielded my blade for impure reasons from the very beginning.”


  He had been a dumb child. He had thought he could protect anything if he simply became strong enough, and he had already lost everything by the time he realized he was wrong. He wielded his blade without thought. Perhaps the end he met was only befitting.


  “Do you wish you hadn’t?”


  “Perhaps. But I’ll admit the sword has become a part of me over the long years, and there have been things it’s allowed me to protect. Even if the skills I’ve nurtured are inherently meaningless, there was meaning in nurturing them. At least, I can believe that much as I am now.”


  Though he had lost much over his long journey, precious fragments remained. His motives for taking up the sword were laughable in retrospect, but there were things he’d protected through killing and bonds he’d made through not killing.


  “All the more reason I have to put an end to things,” Jinya murmured faintly, heard by no one.


  The blade he wielded and the path he trod. If he truly didn’t regret either of these things, then he needed to settle accounts with the past that was haunting him, and the time was finally approaching.


  Slowly, the fateful hour drew closer.


  For once, Kaoru was uncharacteristically grumpy after school.


  “What’s wrong, Asagao?”


  “…The others told me about Magatsume-san during lunch today.”


  The chat she’d had during lunch seemed to put her in a foul mood. Miyaka and Moe sympathized with Magatsume, but Kaoru couldn’t bring herself to be anything but angry toward her. Her reasoning likely involved the fact that she once traveled through time to the Meiji era. She was the only one who knew Jinya as he had been in those days, so unsure of himself and stuck in place.


  He, who couldn’t bring himself to say he was happy then, had turned into someone who could smile without reservation. He lost Nomari and Somegorou, Heikichi and even Kaneomi, and he was forever unable to return to his happy days at the soba restaurant. But even so, he forged forward for over a hundred years and found new strength and kindness.


  The happiness Magatsume wished for him was something that would erase all his efforts. It was as though all the things he overcame were worthless in her eyes, and so Kaoru couldn’t bring herself to pity Magatsume. If anything, she thought she was deplorable. The idea that her acting out of love somehow magically made everything better only further incensed Kaoru.


  She explained everything on her mind to Jinya all at once, then heaved a deep sigh. “You better beat her, Jin-kun!”


  “Right. Um, I’ll try my best,” he replied, a little bewildered by her intensity. She seemed more worked up than him, but that just showed the depth of her kindness. “Here, Asagao.” He handed her a piece of candy to calm her down. Gorgeous Milk Candy was a rather expensive brand, but it was one of her favorites.


  She popped the piece into her mouth, and the sweetness mellowed her out a bit. “Yum.”


  Though she seemed like she still wanted to complain, she held back. Jinya had a ways to go if even a child like her was trying to be considerate for him. A little ashamed but thankful for her kindness, he patted her on the head a few times. 


  “I’m a lucky man to have someone so willing to get angry on my behalf.”


  “…You mean it?”


  “Of course.”


  “Heh heh. Glad to hear it.” She didn’t take offense to being treated like a child, probably because she was far more mature than he imagined. She felt genuinely happy that he had gained the ability to appreciate what he had in the present even after all his losses. “I’ll be cheering you on, Jin-kun.”


  “Huh?”


  “I don’t know what’s the right thing for you to do, but I’m giving you the green light to go as hard as you can! No matter what anyone might say, I’ll be on your side, cheering you on!”


  She didn’t know the details of his feud with Magatsume. Her words were nothing more than wholehearted encouragement. She was in the dark about the worries he felt and the choice he would make. But though she knew it was irresponsible of her, she told him he had her support anyway.


  “Thank you, Asagao. Looks like I really need to try my best now, huh?”


  Even without seeing the whole picture, there were things one could say to others. Important things. Though there was a lot Kaoru didn’t know about the world, this was one of the things she could proudly say she did.


  “All right. Shall we head home?”


  “Sure. Heeey, Miyaka-chan.” Kaoru called out to Miyaka. The three of them had been together since the start of school, and doing everything together felt natural. “Wanna head home?”


  “All right. Are you coming too, Jinya?” She hesitantly checked with him, their conversation from Saturday weighing on her mind.


  He softly replied, “Of course,” which made her sigh with relief. She was a kind girl who hesitated to intrude in other people’s business. He wondered if he might’ve shared a bit too much, inadvertently making her worry she overstepped instead.


  “Do you mind if we swing by the shops around the station?”


  “Whoa. It’s not every day you suggest that, Miyaka-chan.”


  “Even I get in the mood for it sometimes. We haven’t been able to do anything with just the three of us lately.”


  “True, true.”


  From her gentle smile, it seemed Miyaka no longer worried about overstepping. She met Jinya’s eyes head-on. She’d previously said she wanted to make amends with him, and it seemed she meant it. Though she knew his ugly past as a demon who lived as a human, as well as the identity of Magatsume, she still remained his friend.


  “You coming with, Jinya?” Miyaka asked. “I’ll treat you to something small if you want.”


  “I’ll come; it would be a waste of an opportunity not to. But I won’t be so shameless as to make a woman pay for me.”


  “That’s kind of a dated way of thinking…”


  “Is…it?”


  “Yeah. The days of women being meek and modest for their breadwinners are long gone.” She giggled, deeply enjoying his reaction.


  “Well, I’ll gladly take you up on your offer!” said Kaoru.


  “Who said I’d get you anything?”


  “You’re not?! That’s not fair!”


  “I’m kidding. I actually got some coupons for free cake at a diner. One for each of us.”


  “Jeez. Don’t tease me like that.” Though she was bewildered that Miyaka was doing the teasing for once, Kaoru smiled as well. Perhaps it was because they were young that they could enjoy one another’s company so easily.


  The three left school together for the first time in a while. Kaoru took the helm, skipping joyfully, with Miyaka and Jinya following behind.


  “Hey.” Abruptly, Miyaka spoke up. Though she was acting calm, her restlessness was obvious. Her gaze wandered for a while before she seemed to gather the courage to continue. “After we move up a grade, the three of us might get put in different classes. But it’d be nice if we could still get together and do things, even if it’s just every now and then.”


  The wish hidden in her words was clear. He knew exactly what she really wanted to say, but she made the willing choice not to. It would be crude of him not to respect that.


  “Yeah. That would be nice.” He made a soft, gentle smile. His reply had to be tactful enough: He didn’t want to make promises he might not be able to keep. 


  He wasn’t sure if his feelings would come across, but she smiled back. His reply seemed to have been enough for her.


  “C’mon, you slowpokes! Let’s go!”


  “Oh. Sorry, Asagao. Shall we?”


  “Right.”


  The three friends walked the path leading away from school together. It was such a familiar experience, and yet their hearts danced all the same. The everyday event came and went like it was nothing.


  Slowly, the final moment creeped closer.


   


  ***


   


  Magatsume once hated her brother to the point that she chose to lay waste to the world, but there was something in her that wouldn’t change.


  Really, all I wanted was to make you smile, Jinta. The feelings in her parting murmur reached no one, but they remained even after 170 years. Magatsume made a wish. She hated Jinta, so she wanted to lay waste to the world and make a new one where there was no more hatred. She was sure that by doing this she could make her brother smile again.


  At the end of it all, Jinta still remained everything to her.


  Himawari was Magatsume’s eldest. She was the embodiment of the first feelings Magatsume had to rid herself of. That was why Himawari’s wish was the exact same as her mother’s, and why she and she alone was given a special duty the moment she was born.


  But though she and her mother shared the same wish, their vision for it differed.


  At Himawari’s core, her heart, was both love and worship—the very things symbolized by the flower her name came from. She wished for Jinta’s happiness just like her mother, but she did not think his happiness lay in the past like Magatsume did. Himawari knew all about the difficult journey he had made and did not think destroying everything would lead to his happiness. But she was a part of Magatsume, and so she could not betray her mother.


  “That’s why the most I can do is set the stage.” Himawari was in a dark room, murmuring to nobody in particular.


  Magatsume wouldn’t stop even if it meant hurting her dear brother. The fact that he would be hurt didn’t even cross her mind. To her, his happiness existed back in the Kadono they knew. She could not change the way she was. She was broken past any hope for change. Without understanding one another, the siblings were doomed to clash, and Himawari would again become an enemy to her dear uncle.


  “My mother and I are one, so I cannot be your ally. But I know no happiness awaits you in the world she desires, so I will do what I can as your enemy.”


  Figures shifted in the dark. Demons of old that worshipped Magatsume as their messiah, inferior demons she had made, and Suzuran. All of Magatsume’s forces were gathered.


  Himawari did what she could. She had to act in accordance with her mother’s wish, so she tempted the demons of old and directed them her uncle’s way. She even tested Suzuran’s ability. She did everything she could for her mother.


  But while everything moved forward, she spread rumors on the side. She knew that her uncle met with Nanao, and she showed Suzuran to him. She was sure that alone was enough for him to completely understand Magatsume’s aims—and hers as well.


  “Suzuran, my mother’s demons, the demons of old that worship her… We’ll bring everything out and end it all in one night. Whoever emerges victorious will be the one to see their will through.”


  If her uncle valued the present more, then he had to defeat her mother who was stuck in the past. If he couldn’t do that, then her mother’s wish was simply meant to be. 


  With this, everything that stood opposed to his happiness would be defeated in one go. No matter which side won, that would be the end of it. Nothing would be held back. There would be no recovering from a setback. This was a winner-takes-all battle, just the way Himawari drew it up.


  “Uncle. It’s time to end things.”


  All that remained was to leave it to the two. No matter which side came out on top, she would fulfill her duty in the final moments.


  That night, the city overflowed with the spirits of old.


  With nothing but pure emotions in her heart, Himawari called for the beginning of the end.


   


  6


   


  HER HEART ALWAYS STIRRED on sleepless nights. She should have been tired, but her mind was wide awake, and she only grew more impatient as morning creeped closer. Nights like these were always so awful.


  Miyaka slipped out of bed and opened the window as though it had called to her. Cold winds paid a visit to her room.


  She looked up at the dark sky and saw a stark red moon surrounded by twinkling stars. The winter air was crisp, and the celestial bodies seemed more pronounced than usual. But there were probably fewer stars in the sky now than there had been in the past, before all the high-rises and factories. The fact that she was getting all sentimental about a sky she’d never seen herself must have been the fault of this sleepless night, of something she felt shivering slightly in the city beyond her window.


  “What an eerie night.”


  It felt like the city itself was trembling underneath this unearthly red moon. Harrowed by the strange thought, she hung her head. She couldn’t quite explain why, but she had a feeling something bad was going to happen somewhere. Not that she could do anything to help, though. She was Itsukihime in name only. The best she could do was pray from far, far away.


  “I wish I could do more…”


  It was precisely because she murmured without thinking that her true thoughts spilled out. She was vexed, plain and simple, because she couldn’t do more for the others in her life. Then she noticed a familiar face waving at her outside the window.


  “Ryuuna-san?”


  “Come with me for a bit.”


  Her request was sudden, but Miyaka did not refuse.


   


  ***


   


  He could feel the presence of many spirits gathering. Tonight would be the night.


  Jinya grabbed his cherished blade Yarai and reflected back on all that had happened. Whether in victory or defeat, everything would end tonight. He felt as though he was being challenged: Just how much did the past he hadn’t chosen mean to him?


  “Mm, good. I caught you before you left.” The relaxed voice of a girl called out to him. Though it was right before battle, Ryuuna smiled softly. By her side was Miyaka.


  “Ryuuna? Miyaka?” Their presence puzzled him.


  “I brought her.” Ryuuna looked proud of herself. With an encouraging push on Miyaka’s back, she brought her before Jinya.


  “Um… Good evening?” Miyaka said, unsure of herself.


  “What are you doing here?” questioned Jinya.


  “I don’t know myself. I kinda got brought here out of nowhere.” She seemed just as bewildered as he was.


  Jinya looked at Ryuuna for answers. Nonchalantly, she said, “There’s an order to these things. The Itsukihime has to see you off before battle.”


  It seemed that was all Ryuuna had brought Miyaka for. Jinya felt exasperated, but Miyaka spoke before he could get a word in.


  “I’ve heard a lot of things, but I don’t think I’ve ever really understood how much you’ve done to get to where you are now. At the end of the day, I’m just an outsider. I know next to nothing about you.”


  Jinya may have said she helped connect the feelings of the past to the present as Itsukihime, but in reality, she was simply an ordinary high school girl. She was not a demon, nor an artifact spirit user, nor someone with the powers of an urban legend. She could not stand by his side and fight with him, nor was she someone who knew of his past and his hatred who could support him through it. She was capable of so very little, and that made her feel small.


  “But even if it’s irresponsible of me as someone who knows next to nothing, there’s still something I want to say. You’d better finish things quick and get to bed early. I don’t want to see you late for school tomorrow.”


  She kept her words carefree so he wouldn’t feel weighed down, but her feelings came through. Though she was a mere friend who knew little of what was going on, she trusted him enough to end things quickly and come back alive.


  “That’s all from me. Go break a leg.”


  “Thanks. I’ll be off, then.”


  Miyaka smiled with satisfaction. Her words hadn’t been anything grand. She’d essentially just said, “See you tomorrow.” But that was enough for him. The tension left his body. Grateful to both the girls for their kindness, he stared off into the city.


  “I’ll meet you later after I bring Miyaka back home,” said Ryuuna.


  “Please do.” Saying nothing further, he left for the battlefield first.


  He keenly felt once again just how much support he had from others. All the more reason he couldn’t let himself lose to Magatsume, who had come all this way alone.


   


  The city was bereft of people that night. In their place, shadows stirred. Strange figures were illuminated by streetlamps. Groans overlapped and filled the cold winter air.


  With a sharp exhale, he took a big step forward with his right leg and cut horizontally across, rotating his entire body. An abomination was cut apart instantly, but he couldn’t stop yet. Magatsume’s demons, formed from human corpses, did not flinch at the death of one of their own and continued their assault. They were like bugs drawn to light. The word “swarm,” or perhaps a “flock,” was apt to describe them.


  Their bloodlust was genuine, and so Jinya could not hold back. He calmly continued to methodically take their lives.


  He slashed diagonally across, dealt backhand blows, crushed skulls with overhead strikes, and sent one flying with a kick while stabbing another. He slew twenty-one demons in total, but even then, there seemed to be no end to them. His foes were weak, but he still felt impatient as he knew this would be the night it all ended.


  “This is starting to get annoying.”


  A gush of black miasma appeared, then formed into whips and blades before mowing down the demons.


  This was Weaver, Yokaze’s ability, once stolen by Yonabari. It allowed him to store the negative emotions of himself and others and turn them into something physical. The knowledge that Magatsume was near was all he needed to fuel this ability; his heart grew heavy with hatred, which he used to craft his weapons. The demons were mercilessly carved into pieces before falling unceremoniously to the ground.


  “There’s still more?”


  Their numbers seemed limitless. He had to wonder just where so many demons had been hiding. The nights of the modern age were different from the past, now illuminated with man-made lights. All these demons baring their true selves under the light was a strange sight, far stranger than even the parade of demons he fought in the Meiji era. The Heisei era was just that unwelcoming of a world to demons.


  “Go, dog spirits.”


  A trio of somewhat cute-looking black dogs rushed toward the endless swarm of demons. But their claws and fangs were the real deal, and they started to make quick work of the horde.


  Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth, Momoe Moe, had arrived. She walked in front of the demons as if she were taking a stroll. The daring smile on her face showed her confidence. “Sorry, did I make you wait?”


  “A little, but I had company. Let’s leave the jokes at that. As you can see, we’ve got quite a few to get through.”


  “Just wonderful.” Moe grimaced. Jinya had already killed an amount that would make almost anyone balk, but their numbers hadn’t visibly dwindled in the least. She quickly scanned the surroundings and said, “Actually, where are all the people? Even at this time, there should be folks around the station. It’s weird.”


  Sure enough, there wasn’t a soul in sight except for the demons. Nobody had even come to check on all the commotion.


  “You can find them here and there…” With a heavy heart, Jinya gestured with his chin.


  Moe followed his gaze to see a pile of clothes stirring on the ground. A baby was moving inside. Examining her surroundings more closely, she could see several of these babies crying all over the street. Creeped out, her voice trembled as she said, “What the hell?”


  “They’ve been affected by Magatsume’s ability.”


  “But I thought her ability allowed her to regenerate?”


  “She can use it this way as well, apparently.”


  “Don’t tell me we’ll be turned into babies if we stay here too?”


  “Magatsume’s already gone. You’ll be fine so long as you don’t get hit by her ability while you’re fighting her.”


  “Ugh. That ain’t reassurin’ at all. We’re ’bout to go fight her now, aren’t we?”


  Enemies full of unknowns were always scarier than those of obvious strength. Moe was an experienced enough spirit hunter to know that. If Magatsume could repeat this phenomenon over a wide range, she could quite literally bring ruin to the world by her lonesome.


  “But I guess this means they’re not holding anythin’ back, huh? They’re tryna finish things tonight, but that also means it’ll all be over for good if we hold out and defeat the big bad. An okay deal if you think of it like that.” Moe kept her cheerful energy as she fought the demons, perhaps to encourage herself. By no means was she an intelligent person, but she was sharp enough to see straight through to the heart of matters. Himawari had likely set things up this way, not Magatsume. They had a chance to end things in one night. If they survived, victory; if not, defeat. Himawari had made sure the results would be simple and clear.


  “You’re right. There’s nothing to be pessimistic about here,” said Jinya.


  “Right? Plus, getting to work together like this is kind of fun.”


  “Ha ha. You have a point.” He let slip a smile as he swung his blade through an enemy.


  His hatred-mired heart felt just a touch lighter. He was standing side by side with Akitsu Somegorou and fighting a horde of demons just like old times. He had both Moe and that aloof old friend of his to thank for being able to feel nostalgia even in a situation like this. Fate was a mysterious thing. These random moments of tenderness were proof that at least something right had come from all the mistakes he made.


  “Hey, you think we should be worried about demons in other places?”


  “It’s fine. I’ve got Ryuuna, Izuchi, and Yanagi helping out. The son of the Kukami family, Kogetsudou’s granddaughter, and several spirit hunters I don’t personally know should be helping out as well.”


  “Good to know we’ve got help.”


  The two didn’t pause for a second as they talked.


  Jinya kicked off his left leg and slashed through three demons in a single powerful strike. He left himself open as he committed to the attack, but Moe leaped in and scattered the demons approaching him from behind with her artifact spirits. Not missing a beat, the two grabbed each other’s left hands and used their momentum to swap places. Without even a moment to breathe, the demons around them were mowed down. The two looked at one another and shared a smile.


  “Heck yeah!”


  “Seems like we’ve cleared them out for now.”


  “Doesn’t look like we got much time to rest, though.”


  After defeating a number they couldn’t even bother to count, things were calm again. The moans of spirits around the station ceased, replaced by the wails of babies. But they hadn’t defeated all the demons—this was merely the first wave.


  “We shan’t be defeated… We demons shan’t be defeated.”


  “As if we’d accept hiding among humans until the day we die.”


  Jinya and Moe prepared themselves for another wave of demons. This group wasn’t just composed of the mindless riffraff that Magatsume created. Among these demons were those that lived hidden in the recesses of the city and those that had their place in the world taken from them and begrudgingly lived among people.


  Jinya himself was a demon that hid his true form and lived in the world of man. However, though the modern age had come to reject spirits like him, he saw value in the new world and didn’t reject it in turn. But of course, not every demon could adapt like he could.


  “We have a right to seek a place of our own in the world.”


  “If Magatsume can return the night to us, then we’ll do whatever it takes for her.”


  Rather than groaning like the demons before them, they spewed lamentations over having been tossed aside by the world. Jinya had lost many things to changing times as well—vengeance killing was outlawed, as were swords. He understood where their grief came from. But he couldn’t approve of the way Magatsume was handling things.


  “Worshipping Magatsume won’t get you anywhere,” Jinya said.


  Her wish wasn’t going to bring any salvation to these demons. But perhaps they already knew that and came anyway, desperately clinging to their last thread of hope. The demons all wore bitter, pained looks. 


  The one leading the group sighed wearily and said, “Even so, there is more meaning in trusting her than in fading away without purpose.”


  Jinya would rather they had been wild beasts, mad with rage. Things were harder this way. These demons did not want to destroy the Heisei world; they simply wanted their existence to be acknowledged, to go back to the times when people feared the darkness. By some strange coincidence, such a wish was in line with Magatsume’s own. Though she was nothing but an enemy both loved and hated by Jinya, she represented hope to these demons who could do nothing but long for the past.


  “Jin… I don’t think talking’s gonna get us anywhere at this point.”


  “…Right.”


  As sad as it was, demons were that type of creature. Their eyes held no malice or animosity toward the pair but were instead filled with desperation.


  A cold wind blew through the night. The air was tense, as though the lightest touch would send everything crumbling into a bloodbath.


  “Sorry I’m late.” At a time like this, Ryuuna arrived. She’d run back as quickly as she could after seeing Miyaka home. “Let me make it up to you by handling this. Go to Magatsume before you get tired.”


  “You sure?”


  “Mm, I’ll be fine. Bring Moe with you. I can’t go all out if you don’t.”


  Jinya looked at Moe, who answered with a nod. Without looking back, they both ran off.


  They knew where Magatsume was. Before she passed, the demon of Farsight had gone so far as to tell him where she would appear. They had no reason to hesitate if Ryuuna would deal with things here for them.


  Clearing away the demons in their path, Jinya and Moe made for the spot where it would all come to a head.


   


  ***


   


  Ryuuna stood in the way of any would-be pursuers as Jinya and Moe left. With cold, disinterested eyes, she glanced at the demons around her. “Jiiya protected many things in his life. That’s why there are those like me who will protect him now. I’m no longer the one who’s always protected.”


  Jinya felt sympathy for these demons tossed aside by the passage of time, but Ryuuna could not bring herself to feel the same way. To her, who had lived alongside humans, these demons who aligned themselves with Magatsume were nothing but nuisances making trouble for others.


  “You all think the world left you behind? No, you only gave up on keeping up with it. Don’t start acting big just because you couldn’t adapt.”


  Humans could be kind. Kimiko still considered Ryuuna a close friend even in her old age. Even though he knew they were demons, Yoshihiko accepted Ryuuna, as well as Jinya and Izuchi and even Okada Kiichi and Himawari.


  Such bonds only formed because everyone involved put effort into them. What right did these demons have to complain when they couldn’t even do that much? Claiming they had no place in this world was an empty excuse. They simply gave up of their own accord and chose to blame the times like the losers they were.


  “Move only if you dare. I’m not like Jiiya. If you try doing anything else, I’ll crush every single one of you.” Ryuuna made an uncharacteristic display of anger. Her gaze was sharp, her aura even more prickly.


  Overwhelmed, the demons stood stock-still for a while.


   


  ***


   


  In 170 years’ time, the siblings would fight to the death, and from their match the Demon God would be born.


  Jinya hadn’t forgotten that ominous prophecy for a second. From the start, he had known where Magatsume would reappear on the final night: the shrine where the Itsukihime once resided. This wasn’t the Jinta Shrine. There had once been another shrine, built on high ground in the northern part of the village to keep the Woman of Fire’s home safe from floods. In its place now stood Modori River High School.


  “Magatsume will be there, most likely with Himawari and Suzuran. Moe, can you—”


  “Don’t even need to ask. I’ll handle the others while you take on Magatsume.”


  “Thank you. Don’t push yourself, though.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ve got more experience under my belt than you’d think! This isn’t my first life-or-death battle.”


  They were attacked even on the way to their destination. Himawari was genuinely holding nothing back. Though Jinya had some thoughts on the matter, he didn’t hesitate to kill the demons that came at them.


  They ran without stopping, dealing with the demons as they went with both swords and artifact spirits. That went on for some time until eventually they reached a stretch of gingko trees. The trees held no leaves in winter, making the path look forlorn. Jinya’s heartbeat quickened as he felt something eerie lurking in the darkness ahead.


  “Jin.”


  “Yeah. Let’s go.”


  She was waiting for him past this line of trees. Murky hatred filled his heart. Though 170 years had passed, he couldn’t part with this loathing that had become so natural to him. But something else was unmistakably mixed in with it. Or at least, he had gained enough over his life to believe that.


  That was why he would settle things for good this time. He stepped forward with determination.


  “Keh keh keh.” Just then, he heard a wispy laugh. A blade full of bloodlust, reflecting the red moon above, swung in a dreadfully smooth arc and poised to cut straight through Moe’s dainty neck.


  “…Whuh?”


  Death. Jinya felt a shiver run through him as the image of Moe’s head being sent flying flitted through his mind. But he was able to react immediately because he’d focused his mind for the battle with Magatsume ahead. His spirit and body, primed for battle, reacted reflexively to the premonition of death he felt approaching.


  A sharp noise rang out as steel clashed against steel. Just barely, he managed to defend Moe with Yarai in time. Moe didn’t waste a moment and unleashed one of her cat spirits.


  Their opponent had predicted such a counterattack and slew the artifact spirit in a single stroke, then leisurely made space between them. He carried himself with confidence to the point of being aggravating.


  “What is the meaning of this?” challenged Jinya. A moment later and Moe would have been dead. He couldn’t prevent anger from creeping into his voice. Glaring at their assailant, he took up a stance, bringing his sword behind himself. Using the stance he was most familiar with was not a conscious decision; his body simply knew it had to be this way. A single moment of inattention would mean death. That was the kind of opponent he was facing.


  “What a peculiar question. You observed me swinging my blade. Can there be any doubt my intentions were anything but to kill?” Okada Kiichi spoke with utter conviction, as if what he said was mere common sense. He meant what he said. His laughter gave away his presence early, likely on purpose, but the bloodlust in his strike had been genuine. If Jinya hadn’t blocked it in time, Kiichi would have killed Moe. “Truly, such an impure man you are. You’ve killed many throughout your time, both man and demon. What is another corpse to the count?”


  “Kiichi!”


  “But perhaps you are better this way.” He let Jinya’s rage wash over him like a refreshing breeze and laughed. Jinya detected none of the bloodthirstiness he usually felt from him. His laughter was as wispy and creepy as ever, but there was a calmness to it. “Yasha. Once, I told you how I abandoned my humanity, became a demon, and killed so many, all to live truer to the sword. I live by the sword, and so a life devoted to killing gives my life meaning.”


  Kiichi’s way of being had not changed, and would never change. He had only one wish: to be able to live by the sword. Swords were made to kill, so he would kill. Swordsmanship was developed in order to kill more efficiently, so he would use it to kill more efficiently. It didn’t matter whether his victims were man or demon, samurai or commoner, or even woman or child; so long as he lived by the sword, he would kill. This way of life, devoid of ethics or morals, was everything to Kiichi.


  “However, times have changed. The sword has lost its place in the world. Oh, do not misunderstand. I have no qualms over the path I’ve chosen. Not once have I stopped living for the sword, nor have I ever thought to do so. I shall live by it until the moment I breathe my last. And yet…” Kiichi readied his blade, holding it in front with the tip pointed at a slight left slant. This stance was his specialty. “It would seem I’ve grown impure over the years as well. Toudou Yoshihiko. His children and grandchildren. Even Miyaka-kun. I’ve seen many who are pure even without wielding a sword. And as strange as it is, I’ve come to think I would not mind wielding my blade for their sake…and perhaps for yours as well. But that…that is not the blade I sought to pursue.”


  Impurity clouded oneself. That was why Kiichi cut so much out of his life. But now that he knew the beauty of impurity, he too had become impure.


  An impure sword made for a dull blade. Jinya claimed that was a good thing, as his dulled blade had let him resolve some situations without killing.


  “That being the case, I must question the meaning of the blade.”


  …But Kiichi could not bring himself to say the same.


  “I cannot be proud of not killing like you, nor can I abandon the sword or my pride after all this time. And so I shall have you join me for a bout, O Yasha.”


  That was why he was here—so he could remain the man known as Okada Kiichi.


  “Through this exchange, I shall find the meaning of the blade.”


  As if to cut away any and all logic, the murderer from an era past stood in Jinya’s way.


   


  7


   


  IT WAS MEANINGLESS to speak of Okada Kiichi’s past.


  The path he had walked was a simple one from which nothing could be gleaned. Because he was a samurai, he was given a sword. Because he was given a sword, he learned swordsmanship. Because he learned swordsmanship, he killed.


  In truth, that was all there was. There was no tragedy, no madness. Kiichi became a man who killed people as though it was simply what he was meant to be. He did not derive pleasure from killing; he was of completely sound mind. And yet he killed anyway, because he saw the world not through the lens of right and wrong, but pure and impure.


  To give an example, imagine there was a person in pain and a Good Samaritan took action to help them. Imagine this Samaritan acted not in search of a reward or the admiration of others, but simply out of a genuine desire to help. Kiichi would think of this Samaritan as noble, but not for helping someone in need. He would think them noble for acting without being swayed by secondary motives, for devoting themselves to their desire to help. Kiichi respected purity of heart. Benevolence untouched by the likes of falsehood and self-interest was something he adored dearly. He would describe it as refreshing as liquor made from the clearest waters, as hardy as steel without impurities. Such Samaritans existed free of excess. That was why they stirred the hearts of others so much.


  Conversely, no matter how noble an act helping another might be, the would-be Good Samaritan became nothing but a hypocrite whenever motives like money or honor came into play. Carrying excess ruined the value of things. Naturally, the same rang true when it came to swords.


  “To protect those dear.” “Revenge.” “To see through justice.” “For my dreams.”


  They had all been so terribly impure. They burdened themselves with excess, and that made their blades dull. Swords existed to kill; they killed, therefore they were swords. Loyalty, honor, faith, dignity, ethics, morals—all worthless. Wielding the blade for a purpose beyond the blade itself was no different than ­offering aid while hiding ulterior motives, whereas using the blade to kill without reason was as pure an act as selfless benevolence. Swords killed simply because it was their purpose, and they looked forward to nothing but their next killing.


  These embellishments to what should be one’s true purpose were ugly things, no matter how they were presented, and yet the modern age was overflowing with these embellishments. Kiichi did not think that was wholly a bad thing. Though clear liquor tasted delicious, there was something to be appreciated in the flavor of the unrefined variety. There were even those like the Yasha who made impurity their answer. Kiichi, however, could not do the same.


  That was why he remained a man who sought only to kill with the blade.


  He had only one wish: to live by the sword.


   


  One mustn’t waver with the blade, for a heart weighed down by impurity was an unseemly thing.


   


  ***


   


  “Why?” Jinya assumed his best stance, holding his sword behind himself. He kept his senses sharp, but his expression contorted slightly. “I may not know the depths of your adherence to the sword, but I can at least comprehend it. I understand why you seek to know the meaning of your blade. But why must you do this now?”


  Tonight was the night when Magatsume made her move, when the demons of old were running rampant. Kiichi knew of Jinya’s goals and still chose to stand in his way. Jinya wasn’t angry—he was filled with genuine confusion.


  “Because now is my only chance. If I challenged you in a more peaceful time, you would simply refuse me. Even if you accepted, it would only be after you made scrupulous preparations to ensure neither of us would die. And if you were to win in a fair fight, you’d spare me under the pretense of returning the favor of our first bout. I would not have my desire met in such a way.”


  Jinya knew he was right. Maybe in the past he would’ve acted differently, but he knew Kiichi too well now. He could not cross swords with him like he would do with any ordinary enemy.


  “But with the Demon God so close, you haven’t the time to waste. Keh keh keh. So, what shall it be? If you can’t strike me down, you’ll be all too late.”


  It was only through a true deathmatch where nothing was held back that Kiichi could find his answer. He would not budge. No matter what Jinya said to him here, he would still block his way. 


  But that much was obvious. If he’d been a man whose convictions could be swayed by words in the first place, he would have abandoned the sword long ago.


  “I see.” Jinya tightened his grip on Yarai. There was no time for further questions, nor was there anything meaningful he could ask. If they were to talk, it would have to be with their blades. “Then I’ll hold nothing back to see my will through.” He would not hesitate. He would meet Kiichi with everything he had.


  Kiichi seemed pleased by Jinya’s display of spirit and wasted no time in making his move. With his center of gravity flowing fluidly, he darted forward, reaching his top speed in a single step. His footwork was harrowingly magnificent, his head hardly swaying at all, but more impressive than his actual speed was his acceleration. He lunged forward, thrusting his sword like a flash of lightning without letting his momentum drop for a moment. It was a perfect, deadly strike meant to bore straight through Jinya’s guts—or so it seemed. The moment Jinya started to react to Kiichi’s lunge, the blade changed course, leaping toward Jinya’s skull as though that had been its destination all along.


  Though death was fast approaching him, Jinya’s mind was serene. He brought his blade forward, swinging from his elbows to allow it the shortest path. At the same time, he took a great diagonal step back with his right leg, rotating his body as soon as his foot hit the ground. His intent wasn’t to stop Kiichi’s thrust, but to divert it by pushing Yarai against the flat of Kiichi’s sword to avoid the stab aimed at his skull. 


  But Kiichi’s blade danced yet again. Moving fluidly, his attack changed from a thrust to a diagonal slash across Jinya’s torso. Kiichi’s technique was even more polished than before. 


  Though Jinya was no stranger to battles of life and death, he felt chills race down his spine.


  But he could still keep up with Kiichi’s movements. He blocked the diagonal slash, trying to lock blades at the hilt, but Kiichi didn’t falter for an instant and overwhelmingly forced Jinya’s blade back, causing Jinya to retreat a half step. In the opening created by this, Kiichi unleashed another slash.


  The air whizzed as his blade rushed forward, tracing a white line across the night. As fierce as the attack was, there was an elegant beauty to its motion. Kiichi’s swordplay and its lack of wasteful movement was as bewitching to watch as it was chilling.


  “Nggaaah!”


  Even so, Jinya could still keep up.


  He gave a short, rough shout and swung with the fierce intensity of a storm, knocking away the encroaching lethal strike. Jinya had been at Kiichi’s mercy in the past, but his many years of training had brought his skill with the sword further. His swordplay couldn’t have been called beautiful, but it was powerful nonetheless; he could hold his ground even if he couldn’t beat Kiichi when it came to technique.


  Their blades were evenly matched so far, but their wielders were worlds apart. Though Jinya had trained, he carried his blade with unnecessary emotion that dulled its edge. It made him weak and unseemly, but that way of being was something he was proud of. Kiichi, as a man who strove to master the sword to the point of embodying the blade, could only see Jinya’s pride over not killing as impure.


  A sharp ring sounded as metal clashed against metal. After blocking many strikes, Jinya made one last grand swing, meeting Kiichi’s blade, then leaped back.


  No follow-up strike came after he put distance between them. Jinya took the opportunity to exhale all the hot air that had built up in his lungs. Though he had kept up for the time being, Kiichi was still a step above him. Their exchange of blades felt like a tightrope balancing act for him, while Kiichi hadn’t broken a sweat.


  “Magnificent.” Kiichi offered praise from the heart while making a bloodcurdling smile. It had been a while since he’d seen such swordplay, and his voice sounded surprisingly emotional. “You are strong. You’ve done well to come so far despite all your impurity.”


  “It’s the opposite. I’ve burdened myself with excess and become weaker, so I’ve pushed myself further to compensate.”


  “Keh keh keh. Well said.”


  In an instant, Jinya’s body blurred and he closed the distance between them. He made a vertical strike from straight overhead. Kiichi easily diverted it, but that was part of Jinya’s plan. His first move was a diversion. With Oneness, he had simultaneously used Superhuman Strength, Dart, and Spirit to draw close and strike, then he followed up by using his enhanced physical ability to quickly slash diagonally upward.


  But even though the blade was little more than a blur, Kiichi read its movements and minutely leaned his upper body backward to evade it. Every martial artist knew to read their opponent’s moves, but doing so when that opponent moved at an inhuman speed was simply unreasonable. Jinya witnessed the sheer skill Kiichi possessed and felt exasperation at first, belatedly followed by astonished admiration.


  “That was quite the surprise,” Kiichi remarked.


  “Says the one who dodged everything so easily…”


  Kiichi seemed to be greatly enjoying himself even though they were both fighting with their lives on the line, and Jinya understood why. Though his obsession took a different form, he too was someone who strove to live by the sword. He’d devoted more than half his life to it, only for the passage of time to deem his sword, his very partner and soul, worthless. Yarai had been everything to him at one point, but it did not have a place in the Heisei era. But when he stood before Kiichi, it seemed to regain its weight in his hands, which made his heart dance. The two were neither friends nor allies, but Kiichi was the only kindred spirit with whom Jinya could be nostalgic like this.


  “This is quite fun, Yasha.” Kiichi seemed to feel the same way. As if to communicate that, he let his sword speak for him. He stepped in as he took a breath, then unleashed a slash full of killing intent. Jinya’s body turned to gooseflesh, the strike enrapturing to witness. Something he had long forgotten in his heart murmured to him, telling him how much it enjoyed this moment when the sword’s worth was realized.


  “Indeed,” Jinya murmured back. If the sword was his soul, then their crossing of blades was them testing each other’s depths. Without a need for actual words, Jinya felt Kiichi’s heart through his blade and came to an understanding more than a hundred years in the making. Right now, there was nothing to adulterate his being. They were just one sword talking to another. Nothing else, not even Magatsume, existed.


  They were like children eager to show off their toys, displaying all the training they had put into their swords, their souls. Their blades were swung simply to be swung; they killed simply to kill. There was no anger or loathing in them. Every stroke of the blade was perfected purely for the purpose of proving it had a place. Who knew the sword could be so pure once all the attachments and hatred were stripped away? Jinya’s entire being existed for the sword in this moment. This must have been what Kiichi meant by becoming the sword. It was beautiful. He could see why the man wouldn’t approve of impurity. “But I can’t remain like this forever.”


  Time passed all the more quickly when one was having fun.


  Jinya retreated to create distance, assuming a stance again with his sword held behind him. He kept his weight on his back leg and steadied his breathing while keeping his stance low. He focused his mind, making the blade a part of him, all the way to the tip.


  “Okada Kiichi. With this single strike, allow me to show you everything this life you once spared has gained from its impure path.” The two wished for the same thing. They lived by the blade yet contradicted one another, and they were both summarily deemed unneeded by the changing times. “In return, show me everything you have gained from refining yourself, as my one and only kindred spirit in this modern age.”


  It was precisely because the modern world had come to see swords as unnecessary that Kiichi came to question the meaning of the blade.


  “Kindred spirits, eh? Perhaps so. Neither of us could part with the blade. In that sense, we are indeed birds of a feather.”


  “Right. That’s why…”


  “Verily. We shall once again prove ourselves through the blade.”


  A gentle wind blew, brushing Jinya’s cheek before fading away. Such a soft breeze could not cool his fever.


  Out of gratitude for one another, they would hold nothing back from their strikes. The air was tense. The slightest opening would mean death. Jinya knew this, but his heart was peaceful. The bloodlust directed his way felt soothing, even.


  But it all had to come to an end at some point. There was nothing specific to mark the start of the exchange, and yet they both sprang into action at the very same instant.


  The distance between them approached zero. Kiichi’s sword, held before him at a slight tilt, flowed into a diagonal slash with no change in its trajectory. This strike had, quite literally, his everything put behind it. Meanwhile, Jinya lowered his stance even further and unleashed a reverse diagonal slash, mirroring Kiichi’s own attack. As his stance had originally positioned his sword behind him and their strikes were made at the same time, his attack came a touch slower. But that was fine; he didn’t think he was disadvantaged. He dug his left foot firmly into the ground, stepping with his right as he rotated his body. He carried that rotation through his shoulder to his arm and then into his blade. The full unified movements of his body were delivered into one perfected strike. 


  Kiichi made a ghastly smile. Jinya didn’t make such a strike to try and overtake him with speed. Jinya’s strike was made with the full knowledge he would be struck in turn—and so it held nothing back, intent on rending through flesh, bone, the whole soul, in one single strike at the cost of his own body.


  Was it fear or exhilaration that surged through them? Their hearts trembled as their blades neared each other. They were evenly matched. This was no longer a matter of who was physically stronger or whose skill was greater. The speed that Oneness provided and the technique the murderer had honed over his hundred-something years were all similarly insignificant at this point.


  The two demons let out shouts that words couldn’t describe as they converged. They stopped past one another and stood as silence returned.


  Blood sprayed a second late. The two differed in their way of being, and so it was their way of being that decided the outcome.


  “Hmph.”


  Kiichi’s diagonal slash, free of any excess, left a large gash in Jinya’s chest.


  Kiichi looked down at his blade, glistening with blood, and softly sighed. Jinya had fallen to a knee the last time, but this time Kiichi’s strike had reached neither bone nor viscera.


  Jinya’s own blade had slashed Kiichi’s chest as well, except his strike only left a shallow cut from which a faint trickle of blood could be seen.


  A conclusion had been reached.


  “So, I’ve been defeated,” Kiichi said with a look of satisfaction. He accepted his defeat with ease.


  “Not quite. A battle of swords is a clash where one’s life is at stake. The fact that we are both alive means no victor has emerged. Or have you forgotten your own words?” Jinya wore a faint smile. A bleeding gash was left in his chest, but it wasn’t so bad that he couldn’t move.


  “Keh keh keh. It is as you say. But I do believe I’ve found my answer from this bout. A conclusion other than living or dying isn’t so bad.” Kiichi had thought Jinya’s strike was made with the intention of braving a mortal wound in return, but he had been incorrect. “I failed to kill. You succeeded in not killing. I have no excuse.”


  Jinya’s strike hadn’t been a strike at all. He used his whole body to swing with all his might and cancel out Kiichi’s own attack, then slipped in a slash at Kiichi’s chest. As his first move killed all of his momentum, Jinya only managed a scratch on Kiichi, but that too was by design. The theory behind his actions was similar to Kiichi’s special two-part attack, only Jinya’s was a nonlethal strike that fused offense with defense.


  Kiichi’s technique was still superior, so Jinya couldn’t completely block the strike and was cut. However, he achieved his goal. The winner of their match wasn’t decided by who would live and who would die, but by purity and impurity. Kiichi, who was free of excess, failed to kill with his pure blade; whereas Jinya’s impure blade, made dull by the excess he shouldered, successfully avoided killing.


  There could be no doubt that Jinya was the victor.


  “What you said was right, Okada Kiichi. I’m an impure man who can’t abandon the blade.” Though he’d emerged the victor, Jinya didn’t sound proud or even all that confident in what he said. He let himself speak honestly because Kiichi was the man who embodied his past ideals. He had a deep admiration for the purity of Kiichi, a man who could abandon all else in pursuit of one thing. “I’ve grown weaker. I’ll probably be crushed someday by the weight of the burdens I’ve accepted. But I’ve come to think that’s something I desire as well. My blade has been made dull with impurity, doubt, and excess; but it’s thanks to all those things that I’ve made it past some obstacles without killing. So even if the sword has no place in the new world, even if my blade fails to kill the things I must, I want to believe it has meaning through the things I chose not to kill.” Jinya’s nonlethal blade was the greatest achievement he had to show Kiichi. “The world made with an impure blade isn’t a bad one.”


  He didn’t know how his answer came across to Kiichi, who was staring at a trickle of blood running down his blade, his thoughts unreadable.


  “So your answer remains unchanged. Truly, what an impure man you are.”


  “I’m fine with that. How about you? Have you discovered the meaning behind your sword yourself?” Jinya asked Kiichi the same question he had once asked him and received a somewhat self-deprecating but still unshakable response. 


  “I wonder. I thought I might come to accept impurity if I lost to you, but it would seem I still cannot change my way of life after coming this far. Apparently answers do not change so easily. My life’s purpose has been to remove all excess and live by the sword; if the Heisei world deems swords unnecessary, then I shall end my life as a mere murderer from an era past.” He turned and began to walk away, saying nothing further. There was no gloom in his retreating image, no wavering in his step. Perhaps he’d known from the start that his answer wouldn’t change.


  “Let me ask you one thing,” Jinya said. “You should have a demon ability of your own by now. Why didn’t you use it?”


  In their battle, Kiichi had only used his sword. Not once had he activated his ability. Jinya wanted to know why he had held back.


  “Oh. It slipped my mind.” He was clearly speaking nonsense, but he elaborated no further and continued to walk away.


  If their duel was one of purity and impurity, then it went without saying that Jinya was on the side of impurity. But suppose the faintest bit of impurity known as hesitation had clouded Kiichi’s pure blade. Could that have been what truly tipped the scales?


  Jinya said nothing as he watched Kiichi leave. He did not know what lay in the other man’s future, much less his own.


   


  “I know a good woman is supposed to know when to step back and let men do their thing, but still…” A somewhat exasperated voice spoke up. Moe, witness to a duel between two men from an era past, made a face that expressed dissatisfaction with the result. “How should I even put it? All you men are a pain in the butt.”


  Perhaps it would seem that way to a modern high school girl like her. She wasn’t mocking them. She herself shouldered emotions from the past, emotions she held dearer than her life. She understood what it was like to have something one couldn’t give up on. Still, she couldn’t help but be exasperated by how illogical both of the men were, especially with such pressing matters waiting in the wings. It was understandable where her frustration came from.


  “What was the point of all that if his answer didn’t change in the end? Wouldn’t it have been better to just talk things out at that point?”


  “Ha ha, perhaps. But our swords are everything to us. If we’re to reach an answer, we want it to be through them. It’s shameful, I’ll admit.” Jinya smiled softly. Even if it was all meaningless, that brief moment they shared had unmistakable value to them.


  “You’re both too stubborn for your own good.”


  “That’s a compliment as far as I’m concerned. Come on, we’ve lost enough time. Let’s hurry.”


  They left the chitchat at that. Jinya looked ahead again. He could see the school gate past the line of leafless gingko trees. This path that should have been familiar to him seemed so foreboding on this night.


  He had no time to waste being intimidated, though. They bolted forward, entered the school gate, and reached the courtyard. Many eyes turned to look at them. The place was overflowing with spirits, but they made no move, as if they were waiting for the arrival of their master.


  “Yikes. Looks like a full house.”


  “This is quite the gathering. At least they’re not attacking.”


  The countless gazes were intimidating. Jinya averted his eyes upward and saw the red moon in the sky, its odious hue stirring unease.


  Red moons were not supernatural phenomena. The redness was understood to be atmospherical, caused by the same process that gave the morning and evening skies their own redness. It was a completely natural occurrence whose principles were fully explained by science. But in past times, before the light of science had illuminated the night, red moons were seen as portents of something inauspicious. Who could say what significance the moon held to a modern girl like Moe and to the demons of old that filled this place?


  “…Hmph.” Jinya’s sentimental thought quickly passed. His whole body tensed as he felt the air freeze over and prickle his skin like needles. Something murky took root inside his heart at the nostalgic presence. As a demon, he failed to part from the hatred he felt toward his once-loved sister, but he wanted to believe there was now another emotion inside him besides hatred.


  “Ah ha ha. This is insane. I’m trembling.” Moe sensed the approaching presence as well, her body shivering slightly. She wasn’t afraid; her body simply reacted against her wishes.


  The two put themselves on guard and glared off in the same direction.


  The figure of a woman stepped out of the darkness. Her long, unruly, billowing hair was a dazzling blonde. She looked around sixteen or maybe seventeen in age. She wore a black robe and had a youthful face, but no one would dare describe her as beautiful.


  “So this…is Magatsume.” said Moe in a weak voice, either out of discomposure or disgust. This time she felt unmistakable fear, and a chill ran down Jinya’s spine as well.


  “Aaahh…” A hoarse noise came from Magatsume’s throat.


  In the Showa era, Jinya heard from Nanao about how her mother had continuously cut away pieces of her heart, leaving only her hatred and making herself more like a monster. He’d thought he understood what that meant, but it would seem he hadn’t fully grasped it. The chills he felt weren’t of hatred but of revulsion. The moment he laid eyes on his sister, he felt a physiological aversion greater than his loathing.


  “I see. You…”


  There were stories, like those of the Okikumushi and Heishiroumushi, where a person died with grudges in their heart and became a vengeful, toxic insect spirit. There was an ancient Japanese belief that hatred turned one into an insect, and Magatsume’s insectile arm must have stemmed from that belief. It was a representation of the hatred she was left with after cutting away so many pieces of her heart. Her long hair hid most of it, but half of her face was taken up by a compound bug eye. Her entire body was covered in arthropod leg growths that scritched together, and her right arm resembled a centipede. Something, or some things, writhed underneath her robe.


  Her one good eye fixed itself firmly on Jinya. She gave a broken cackle and said, “Ah, at long last. My wish…can be granted. Your happiness. Soon…”


  Faced with the terrible sight of her, Jinya grimaced. “To think you’ve become this broken.”


  The foretold hour had arrived.


  Magatsume had appeared before him once more, this time as a calamity beyond saving.


  Lotus Untouched by Mud
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  AS THE YEARS PASSED, so too did the memories fade.


  However, the fact that it rained that night still remained clear in his mind. He couldn’t do anything for her, but his sister said she was happy so long as he was by her side. The torrential downpour was cold, but her hand was so warm. A part of him had been saved by her innocent smile, and so he wished from the heart to remain her older brother until the end.


  The girl that flitted through his mind bore no resemblance to the woman he saw now. Magatsume had changed beyond recognition. For that matter, Jinya scarcely resembled his old self as well. He had gained too many things he held dear and could no longer live solely for his hatred.


  “Aaaah. Just a little longer… It’ll only be…just a little longer…”


  But Magatsume realized none of that. She was stuck in the past, fixated on the time she spent in Kadono Village, back when she would tease Jinta together with Shirayuki and be pampered in return. She was trying to reach out for the happiness she used to have.


  “So don’t get in my waaaaay!”


  She understood it was her brother she saw before her eyes, but she didn’t hesitate to bare her fangs. Her movements couldn’t be described as a dash. There was no technique to them; she simply moved as quickly as her body allowed her to. But it was enough for her to close the distance between them in the blink of an eye. To her, such a feat was as simple as walking, but that was what made it so difficult to read her movement. It was like trying to read the steps of a cat or the floating of a jellyfish. Because there was no technique, no form to bind her, her movements became naturally rhythmless and lacked all waste. She achieved a perfect, unreadable step-in approach—something many sought to master—simply by being such a superior creature.


  Jinya didn’t look away for a second, and yet she vanished from sight. She was upon him before he knew it, a hand with sharp nails coming to gouge his skull from his blind spot.


  This attack was different from what he’d seen from her before. She was prepared to kill her own brother in order to benefit him. The logic was incoherent, but it was straightforward and held nothing back.


  “It’s our first time meeting in forever and you’re already getting to it?” Most people would have died here before they could even grasp what was happening, but Jinya blocked with Yarai without even turning to look at the strike.


  With Oneness, he used Superhuman Strength, Dart, and Spirit all at once. This gave him complete control of himself with enhanced speed and strength for an extended duration using only his thoughts. He gave zero consideration to the burden this would place on his body. Relying only on a slight shift in the air, he stopped Magatsume’s nails without budging a step.


  “I can’t give you my life that easily. I’ve gone to great lengths so I can confront you like this.” He’d spent 170 years preparing to face Magatsume again, all so he could face the feelings she held for him. “But I doubt you’re in any mood to talk, so I’m going to have to get a little rough first.”


  He pushed off his left leg to prepare an attack as quickly as possible, but she was fast. Before he could even begin to swing, she drew back in retreat. 


  But he remained right with her, closing the distance in a single breath and slamming a fist into her face.


  She had seen everything coming. She couldn’t preemptively read his moves, but she had the sheer reflexes to react to his counterattack and retreat. Even after 170 years, her basic physical abilities still far outshone his.


  But he had made great efforts since then to find ways to close the gap between them. He used Dart to chain bursts of speed together and accelerate his fist faster than she could react. His fist barreled into her cheek, but he didn’t stop there. 


  He took Yarai, the blade once protected by the Itsukihime and entrusted to him by his village chief, and held it in his left hand with a reverse grip. He pulled back his right fist, rotating his left side forward as he slashed.


  Even though her physical ability far outshone his, she couldn’t react while she was caught mid-retreat. His blade strike held nothing back, containing all the fruits of his training. Its gray edge dug into her flesh, causing a dark red liquid to trickle out.


  “Grieeek!” She let out a sharp exhale, reminiscent of an insect cry.


  That shallow wound was all Jinya could manage. A wild swing of Magatsume’s right arm stopped him from stepping in any further, and she got away. It hurt to let the chance slip from his fingers like this.


  “Incredible! You totally got her!” exclaimed Moe. Based on the exchange that had just occurred, Jinya seemed to be winning. She was exhilarated to see him doing so well against a spirit whom many called a Demon God.


  Jinya didn’t let his guard down, focusing intently on Magatsume. He may have gotten a hit in, but such a light wound really meant nothing.


  “At this rate, wait… What the…?” Moe finally noticed. The excitement in her voice turned into confusion. When she saw Magatsume wounded, she thought it was only a matter of time before victory came their way. But Magatsume was indifferent.


  Jinya’s fist, backed by the combined force of Dart and Superhuman Strength, had slammed straight into her face. His blade had cut her body as well. He didn’t leave lethal wounds, but they hadn’t been light either. Both were gone after only a blink.


  “Mahoroba,” muttered Magatsume. Despite her hideous appearance, her voice was as refreshing as a bell. This was her demon ability; Moe had heard a little about it.


  “That was her ability, right? That bug arm of hers and the strange power…to heal?”


  “Not quite,” Jinya calmly said. Akitsu Somegorou the Third had told him about the insectile arm and the strange healing he witnessed when he faced Magatsume, but the healing was only one facet of her ability. “Her ability is called Mahoroba. It’s a manifestation of the unattainable wish of her heart.” The insectile arm was simply the result of her cutting away pieces of her heart, a representation of the hate she was left with. Her strange healing wasn’t actually healing at all but simply the shape taken by her wish. “Her ability’s true power is to reverse time. She can rewind the time of herself and others to previous states.”


  Her healing and all the babies they’d seen were the results of the same phenomenon. By turning back her own time, she could heal her wounds; by turning back the time of others, she could revert them to the moment they were born. She couldn’t be killed, and a single attack of hers would be effectively lethal. It needn’t be said what kind of wish she must have had to form such an ability.


  “Don’t get close to her,” warned Jinya. “One touch and you’ll be finished.”


  “But doesn’t the same go for you?”


  “I’ll be fine.” He leaped into action the moment he answered. Mahoroba was definitely a nuisance of an ability: It made wounding Magatsume meaningless. Still, he had to get close to her if he wanted to get anywhere at all.


  Magatsume wasn’t naive enough to let him approach so freely, though. She raised her grotesque, now dark green right arm. The skin split as an exoskeleton resembling the leg of an insect tore through. Her arm was like a cross between a centipede and a caterpillar. Disgust filled Jinya as he saw it throb to life and then stretch forward in attack. 


  He stopped in his tracks. Her insectile arm ominously cricked as it barreled toward him. Despite its rigid appearance, it moved rapidly and forcefully. Even his ability-enhanced body couldn’t fully block this. Instead, he stooped low and swung his blade upward to divert the strike as best as he could.


  Her insectile arm repeated its attack like it had a life of its own. It was heavy, fast—the attacks were made with raw strength alone, and that was what made them so hard to deal with. A single blow would be deadly, and they came at an unreasonable rate. If he lost focus for a moment, he would be the one squashed like a bug. He honed his senses and kept dodging direct blows, using Yarai to turn aside the strikes and narrowly survive Magatsume’s onslaught.


  Eventually, her insectile arm made a tremendous lunge forward. The same instant he diverted the strike, he stepped in and approached faster than the next attack could come. As if it’d been waiting for that very moment, a white arm drew toward him from behind. A being lacking eyes, nose, or mouth appeared as though emerging from the darkness—Suzuran. She took aim at Jinya’s defenseless back while his attention was solely devoted to Magatsume, swinging a whiplike arm.


  “Not so fast!” Moe met the attack with a strike of her own. She had been waiting for such a surprise attack all along and reacted calmly.


  She swung Shouki’s dagger, causing a great bearded demon to take a mad swing. This was the treasure of the Akitsu, made by Akitsu Somegorou the Third. The plague-quelling, demon-slaying demon god himself—Shouki—was a fitting opponent for an underling of Magatsume’s.


  “Appreciate it,” Jinya said.


  “Don’t mention it. I’m sure you could’ve managed yourself, though. You knew Suzuran was there, right?”


  The two chatted as they continued fending off attacks. It was comforting to know he had someone he could entrust his back to, and he felt relaxed enough to stop and talk for a while even with danger so close.


  “I did, but I had my hands full dealing with Magatsume. I can’t spare a moment here, so I’m leaving everything else to you. I’m counting on you. You’re all that’s keeping me from a quick death.”


  “You’re putting quite a bit of faith in me—not that I ain’t proud of that.”


  He had no focus to spare on anything but Magatsume. Fighting Suzuran at the same time was out of the question. That was why the deal all along had been for him to fight Magatsume while Moe handled everything else. It would be a little too crude to call this a plan, but it was the most logical course of action they had. What’s more, he trusted Moe more than enough to have his back.


  “You’re willin’ to entrust your rear, your very life, to me so you can see your stubbornness through. I’m such a lucky gal to be thought of so highly. All right, Jin, leave everything to me!” She unleashed a horizontal slash with Shouki. Suzuran defended herself by hardening her body but was still sent flying through one of the school’s glass windows. Moe grinned as though that had been her objective all along.


  Most of the other demons showed no interest in attacking; they were fully intent on seeing through Jinya and Magatsume’s showdown. But a minority of them seemed to think Moe might interfere in the battle, so they attacked her, ignoring Jinya. 


  “Come, dog spirits.” Moe brought out her dog spirits to temporarily keep them in check, then hurried toward the school building in chase of Suzuran. The demons soon followed her with angry bellows. In total, she was facing Suzuran, a dozen or so superior demons, and several of the lesser demons Magatsume created.


  She was vastly outnumbered, but she said nothing so Jinya could focus. He had his own fight, and she had hers. Though she was young, she too was an Akitsu Somegorou.


  “Perfect.” Jinya was truly blessed to be able to call the Akitsu his friends. Thankful for Moe’s kindness, he grinned slightly. Something about that must have irritated Magatsume.


  “…Jishibari…”


  Chains appeared out of nothingness and raced through the air. No, these were not chains but insects. Centipedes of abnormal size and length quickly approached to seize Jinya’s arms and legs. His own copy of Jishibari only allowed him to summon four chains he could manipulate, but Jishibari was originally used to seal something upon contact. If Magatsume could use her daughters’ full abilities, then he could not let these centipedes touch him.


  The centipedes fast approached as one. It was a sight that made disgust well up inside. He deployed Jishibari and Weaver in response, using chains and whips of miasma to intercept the centipedes, but Magatsume’s grotesque right arm continued to attack all the while.


  “Ngh, graah!”


  Tsuchiura had been superior in both strength and proficiency with his ability. Okada Kiichi was second to none in technique. Nagumo Eizen had countless lives stocked up. The Kankandara had been the embodiment of curse itself. Jinya had fought several challenging opponents before, but Magatsume was different from them all. Her strength was simply too great. There was her ability Mahoroba; her grotesque insect arm; her natural, rhythmless movement; and the lack of hesitation provided by her broken heart, but even ignoring all of that, her base strength alone was on another level. She was strong, not because of the effort she put into herself or because of her talent, but simply because she was strong. Her strength was unreasonable and cruel.


  But if something like that had been enough for him to throw in the towel, then he wouldn’t have challenged her in the first place. He knew the odds were stacked against him, but he intended to come out ahead regardless.


  The sex worker he met in the Dove District had told him he was the only one who could stop Magatsume, in terms of both ability and emotions: You are the only one who can stop my mother at the end of it all.


  “Yeah. I know, Nanao…”


  In the past, though he knew he had to stop the Demon God, he didn’t know whether he would kill Suzune at the end of his journey. He left his home village bearing hatred he didn’t know what to do with and a sword of ambiguous purpose. 


  But things were different now. 


  He faced the onslaught of attacks and swung his blade with renewed determination.


   


  2


   


  THEY HAD SHARED A CONVERSATION not long before the final night arrived. One day, when school was finished and evening sunlight filled the empty corridor, Moe asked with a warm smile, “Hey, if you could only choose between saving me or Miyaka, which of us would you choose?”


  She’d asked that same question shortly after they first got to know each other, and he had answered “Miyaka” without missing a beat. Though it was a mean-spirited question, Moe wanted to know if his answer had changed now that they’d grown closer.


  “It’s a harder choice now than before. But I’m sure if it came to it, I’d choose to save Miyaka,” he replied quickly. If such a situation ever came to be, a quick decision would be far preferable to one made after it was too late for action.


  The fact that he hesitated for a few seconds this time proved to Moe that she had become just that important to him. Still, she was a little hurt. She had been the one who asked, so she was simply reaping what she sowed and couldn’t fault him for his choice, but she still wanted to know his reasoning. She knew she was only causing him further trouble and might end up even more hurt depending on what he said, but she just had to ask.


  “Why’s that? Am I not cute enough for you?” She puffed up her cheeks in a pout and phrased her question jokingly, trying her best not to let it feel too probing or come off like she was hurt.


  It was a difficult question to answer. Usually in situations like this, he would act like a father soothing a grumpy child, but not this time. He didn’t get cross with her or anything either. Instead, he flashed her a fearless smile and said, “Come on. You know I’d choose the best outcome for everyone if I could.”


   


  Though she was talented, Momoe Moe—the tenth Akitsu Somegorou—was still just a young girl.


  As artifact spirit users, the Akitsu could take the emotions in objects and turn them into spirits they could command. But no matter how much they trained, they could never best a demon in a match of strength, and given her young years, Moe lacked the experience to keep up with the quick minds of the more cunning spirits.


  “…I’m weak.”


  But most of all, she could not dare to think of herself as strong after seeing the famous Demon Eater himself fight.


  Even so, she was more than strong enough to handle your average spirit. The likes of Jinya and Okada Kiichi—and for that matter, Kankandara and Magatsume—were far above her, but Moe still possessed a rare talent: the ability to command a variety of artifact spirits at the young age of sixteen. She could already defeat superior demons even despite her youth. A day might come when she would be known far and wide as a legendary spirit hunter.


  But for the time being, her strength had limits, and she knew it. That was why she chose to make the school building her battlefield.


  “All right. This place’ll do.” After knocking Suzuran into the building, she ran down the corridor fleeing the demons that were hot on her tail. Needless to say, she hit a dead end quickly and was cornered. She had her back up against a wall, but this was exactly what she was after.


  “Gagh!”


  She struck back at the many demons chasing her. She would have been helplessly surrounded in the schoolyard, but in this narrow corridor, she held the advantage. She lacked the experience of Jinya and other similarly battle-hardened demons, and she didn’t have the raw specs of spirits like Magatsume, but Moe still had her own strengths she could utilize.


  “Dog spirits, kitty spirits!”


  The Akitsu had their artifact spirits to rely on. With her back against the end of the corridor, there was only one direction her enemies could come from. Even if she couldn’t match the demons in physical strength, her artifact spirits gave her a numbers advantage so long as she could control how many enemies could come at her at once. A few—likely superior demons—looked particularly troublesome, though. Their bodies were better built than the rest, allowing them to withstand her earlier strike with ease. But that was just fine.


  “Under these conditions, I’m the one with the numbers advantage! Take this!” A wall of black dogs and plump, round cats surged toward the demons like a tidal wave. However, this wouldn’t be enough to end things. The superior demons among the group smashed and tore through the artifact spirits, scattering them.


  But stopping the demons for just a moment was all she needed. Using her numbers advantage and the greater burst of power in her arsenal, she grasped victory.


  “Come forth, Shouki-sama!” Shouki was the Akitsu’s trump card. It had no special abilities, but it made up for that with sheer strength. In a single instant, Moe unleashed three attacks. The superior demons were slain with ease, helpless before Shouki’s overwhelming power.


  This treasure of the Akitsu had journeyed many years, carrying the emotions of many people with it. There was no way it would succumb to a small hurdle like this.


  “Bring it on. Let’s find out which is greater, your guys’ gripes about the world or the feelings of us Akitsu!” challenged Moe.


  The demons seemed to think she was looking down on them and started to rage. How dare an insignificant little girl treat them so, especially the likes of a human—a human!—one of those who robbed them of their place in the world. 


  The word discontent didn’t even begin to describe what they felt. They wrung out sorrowful screeches from deep within their bodies. What they held was less of a deep-seated resentment and more something akin to grief.


  “Magatsume! Magatsume is our hope! Our only hope for overthrowing the world of man!”


  Even as Moe kept cutting them down, they would not stop. They could not stop. They would not have been demons in the first place if they were capable of stopping here. Demons were supposed to be creatures who lived as their hearts dictated until they found a purpose and died to fulfill it. That was how these demons wanted to be. But time passed them by too fast for them to follow, and now this was their last chance to live and die for a purpose as they were meant to do.


  “We do not wish for ruin. We simply wish to be acknowledged in the present! Why must man alone prevail while we are not permitted to exist?”


  “Yeah… I don’t quite get it myself.”


  Demons and spirit hunters alike were thought to be fictional in the modern era. Unable to offer any meaningful response, Moe simply smiled sadly back at the demons. She could not do anything for them, but she at least wanted to remember them, so she committed to heart each strike and every emotion they wrung out. She could not pretend to understand their feelings, but as a spirit hunter, she too possessed similar laments.


  “I won’t apologize. But I also can’t back down here!”


  She couldn’t stop either. A man known as Akitsu Somegorou had once promised to stand by Jinya’s side when it came time to fight Magatsume, and she could not break that promise. No matter how harsh the words directed at her became, she would not stop.


  Shouki rampaged before the many demons, his ferocity resembling the selfishness of man. Perhaps Moe was simply self-centered as a girl born in the modern age, but she would not apologize for that. She did not seek forgiveness. She would see her selfishness through. Trampling over those who could not do the same was the greatest act of kindness she could afford to give.


  “Haa, haa…”


  Who could say how much time passed? The corridor, once filled with the resentment of so many demons, now lay silent. Moe was victorious, but she did not feel a shred of satisfaction. If anything, her heart felt tight, like it was being constricted.


  “Well done, Akitsu the Tenth.”


  “Waah!” Having let herself relax, Moe yelped out of surprise at the sudden voice. “Jeez… Don’t scare me like that.”


  “Apologies. We spirits just love to spook people.”


  Moe tried to look indignant despite her embarrassment. Himawari, who had appeared out of nowhere, giggled at her.


  Moe found Himawari difficult to deal with. Himawari looked just like a human if you ignored her red eyes, she was rational, she liked Jinya, and she didn’t do anything wicked. She was affable and kind too; talking to her didn’t feel strange. And yet she unmistakably served Magatsume, the Demon God trying to bring ruin to the world. She herself lacked the power to cause harm, but she was still a demon with ill will toward mankind. She existed in a strange position that made Moe unsure how to interact with her.


  “I…take it you weren’t with the ones who chased me here?” asked Moe.


  “Not quite. If anything, I was here first.”


  Moe had lured the demons into the school to give herself a fighting advantage. There were places to hide if needed, and Suzuran couldn’t utilize the length of her white, whiplike arms to their full potential. Plus, if things somehow turned sour, she was far enough from Jinya that she wouldn’t distract him. She chose to come here after much thought, and yet somehow Himawari had been waiting in the school before her, Suzuran now standing ready by her side.


  “What? You mean to say you knew I would come here all along?”


  “Indeed. I figured meeting you here would be convenient for us both, seeing as it’s in both of our interests to keep others out of my mother and uncle’s fight.”


  Moe had thought of tonight’s battle as a fight against all of Magatsume’s forces, but Himawari saw things differently. To her, the battle was a clash between Jinya and Magatsume alone, with whomever emerged victorious being the one more deserving to see their will through. Everyone else was simply in their way. On that point, Himawari and Moe were of the same mind. It was in both their interests to keep others from interfering with Jinya and Magatsume. Moe knocking Suzuran into the school had worked out conveniently for Himawari.


  “So, how about it?” Himawari continued. “The two of us can simply stay here and keep an eye on each other until everything is finished. It’s not as though us fighting would mean anything. Everything will be decided by my mother and uncle alone.”


  Even if Moe won here and left to join Jinya, he wouldn’t accept her support in his fight against Magatsume. Himawari was right: Moe simply had to keep others from interfering, and there was no need to actually fight Suzuran.


  “It’s not the worst offer. It is the Akitsu’s creed to spare demons who mean no harm.”


  “Thank you very much. Are we in agreement, then?”


  “Well… I dunno.” Moe wasn’t sure what to do. If she believed Jinya would win, then Himawari’s offer wasn’t a bad one. Himawari loved her mother, but she seemed to genuinely adore Jinya as her uncle too. Moe didn’t think Himawari would try to trick her in a way that would disadvantage either side, but she couldn’t bring herself to trust her either. “I mean, it’s not like you care what happens to me, right? Or even humans in general. We could all die for what it’s worth to you.”


  “I’m not that cold of a person. I even have human friends, I’ll have you know. Plus, I don’t want to do anything that would make my uncle sad if I can help it, although my mother’s orders often put me in such positions.”


  Himawari’s stance was to act to Jinya’s benefit unless it defied Magatsume’s orders. That made enough sense for Moe.


  “All right… Then what about Suzuran?”


  “Everything she’s done was on our mother’s orders, but I do believe we did the least harm we could under those circumstances. We wasted valuable materials in the process, though.”


  Moe wasn’t sharp enough to figure out the intentions behind all the impostor cases, but apparently Himawari had gone out of her way to keep damage to a minimum. However, her phrasing rubbed Moe the wrong way.


  “Wait, what do you mean by ‘materials’?”


  “Pardon? Just that. Suzuran can create copies of humans she remembers. But it isn’t like she can create them from thin air.”


  “So what do you make them from, then?”


  “Oh dear… I thought you already knew, Akitsu-san.” Himawari made a pitying smile, confirming Moe’s suspicions.


  Moe had met her and Suzuran on the second floor of an abandoned bowling alley. For some inexplicable reason, parts of the interior had looked new and some infants were there.


  The new interior and the infants were likely the result of Magatsume’s ability, Mahoroba, and the infants had probably once been ordinary people who had their time rewound. Up until now, Moe thought the infants were simply abandoned there for no reason—but what if that hadn’t been the case? What if they were needed to test Suzuran’s ability?


  “A human is needed to make a human,” said Himawari.


  Realizing that Suzuran’s ability used the babies as a resource to create her copies, Moe reached a conclusion that Jinya himself likely hadn’t pieced together yet. “Magatsume plans to bring ruin to the world by using Mahoroba to make everyone a baby again. The second floor of the bowling alley looked brand new because her ability works on places too, not just people. Which means Magatsume can literally bring the world back to the way it was in the past. Suzuran would come into play after that. Using the babies she would then have plenty of, Magatsume would make only the humans that suited her needs, all to remake the Kadono of 170 years ago…


  “Indeed. That is my mother’s wish, and the final duty given to Suzuran. We daughters were created and soon abandoned because our mother didn’t need us. The only exceptions are me and Suzuran, the eldest and the youngest. We were born for a special purpose, to give shape to our mother’s wish at the end of it all.” As she spoke, Himawari’s expression wasn’t that of the sunny summer flower she often resembled. Her eyes were full of sadness, making her look withered. She didn’t approve of the sacrifices that would come from her mother’s actions, but the daughters of Magatsume were part of her, so they could not deny their mother’s wish. Like a sunflower, she bloomed for love and worship, even if it meant her own heart would wither.


  “Even so, it’ll all end as no more than an idea unless my mother wins tonight. Nothing has changed between us.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure. I take back what I said—your offer sucks. I can’t let Suzuran live. Plus, your face is starting to look real punchable.” Moe brought Shouki’s dagger up and fixed a glare on Himawari.


  Himawari maintained her air of composure, as though she’d expected this. “I understand the idea of using people to create people bothers you, but it won’t even end up happening if my mother is defeated.”


  “Yeah, I suppose. I get that it’s pointless to fight. But y’know, Jin and Miyaka are smarter than me, so I’m sure they’ll figure out what I just learned if I let Suzuran live. That’s why I have to bury the truth here. I won’t let the people I love get hurt any more than they already have.”


  Even if Jinya managed to defeat Magatsume, if it later came to light that Suzuran used people as materials to create Miyaka’s and Moe’s impostors, it was sure to hurt both Jinya and Miyaka. Jinya was simply the kind to let such things bother him, and Miyaka was too gentle a soul. That was why Moe decided to put an end to Suzuran here. Only she needed to be burdened with the truth.


  “Plus, y’all just rub me the wrong way.”


  It was horrible that Suzuran consumed humans to make her copies, but truth be told, Moe could still tolerate that. Humans ate livestock like pigs and cows all the time, so it was hard for her to be too harsh of a judge. But it infuriated her that Magatsume was trying to return to happier times by heartlessly sacrificing others.


  Jinya had sacrificed many things along his journey, doubting himself and shedding tears along the way but ultimately trudging forward. Even after losing so much, he still fought to protect the small bits of happiness that remained. But the very cause of all his troubles did not care about his efforts. Like a child, Magatsume forced her own vision onto him. That was why Moe couldn’t stand her—not because Moe bore the Somegorou name, nor as Jinya’s friend, but simply on an individual level.


  “So, yeah. I guess I’m really just taking my anger out on you guys, but that’s how it is. Screw waiting until things are over—I’m crushing you guys now.”


  Suzuran was key to Magatsume’s plans. Slaying her here would put an end to her aspirations. That meant this fight would have at least some meaning, even if it wouldn’t affect the bigger picture much.


  Moe swallowed back her anger and held Shouki’s dagger at the ready. She couldn’t let her rage control her. Victory would be hers.


  Here in this dark corridor of the empty school, she would fight a battle that affected little, a battle from which nothing important could be gained. Knowing full well that what she was doing was meaningless, Moe sprang into action.
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  “PAPA, WHY DO BAD THINGS always happen to Mr. Demon? Why’s everyone so mean to him even though he tries so hard?”


  Moe’s father would tell her stories about a certain demon when she was young. Sometimes they were exciting, action-packed tales, but at other times they were sad, emotional ones that made her cry.


  It’s so sad he has to be alone.


  That simple thought was one of her earliest memories. The miserable feeling it gave her was probably her greatest motivation for inheriting the Akitsu Somegorou name.


   


  “Ah, jeez. I really just couldn’t help myself either, huh?”


  Moe had criticized Jinya for engaging in a pointless duel earlier when he should’ve been focusing solely on his fight with Magatsume. She knew all about the journey he had made from stories as a kid, so she was fully aware how foolish it was for him to risk his life at a time like this.


  And yet, here she was doing something similar. Just as two demons had engaged in an unnecessary duel with their lives on the line to try and find the meaning of the blade, Moe was throwing herself into a meaningless fight just to protect the feelings of her friends. She thought she had grown a little, but she seemed to have remained an idiot through and through.


  “Come forth, Shouki-sama.”


  But even if it was dumb of her, she was going to see her decision through and fight Suzuran. She ran forward and brought Shouki’s dagger up overhead.


  “…Gii.” Though Suzuran had no apparent way to use her senses, she reacted to Moe’s charge. The demon seemed to have some unknown means of grasping her surroundings.


  Suzuran saw all who stood in her way as enemies of her mother, and for that reason alone she would show no mercy. But she seemed wary of the power of Shouki Moe had displayed, so she struck wide with her white arms, leaving no opening for Moe to safely approach. Moe reacted by quickly leaping to the side and breaking through a classroom window.


  It seemed Suzuran still had a working, thinking head on her shoulders despite lacking a sense of self. Her movements were sloppy, but she still reacted in accordance with the situation. Therefore, trying to hide and take her by surprise likely wouldn’t work. Suzuran wouldn’t leave any time before making her next move.


  Sure enough, Moe heard the shrill sound of glass being broken followed by several figures invading the classroom. She already had her dagger ready with her cell phone in her left hand and was prepared to attack no matter what her opponent had in store for her.


  “How dare you!” Or at least, she thought she would be prepared. She was astonished by what she saw and couldn’t help but let out an angry shout first. The light of the red moon spilled into the classroom and revealed the figures that were coming in.


  It shouldn’t have come as a surprise at all that Suzuran could be capable of this. The figures, four in total, all wore the uniforms of Modori River High School. They looked just like Himekawa Miyaka, Azusaya Kaoru, Yoshioka Mai, and Nekune Kumiko. Moe’s friends, or rather, copies of them made by Suzuran’s ability. Based on what Moe had heard from Jinya, Suzuran’s freshly made copies should have been naked. Perhaps Suzuran’s proficiency with her ability was growing. Either way, Moe was pissed off.


  “H-huh? Moe?” The thing that assumed Miyaka’s appearance acted confused in the exact same manner the real Miyaka would. Moe knew she was a fake, but the act was so convincing that she couldn’t help but hesitate.


  That hesitation became a fatal opening.


  “Gh, agh…!”


  A white arm abruptly thrust through Miyaka’s body. Covered in blood, it surged forward and stabbed Moe in the belly. 


  She was able to avoid a fatal strike thanks to the protection of her lucky sparrow artifact spirit. Still, her stomach hurt like hell. She tried to distance herself to take a fighting stance again, but her legs wouldn’t move.


  “Wha—”


  “Ahhhhh…”


  Kaoru, Mai, and Kumiko were on the floor and had grabbed her legs. They were different from the way Miyaka had been. Their eyes were empty, like unthinking shells. Just then, Suzuran entered the classroom.


  Moe’s expression stiffened.


  Suzuran’s long, flexible arms rushed forward again, crushing desks and chairs. Moe couldn’t dodge. She staved off the strikes once, twice, three times, but they wouldn’t stop coming. She felt nails dig into her thighs. The three impostors were gripping her hard.


  Moe didn’t have the inhuman strength of a demon; she was a normal girl, albeit one with some training. She wouldn’t be able to shake off the fakes in one go, especially not with Suzuran’s attacks commanding her full attention. But she was a goner if she didn’t do something.


  Should she quickly smash the fakes and retreat? They might not have really been them, but they still looked like her close friends.


  …No. Moe considered it, but she simply didn’t think such a thing would be right. She’d rather do something a little reckless instead.


  “Grrrraaaagh!” With a shout no cute girl should ever make, she continued to block the white arms attacking her. The stabs weren’t it. Neither were the slashes. Any strike aimed at her head or limbs—anything too vulnerable—was also out. Moe carefully chose which attacks to prioritize blocking as Suzuran’s onslaught continued, but she was slowly losing ground.


  The air strained with tension as Suzuran prepared a powerful swing. She aimed a large swipe at Moe’s torso, right as Moe lost her balance from defending against the previous attack. It was the perfect timing. Not just for Suzuran, but for Moe as well.


  Suzuran’s stabs had too much power, and the slashes couldn’t be dodged under the circumstances. Strikes aimed at the head could become lethal all too easily, and her limbs were similarly too brittle to risk. But this sweep aimed at her torso was just right. She grinned as she felt its impact striking her left flank.


  Though her defenses were boosted by her lucky sparrow artifact spirits, her body was still light enough that she was effortlessly sent flying. Suzuran’s copies were perfect reproductions, but that meant their strength was the same as the originals. They couldn’t keep their grip as Moe was knocked away.


  “Aha ha ha. There we go. Now we can take it from the top again…”


  If she’d been a demon who fought for more than 170 years or a killer from an era past, then maybe she could’ve chosen the simpler way of doing things. But she couldn’t bring herself to do that. She’d rather be an idiot who let herself take damage than someone smart enough to attack copies of her friends.


  Though things had gone as she planned, she was still hurt, and she staggered forward. Seeing that as an opportunity, Suzuran struck again. Her white arm barreled forward, tearing straight through the empty-eyed copies of Moe’s friends.


  The fakes splattered into a fine mist, a sight which made Moe’s heart freeze over. Her vision turned red, even redder than the splotch left where the fakes were. Her reactions began to slow and a few of Suzuran’s strikes got through, but she couldn’t feel the pain through her fury. “Now you’ve really done it!”


  Even if they were fakes, Moe didn’t want to see her friends die. That was why she went to such painstaking lengths to shake them off without hurting them. But Suzuran massacred them without a second thought. It was such a sinister move that Moe couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Suzuran actually did have a sense of self and was deliberately tormenting her for fun.


  Moe summoned her kitty spirits. With stylized movement, they bounded toward Suzuran. Moe closed the distance herself while Suzuran was held in check by the artifact spirits. She wouldn’t be satisfied until she scored one good hit to get even.


  Just then, the faceless demon’s whole body began to tremble. A viscous liquid began to seep from her skin. The sticky noises as it trickled out and formed a complete human figure made Moe’s skin crawl.


  “Oh, come on. I’m not so soft I’d hold back against some complete stranger!” Without hesitation, Moe slashed with Shouki. The copy that was made was not a friend of hers, but some old man she had never seen before. He came with clothes as well, old-fashioned robes that a Shinto priest might have worn. He looked like he’d stepped straight out of a history book.


  As a part of Magatsume, Suzuran was able to recreate anyone her mother had seen. Himawari was similarly a part of Magatsume and functioned as her mother’s eyes. Anyone she saw, her mother had seen as well. In other words, this old man was someone either Magatsume or Himawari had once dealt with.


  None of that particularly mattered to Moe, though. It was no reason for her to stop her attack.


  “Hmph. I imagine my master would say somethin’ smooth like this ’ere…”


  The copy had awareness but didn’t seem to know what was going on, nonchalantly sizing Moe up as she attacked. His lack of a reaction was unexpected, and Moe felt a little bad for what she was about to do, but the knowledge that she wasn’t killing a real person was all she needed to continue. She took a big step in, eliciting a bold laugh from the old man.


  “Don’t go underestimatin’ me just ’cause I’m an old man, lass.”


  A chill ran down her spine. Something wasn’t right. She could tell simply by seeing how relaxed the old man was.


  But it was too late to stop, so she watched as her premonition was proven true. As if he’d seen through her strike—or rather, known beforehand exactly how it would come—the old man slid his right foot forward and got right up to Moe just as Shouki’s sword rushed past with a loud thrum. Without stopping, he rammed his left shoulder into her for a full-force body blow. Moe recognized the move as the specialty of someone else.


  “Agh!” Stomach acid filled her mouth. The old man was skinny, but his strike against her abdomen carried surprising weight.


  “I’ll finish this. Skulls…Mad Skeleton… Hm? Hey, where’s my prayer beads?” The old man brought his hands forward for a follow-up strike, but it didn’t come. Moe was confused by that, but not as much as the old man himself. He seemed to have no idea he was a fake. After checking to see that his prayer beads were missing from his arm, the old man—Akitsu Somegorou the Fourth—quizzically cocked his head to the side.


  As he puzzled over the matter, Moe lost consciousness from the counter he’d landed on her undefended abdomen. She fell to her knees, her world fading to black before she could realize who the man was.


   


  She was in a world of pain. Her body felt like lead, and her uniform clung stickily to her skin. She was unconscious but could hear the distant voice of a child past all the pain. The voice had trouble enunciating her words and sounded sad. 


  It was her own self from when she was young.


  Why do bad things always happen to Mr. Demon? she had asked through her tears, putting her father in a tough spot. She was a dumb child who got too emotional over her father’s stories. She thought it was unfair that Mr. Demon always pulled the short stick even though he did no wrong. She wanted his efforts to be rewarded. She was a naive child who still believed that the world was full of good people and that everybody could be happy. 


  She was excited to hear the stories about how Mr. Demon would keep fighting even when he was left all alone, but the unfairness of how he always seemed to lose everything he gained made her sad. Perhaps that was why she looked forward so much to the day she would meet him. There were words that she wanted to make sure reached him.


  She wasn’t sure how much she had outgrown being the dumb child she once was, but she liked to think she had grown at least a little. She knew that not everybody was a good person and that not everybody had their efforts rewarded and could be happy. But she wanted to at least tell the demon she grew up hearing about that he didn’t have to be sad anymore, that even if others couldn’t stay with him forever, hardship wasn’t the only thing awaiting him in the future. 


  She didn’t become Akitsu Somegorou because she was born into a family of spirit hunters, nor because she had the words of past Akitsu passed down to her. She became Akitsu Somegorou because it was what her heart desired. She wanted to become someone who could pat the Mr. Demon she’d heard so much about on the head and commend him for coming so far. She wanted to become an adult who could unhesitatingly live the way she believed was right as a child.


  In the end, she hadn’t grown much at all—she was still the same dumb child she used to be, as evidenced by her challenging Suzuran to a meaningless fight. But that made her a little happy, and that was why she had to stand here. Even idiots had their own wills they needed to see through. 


  She awoke on the cold floor of the classroom, not sure how long she’d been unconscious. Pain coursed through her body, but she ignored it and rose to her feet, springing away afterward. She’d taken heavy damage, but it wasn’t over yet. Without a moment of hesitation, she assumed a fighting stance, earning an exclamation of admiration from the old man.


  “Oooh, ain’t that somethin’? You got some real grit to ya.” He didn’t bother taking up a stance himself, acting with composure to spare. She could tell he wasn’t being arrogant or careless, though. He might have looked like an ordinary old man, but he had been able to completely read and dodge Shouki’s strike. His confidence was grounded in genuine ability.


  “That was awfully mean of you, hittin’ a girl in the stomach like that.”


  “Oh? That’s what’s botherin’ ya? Maybe yer not the fightin’ type if ya need others to cut ya some slack just ’cause yer a woman.” Moe was just talking for the sake of it, but the old man responded with some unexpectedly harsh words. He frowned, his tone becoming even harsher. “Shouki’s dagger ’specially ain’t somethin’ to be swung with such weak resolve.”


  He seemed furious, as though she was defiling something dear to him. The depth of his emotion could be felt in his scathing comment. Moe couldn’t understand what was getting to him. She wasn’t quick-witted enough, nor did she have the time to think.


  “Whoa!”


  Suzuran couldn’t read the mood and cut in mid-conversation. Moe narrowly dodged her rapid, whiplike attacks, but she wasn’t given a second to breathe. The old man took advantage of her distraction and rapidly closed the distance. Moe responded by swinging Shouki’s dagger, but she was abruptly stopped.


  “Shouki is powerful, but in yer hands there are many ways to stop ’im.”


  He didn’t even strike particularly hard. He simply traced the shortest path to strike her with his elbow faster than she could swing the dagger. That was all it took for her body to go numb and freeze up like she had been shocked by electricity. With flowing motions, the old man followed up with a kick. She blocked it, but she heard her bones creak. He had martial prowess unthinkable for an old man, and his hits carried weight despite his thin figure.


  “Shouki may be unrivaled in pure force, but he can only move as his user does. The fastest way to stop ’im is to close the distance and stop the movements of the user themselves.”


  Her other artifact spirits like the kitty spirits and dog ­spirits could move independently even from vague orders, but not Shouki. His range was only about two or three meters at best, she couldn’t let go of the dagger while he was summoned, and she could only control his movements by swinging the dagger. The old man was right. Shouki was useless so long as Moe was kept in check.


  “There’s many ways I could seal yer movements. There’s ­blindin’ ya, for starters. I could use a loud noise to make ya cover yer ears. A bonfire to raise the room temperature or even throwin’ water on ya in the winter would slow ya down. Mixin’ anesthetic into some burnin’ incense would also do the trick, and so would simply cuttin’ yer arms off. I guess even just tearin’ the clothes off a woman worried ’bout modesty might work. Don’t go assumin’ your opponent won’t play dirty, lass. You getting’ all that?”


  The old man came up with several underhanded ideas in an instant. Perhaps cunning came naturally with age.


  Moe fiercely shook the thought she’d just had out of her head. The fact that she was even thinking of the things he said as “underhanded” showed she wasn’t fit to bear Shouki’s dagger. As harsh as it was, the old man was right.


  There was nothing she could say to refute him, so instead she chose to argue back by showing she had what it took to wield Shouki. Her will seemed to come across, as the old man grinned in bemusement.


  “So, what’ll it be, lass? Ya could always turn tail an’ run if ya’d like.” He began attacking Moe in tandem with Suzuran, or rather, he followed up where he could while Suzuran went wild.


  Moe wondered just how he could move the way he did. She was full of questions, but now was not the time for them. He’d asked if she would run. She knew she was inexperienced, but she wouldn’t take insults sitting down. “Me, run? You going senile, gramps?”


  “Oho, you got pluck. It’s good to be strong-willed, but maybe ya should think about yer position a little first?”


  “Oh, I’m thinkin’ all right!”


  “Are ya? Maybe yer thinkin’ he’ll come save ya if ya hold yer ground?”


  Suzuran’s wild whipping and the old man’s precise strikes slowly began backing Moe into a corner. But fleeing wasn’t on the table here, nor was waiting for help.


  “Don’t mess with me, you old fart! No help’s comin’ for me!”


  “Hm? Ya sure?”


  She ignored the confusion in the old man’s voice and shouted, “Positive! He ain’t comin’! I swear it!”


  She had asked Jinya a question some time ago: Who would he save if he had to choose between her and Miyaka? It was her second time asking it, but his answer remained unchanged. He said he would choose to save Miyaka and even explained why.


  “He said he would choose the best outcome for everyone if he could. That’s why he picked Miyaka over me.”


  If Jinya were ever really put in a situation where he could only choose to save one of them, he would force himself to make a choice. That was simply how he’d lived up to this point. He wasn’t conceited enough to think he could have it all, but a certain possibility emerged when Moe was thrown into the mixture. He could save Miyaka, then try to reach his hand out to Moe as well. If it looked like he would fail and things were heading toward the worst possible outcome…


  “Then maybe you can be the one to save me, Moe.”


  In that case, all three of them might walk away safe and sound.


  “Even if it’s impossible for him alone, maybe something can be done if I’m around. He didn’t choose me, not ’cause I’m not worth protecting—he did it ’cause he trusts me to figure things out on my own.”


  To Jinya, who had failed to protect so many over his life, “Akitsu Somegorou” was an irreplaceable friend whom he could trust to stay by his side without needing protection. What’s more, he directly said he was counting on her to take care of all their enemies beyond Magatsume.


  “No help’s comin’. I swear on the feelings passed down the Akitsu Somegorou line, the righteousness I believe in, my friendship with him—I’d sooner die than make him come save me!”


  If she was ever to put her life on the line, it was now. She would put an end to Suzuran and this old man who was trying to crush her pride.


  White arms raced forward. Not caring about Moe’s display, Suzuran threatened to pierce through her, determination and all.


  The arms drew near. Meanwhile, the old man didn’t even flinch, remaining ever calm and composed. He was a brilliant fighter, but he had no special abilities of his own. Still, Moe had been faring poorly against him despite having Shouki’s great power to her advantage because her own skill was just that much lower. Overcoming the disparity between them here looked next to impossible.


  “Ya got heart, lass. But sometimes, heart ain’t enough.”


  She was too dumb to outwit him, not that she even had an idea of what she might do to try. Her options were terribly limited, so she chose to commit herself to one last desperate move. She charged forward, lunging with the dagger. She would finish off the old man and Suzuran in one go. Taking a big swing would leave an opening, and she had no time to aim for anything specific, so instead she beelined forward with everything she had.


  “Oho.” The old man exhaled, either out of derision or astonishment. She couldn’t tell, and she didn’t care. She didn’t need to think about anything else but this charge right now. Even the whiplike arms attacking her were pushed out of her mind. Her skin tore, her blood sprayed, her body roared with pain, but she did not stop.


  This charge was all that mattered. She spared no thought for what might come after it. She put everything into this one strike for this one moment.


  “Not bad. I’d expect nothin’ less from a bearer of the Akitsu name. Good show.” The crafty old man seemed not to care about the lethal hit he took. His entire left side was blown away, and yet he looked satisfied. He smiled as though he’d been shown something precious in his last moments, something that let him hold pride in the life he led.


  Moe didn’t stop. She continued ahead without pausing, straight toward Suzuran. A deadly strike of the latter’s whiplike arms came, but Moe barreled forward, summoning a kitty spirit as a shield to force her way.


  “Sorry, Suzuran, but I can’t have you stickin’ around.” She swung, and the great bearded demon swung with her. The blade raced past at a speed the eyes couldn’t follow. Nothing was left in its wake. Suzuran’s upper body wasn’t sliced so much as it vanished. Shouki had no special power. He was simply strong. That was all Shouki needed to be.


  A moment later, Suzuran’s lower half fell to the floor. A white vapor began to rise from her. She left the world without any fanfare.


  Moe had put her life on the line for this battle, and though she was covered in wounds, there could be no doubt she had won.


  “…Whew. I did it.”


  The old man melted back into liquid, and Suzuran’s corpse faded away completely. After confirming both her opponents were gone, Moe let out a deep sigh with all tension leaving her at once.


  She’d fought with everything she had, but her victory was a narrow one. Even now, she still had cold sweat running down her back; she didn’t think she could take such a risk a second time if she was asked to. She had felt so full of power, though, more than ever before. It was as though someone had lent her strength. A kind soul must have given her a push on the back.


  “Maybe it was you, Shouki?” Moe looked at the dagger in her hands, but of course, it did not respond.


  “Not quite. Yer the one who inherited our feelings.”


  But she thought she heard something. A nostalgic voice she couldn’t place warmed her heart. Perhaps the feelings of those who came before her were what gave her strength. It was a baseless theory, but it felt right. She found herself smiling.


  Drained, Moe fell to a knee like a doll with its strings cut. She had pushed herself too far. She needed some rest before she could move again.


  “Well done, Akitsu-san. You’ve shown a strength we demons lack. Humans are such mysterious things. Weak and frail, yet they occasionally go against their ephemeral nature and defy reason.” Standing before Moe, Himawari offered genuine praise.


  Moe couldn’t take up a fighting stance, but she forced her dull body to at least stand up.


  “The third Akitsu staked his life for my uncle. A young, powerless theater boy from the Taisho era stood up against the head of the Nagumo with nothing but pure will. A noble girl continued to protect her place of memories in her advanced age. And now, you hold fast to the person you want to be here. How you humans who can’t even live a hundred years can be so strong will probably forever remain a mystery to us long-lived demons.” Himawari squinted as if she were looking at something too blinding to view directly.


  “Thanks for the compliments, I guess. So, what now?”


  “There’s no need to be so guarded. With Suzuran gone, I have no means to fight. Or do you wish to kill me anyway?” Himawari showed no signs she would resist or flee. She was essentially Magatsume’s second-in-command. Killing her was probably the smart thing to do.


  “Nah. I’m good.” But Moe didn’t care. She flopped down flat on the ground as though to show she meant no harm.


  Suzuran consumed infants to make her human copies. That in itself was a reason to kill her, plus there was little emotional burden in doing so as she lacked a will of her own. But Himawari posed no danger and was friendly with Jinya. Moe didn’t want to kill her if she didn’t have to. She did irritate Moe a bit, enough to make her want to sock her in the jaw, but doing that much would be difficult in her current state.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll settle for givin’ ya a good spanking after Jin wins his fight.” Moe had no doubt Jinya would prevail. Unlike with Suzuran, there was no demerit to leaving Himawari around. “Besides, you don’t want to die yet, right? You still have to carry out that duty of yours.”


  “Huh?”


  “Am I wrong? You said Suzuran’s final duty would come into play after Magatsume won, so it makes sense that yours would come into play after Jin won. If that’s right, it can’t be anything too dangerous. It might even be something to his benefit.”


  Himawari was shocked. Moe was only voicing a guess she’d made, but it seemed she’d hit the nail on the head. “You’re full of surprises, Akitsu-san. I never thought you’d ignore all the other possibilities at play and leap straight to the correct answer. You have a talent for blind guesswork.”


  “Wow, okay. Don’t sound too surprised.” Moe gave her an angry look, but Himawari responded with a genuine smile.


  “It is as you say. My duty awaits me at the very end, after my uncle wins. I do not know who will be victorious, but I will wait until the finish.”


  “Much appreciated.”


  The red moon could be seen clearly from the classroom.


  A fierce fight was likely unfolding in the courtyard right now, but Moe would not help Jinya. Just as he had believed in her, she, too, believed in his victory.


  She had fulfilled her role. All that was left was to wait. Wait for the best outcome he sought.


   


  4


   


  LONG AGO, the demon of Farsight made a prediction. According to her, demons would one day be reduced to creatures spoken of only in folktales. 


  The future she saw had arrived. The spirits that were once feared by all became seen as fictional creatures in the Heisei era. Everybody knew of them, but not a soul believed they were real.


  The demons of the modern era lamented the world they found themselves in, but they knew it was futile to try and change things. Firearms had now been invented, organizations to maintain public safety like the police were everywhere, and media communications had progressed by leaps and bounds. A single mistake meant quick elimination, and even if one survived, they would lose any place they called home. In the old days, only spirit hunters could contend with demons, but now human society had become so organized that even the most monstrous of spirits posed little threat. A single demon could do little against the strength of many, so most gave in and hid in the recesses of the new world without resisting.


  In that sense, humans and demons were not so different. Even if the world was one of great discomfort, so long as it allowed one to live without too much suffering, the vast majority were content to make do with their circumstances.


  Most of the demons gathered in the courtyard now were such people, and so they didn’t interfere with the fight. They, the ones swept along by time, pushed into the recesses of the new world, had come this far without trying to change their lot in life and would not suddenly start trying now. But they still found this modern world that wouldn’t accept them to be unbearable, so they entrusted a sliver of hope to Magatsume. They watched with bated breath, eager to see this intense fight’s conclusion—and what might lie beyond it.


  The presence of the demons watching their fight weighed on Jinya’s mind slightly, but he was thankful that they remained inactive. Fighting them all together with Magatsume would have been impossible.


  “Ngh…”


  Magatsume’s Jishibari took the form of rampaging centipedes instead of chains, being insectile manifestations of her hatred for him. Even though Jishibari was an ability meant to bind things, they still moved with terrible force. He dodged one centipede only for it to rush past and crash through the school building, and he slammed another only for it to leave a great hole in the courtyard.


  The force they moved with was a secondary concern, though. Jishibari was an ability meant to seal abilities and movement. He couldn’t let them make contact with him even for a moment.


  Magatsume’s movements were also a problem. Trying to react after she began moving was impossible. He had to read not where she was now, but where she would be a few seconds later.


  “Don’t worry. I see it.” His hand inadvertently reached to touch his closed right eye, brushing the feelings of Kokoro within him. His murmur carried a nostalgic ring to it.


  One centipede approached from his left as another cracked the earth behind him and raced straight at his back. At the same time, Magatsume’s grotesque arm gouged forward for a three-pronged pincer attack.


  Don’t worry, I see it. The present, and what comes after.


  He struck away the centipede approaching from his left with Yarai and followed up by slashing behind himself without looking back. Then he stooped low and stepped forward, letting the grotesque arm rush past him above. He brought the flat of his blade against the arm and pushed off his right leg, forcing Magatsume’s arm upward.


  Next he tried using Dart to close the distance, but the moment he leaned forward to dash, several centipedes were unleashed in his direction. But he’d read far enough to know she might do this, and he knocked them all away with his blade. However, the opportunity to approach was now lost. 


  “Stop resisting… There’s nothing…nothing to be afraid of…” Magatsume spoke disjointedly in a gentle voice, but her face was warped with hatred. Her contradicting words and actions seemed consistent in her mind, and in a sense, things were consistent. Her heart was devoted to him in its entirety, out of both love and loathing. There was nothing else for her. Her world began and ended with him. For the sake of her brother’s happiness, she would bring ruin to everything with the same indifference one kicked a pebble aside. It didn’t matter if he himself didn’t wish for this. The only happiness of his that she knew resided in distant, distant Kadono. “So don’t…stand in my waaaay!”


  Filled with conflicting emotions, she unleashed a wild strike, leaving Jinya no time to even breathe. Her extended left arm wasn’t that of an insect like her right, but the thin, dainty arm of a woman. Still, it had abnormal strength behind it. A direct blow would kill him, caving his skull in with ease.


  Jinya moved into a low stance. He planted his left foot firmly into the ground. He couldn’t hold back on her here, even if he wanted to. He met her charge forward by kicking her right in the solar plexus. He felt her body through his leg. She didn’t have the firmness of a well-built physique, but she wasn’t soft either. There was an unyielding elasticity to her, like she was a piece of thick rubber. His kick’s impact seemed to go unfelt as she immediately resumed attacking, unfazed.


  He dodged by sheer reflex, but the mandibles of giant centipedes quickly approached him from all sides. They were no threat to him individually—he could dodge, swipe away, and deflect them with ease—but when they worked in tandem like this, they cut off any escape path he might’ve had. This wasn’t an attempt to hurt him but to seal his movements. It was a surprising move for someone lacking fighting experience like her. This must have been the intuition of a predator cornering its prey at work.


  He knew full well the centipedes were only being used to set up a different attack, but if he let them reach him, many of his abilities would be sealed away. He had no choice but to briefly divert some of his attention away from Magatsume. Knowing this, she waited for the right moment. The second he dodged the centipedes aiming for his legs and horizontally slashed at the rest, she struck.


  “Ngh!”


  Her massive, insectile right arm lashed forward. He couldn’t dodge in time, so he met the blow with one of his own. He used Superhuman Strength and Dart, his left arm creaking as the muscles swelled and the bones changed shape until the arm had grown to twice its original size. He used it to knock down her grotesque arm.


  “G-gii!” The strike made her flinch. A filthy liquid sprayed from her arm, but Mahoroba reverted the arm to the way it had been before, erasing the wound in an instant.


  He could see everything she would do. Every move she made was being perfectly read—yet he was too slow. Before he could finish his first move, she was already making her second. His mind could read ahead, but his body lagged behind. He narrowly reacted to her next strike, forced to block it, but the sheer weight behind it made his flesh, his bones, his very soul cry out in pain. His skin tore, and blood trickled down his body. This was from a single strike—a single blocked strike. All his years of training were so easily overwhelmed.


  “Ha ha. Good grief. I’m so weak.” It was enough to discourage anyone. Faced with the disparity between them, he laughed wryly. Magatsume’s compound eyes all focused on Jinya. She probably couldn’t comprehend why he was laughing, but perhaps that was nothing new. The siblings hadn’t understood one another for a long, long time.


  “Then die so you can finally have happiness.” Her words sounded like nonsense. Without missing a beat, she attacked again. For the sake of one thing alone, she had cut away so much from herself. Her strength came from the simplicity of her movements and her heart.


  “You would kill me so I could be happy?”


  “I have my ability, and I have Suzuran. I can return everything, everything to the way it was. I can erase all our hatred.” By casting away the excess, she made herself pure and grew stronger for it. Her sterling emotions fueled her malice and became the weight behind her next attack.


  “What’s the matter? You’ll have to do better than that to kill me.” Yarai, Jinya’s beloved blade of 170 years, parried the blow. He wore a grin even in this situation because a certain memory filled his mind. Repulsive centipedes directed their mandibles his way, and her grotesque arm squirmed. It took everything he had to defend himself.


  He was made painfully aware of how strong Magatsume was and of how weak he had become. She had willingly abandoned many things along the path leading up to their reencounter, treating even her own heart like it was worthless to fulfill her single wish.


  Jinya hadn’t been able to do the same thing. He’d put on a big show about setting off to correct his mistakes but had been unable to stop himself from seeking warmth. He wavered, froze in place because he feared what he might lose, and experienced failure after failure. He was undoubtedly far weaker than he used to be, but that very weakness was what had brought his pathetic self this far.


  “Thinking back on it, we hardly ever fought like this, huh? I always left you home alone, whether it was for my shrine maiden guardian duties or my demon-hunting duties.” Even during a fight where one mistake would lead to death, he found himself reminiscing on the past. The image of young Suzune flitted through his mind. She was a sweet child who loved him dearly, but she also had a bad habit of being far more considerate than she had to. Though she was only a child, she would go to great lengths to let him and Shirayuki spend more time together.


  That part of her hadn’t changed. She wished for nothing but his happiness then, and she still wished for it now. He had simply been too immature to notice her wish back then, but now he felt he could see the sister he once loved dwelling beneath Magatsume’s madness.


  “Shut up. Not another word…”


  “But even though we couldn’t see each other, I thought of us as family. And yet here we are, trying to kill one another. Just where did we go wrong?”


  “Enough! Things…still haven’t gone wrong. We can go back. Back to those times!”


  He blocked, but a blow from her grotesque arm sent him flying back all the same. He was still hurting from the blow he took earlier. He couldn’t properly put strength into his body.


  But that was no problem. He was fighting a monster. He didn’t think for a moment that he would be able to end things unscathed.


  He was willing to push himself a bit further.


  “We can’t go back. The two of us have changed too much.”


  She didn’t seem to like hearing that. Her visage turned ghastly, and the air she exuded became even more sinister. She let out a sharp screech as she raged. Her Jishibari centipedes attacked with the unique, nauseating movements made by arthropods. He responded in kind with Jishibari himself, firing off chains to meet the centipedes. She had more than he could stop with chains alone, but he was prepared to strike down the ones that got through before they could restrain him. His wounds wouldn’t change anything.


  He parried a swing of her grotesque arm with Yarai, then swung his blade back upward to unleash a combination of Flying Blade and Superhuman Strength. A massive slash flew straight toward Magatsume, but she grabbed it with her left hand and crushed it. A faint scar was left on her palm, but it disappeared a moment later. Mahoroba, the manifestation of her wish to turn back time, reverted her hand to the way it had been before it was wounded.


  He frowned at the sight—not because the damage he dealt was gone, but because he was someone who treasured his impurities. He carried with him all his mistakes, his failures, and the memories of what he had lost. To him, the fact that her ability didn’t heal her but instead made it as if her injury never happened seemed both twisted and sad.


  “Hmph. Not that I have the right to judge others.” He discarded the thought and refocused his attention on Magatsume.


  He couldn’t let himself be distracted for this fight. He was simultaneously using Superhuman Strength, Dart, and Spirit to narrowly keep up with Magatsume’s abnormal speed, but it placed a great burden on his body. He couldn’t let things drag on long.


  In fact, he was slightly but gradually losing ground. He forcibly raised his speed and strength, could predict Magatsume’s moves, and had powerful techniques backed by experience, but not even all that could prevent him from being slowly overwhelmed.


  “Hee hee hee! Aha ha ha ha!”


  “Nng—gh!”


  With a maddened smile, Magatsume laughed as her vile insectile arm grazed off a chunk of his flesh. Blood spurted from his left arm while a centipede pierced his thigh.


  He could read her attacks, but dodging them all was a separate matter. Her strength was worlds above his.


  Her grotesque arm, bearing the appearance of a caterpillar with an exoskeleton covered in appendages, began to wriggle intensely. Then it shot forth and closed the distance at a speed that made his spine chill. It was too late to dodge or activate Indomitable.


  “Guah!”


  It stabbed into his chest, splitting open his skin and flesh. A second later, a gush of blood spurted out. He knocked the grotesque arm away with Superhuman Strength, but it was too little too late. The wound was deep. It took all the stubbornness he had not to fall to his knees, but he could do nothing about the pool of blood forming at his feet.


  “Damn…”


  Jinya responded by attacking with Flying Blade and Super­human Strength, unleashing a massive slash. Magatsume did not dodge. His attack landed cleanly but didn’t even leave a wound. He hadn’t gotten weaker—she simply became stronger in only a few brief moments. 


  “I didn’t…expect this.”


  She could still change.


  Insects tore through her skin from inside. Her lower half transformed completely, leaving her with many legs instead of two. Her body cricked painfully as it shifted. Her spine curved, a twisted exoskeleton protruding outward from it. In only a handful of seconds, her height shot up to tower over Jinya’s, but her growth still didn’t stop there. Her form continued to rapidly shift in a grotesque manner.


  Jinya watched the overwhelming, horrific display and felt pity more than anything.


  “Brother…”


  Even after being changed so much, she still thought of him as family. Her heart remained stuck in the past. The fault was entirely his own, of course. This was the result of the mistake he made that day.


  “Ah, ah, aaahhh!”


  Magatsume’s attack came at a speed that was difficult to even make out. He used Jishibari, Weaver, and Dog Spirits, striking back mostly on instinct to meet her attack, but she crushed through it all. The chains shattered, the miasma whips were torn apart, the black dogs scattered. Countless insects reached Jinya and gouged his body.


  “Ha ha ha—koff, haa.”


  His surroundings were dyed red. His legs trembled. In his state, a small push would probably be all it took to knock him over.


  “Aaah, finally. It’s all…all within reach…”


  Jinya couldn’t move. Even as Magatsume came close enough for her breath to brush against him, he didn’t so much as lift his arms.


  She looked at her wounded brother, her voice full of joy. “Now nothing can get in our way. Finally. Finally we can return to what we’ve lost. It took so long. Been so painful. But it’s all over now. We can go back to the beginning. To our old home.” She stepped into the mud formed from his blood and touched her left hand to his skull. “Mahoroba.”


  A faint, pale light enveloped his body.


  I’ve said it already, but I’ll say it again: You are the only one who can stop my mother at the end of it all. Don’t forget that. Nanao, a demon abandoned by Magatsume, had predicted this would happen and told Jinya beforehand.


  “I’m too old to be throwing myself into unwinnable fights.”


  Mahoroba had activated. There was no doubting that. By all means, he should have been reverted with his wounds disappearing and his body returning from a demon to a human. Magatsume must have expected to be reunited with the Jinta she had loved. However, his wounds did not vanish. She stared at him in a daze, and he stared back with eyes full of hatred and pity.


  “Perhaps you forgot, or perhaps you simply never learned. A demon’s ability isn’t something inborn—it’s a wish. A wish from the heart, a manifestation of a desire that forever remains outside one’s reach. That’s why your ability is useless against me.”


  The true shape of Magatsume’s wish wasn’t to revert her body or to turn others into infants. Those were only secondary manifestations. Her true wish had always been one thing and one thing alone: to return to better times.


  She wanted to meet the brother she loved again. No matter how much she cut away from her heart or became filled with hatred, that desire alone remained. And so, her ability was useless against him. No matter how monstrous of a being she became, no matter how far her body evolved, she could not break the rules of her nature. A demon’s ability could grant anything but the desire it was meant to grant.


  “Wha…” Magatsume tried to retreat, but it was too late.


  “Blood Blade.”


  The blood pooled at their feet transformed into blades. They took Magatsume by surprise and pierced her feet, holding her in place.


  His friend’s earnest wish to live by the sword until his last moments had become a blade that reached even the Demon God. The wound was nonfatal and could be instantly healed with Mahoroba, but it was enough. Magatsume was defenseless at this distance. Jinya could finally make his move.


  “Gii?!”


  With the power given to him by Superhuman Strength, he grabbed her dainty neck. Her ability to revert any damage made it almost impossible to land a killing strike. But even if that hadn’t been the case, Jinya didn’t think cutting her down would be a victory.


  In Kadono 170 years earlier, he had been filled with rage after his sister killed the woman he loved, but he’d hesitated to kill her. He spent his time wondering what he would do when they met again. He didn’t know where his hatred would lead or what the purpose of his blade was. 


  But now, after 170 years, he had his answer.


  “Magatsume. You are strong. Too strong to be defeated by ordinary means. But I have a way to kill anybody no matter who they are.”


  The arm holding her neck pulsed. This grotesque arm contained the ability to consume others and take their abilities for himself. Looking back, everything began with this arm. How ironic it was that it would end with it as well.


  “No matter how much I thought, I couldn’t come up with a better method than this.”


  He was given the ability Assimilation from a demon that attacked Kadono long ago. It allowed him to steal the abilities of superior demons he consumed, but there were conditions to using it. He couldn’t devour beings with a strong awareness. Assimilation absorbed not just the flesh but the memories and consciousness of his target as well. However, two conscious beings couldn’t inhibit one body. Trying to absorb someone by force would end with the body self-destructing. 


  In other words, if he were prepared to throw his life away, he could forcibly die alongside someone else no matter what abilities they might have.


  “Let’s descend to hell together, Suzune.”


  Mahoroba couldn’t save her. The two were already being made one by Assimilation, and her ability was useless against him. And now that the connection was already formed, it was too late to run as well.


  Through his pulsating arm, Magatsume began to flow into him. A rush of emotions made his vision go white.
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  I REMEMBERED CRYING all the time.


  “If only you’d never been born…”


  My father would hit and kick me when he got angry. It hurt, but there was never any lasting damage because my body was inhuman.


  At some point, he told me that my mother was raped by a demon and my birth was to blame for her death. He would say everything would’ve been better if I’d never been born.


  That hurt. More than the hitting and the kicking, my father’s cold eyes and the words he hurled hurt me. I was unwanted, and he would often remind me of that.


  Since he was the master of the household, the people who worked at our store wouldn’t talk to me because they feared losing their livelihood. I was treated like I was invisible. Even so, they would whisper hurtful things.


  “One of her eyes is red.”


  “She’s the child of a monster.”


  “It’s scary, having her around.”


  “That red is sickening.”


  “Don’t get close to her. Jyuuzou-sama will be displeased.”


  Part of why everyone avoided me was because of my red eye, which proved I was a monster. My covering it was probably an attempt to be accepted. I’m a person. Please be gentler to me. Not that anything ever came of it.


  “Suzune? Are you crying?”


  I had someone there for me, though. Whenever I cried, I could count on my brother to come running.


  “Jinta…”


  With my demon body, I wouldn’t get hurt even if I was hit or kicked. That was probably why Jinta never knew how bad our father tried to hurt me. But Jinta knew I was at least left alone when he wasn’t with me, so he tried to stay by my side as much as he could.


  “…Sorry.”


  He would try to talk to our father about how he treated me, but our father wouldn’t listen. Jinta felt bad that he couldn’t help more, but when he saw me cry, he would always smile to try and cheer me up.


  “Oh, here! I brought you some isobe mochi.”


  Our father would make isobe mochi from time to time. Jinta would secretly bring some over so we could eat together away from the eyes of others. I felt bad about making him do a thing like that, but it made me happy—both because he was so kind and because I could be alone with him.


  “Yay! Thank you!”


  “Eheh heh. Let’s go eat over there.”


  He would offer his hand out to me without a second thought. He’d gently pat my head when I cried, and he’d pull me along if I came to a stop. The warmth of his hands made all my sadness fade away.


  Looking back, his hands were always there for me. I fully believed the joy in my heart and the world I knew were all things shaped by his kind hands.


  He had no idea just how much he meant to me. On that rainy night, now so long in the past, he lamented his powerlessness. But in truth, he had nothing to feel sorry about. He held my hand, and that was all I needed. That alone made my father and the people from the store seem insignificant. No matter how much I was hit or kicked or shunned or scorned, it meant nothing so long as his hands were there for me. His hands were happiness itself. Even if I had died in that cold rain, I would’ve been happy beyond words so long as I was holding his hand.


  The feelings in my heart that day will probably remain unknown to him forever.


   


  As one grew up, so too did their world grow bigger. There might’ve even come a day when I came to appreciate more than just his hands.


  “Because we’re family from now on.”


  The two of us met a girl named Shirayuki. She welcomed us into her family, but my heart didn’t stir. Still, I’ll admit the new place I found myself in was slightly more comfortable than Edo had ever been.


  My brother’s hands remained my world and the only thing that mattered to me, but I noticed he smiled more than he used to since we came here.


  Things around me gradually changed. My brother and I started playing with Shirayuki often. I became close to a girl called Chitose. My world grew bigger, and, from time to time, I found myself enthralled by the warmth of the sunlight shimmering through Kadono’s leaves. But it was his hand that brought me to this place. The one who came first in my heart hadn’t changed, nor had the one who came first in his.


  I can’t recall exactly when it was, but he, Shirayuki, and I were about to go to the Irazu Forest to play. Smiling, Shirayuki and I offered our hands out for him to hold, but he could only take one of our hands because he was carrying a wooden sword in one of his.


  He had to make a choice, so he chose me. Not Shirayuki, but me.


  Even after so much had changed, his hands remained there for me, unchanging. They were still shaping my world.


  That’s why I didn’t care about anything else. Not my father hating me or the others scorning me. Not even the feelings that Shirayuki came to have for him. So long as I had his hands, so long as I could live feeling their warmth, I needed nothing. Even if he came to love Shirayuki just as much, I would gladly offer them my heartfelt blessings. You are my world, Jinta, so I won’t ask for anything more than your happiness. I don’t even need these feelings I hold deep inside my heart.


  That’s why I chose to remain nothing more than your little sister. I stayed a young girl so I wouldn’t get in your way and could wish for your future happiness with Shirayuki.


  All I asked in return was for you to hold my hand and pat my head from time to time.


  That alone made me so happy I could die.


  That was truly all I ever needed.


   


  ***


   


  Memories and emotions flowed in from Jinya’s left arm. He saw the things in Suzune’s heart that young Jinta could never have known.


  He had once wished to remain her older brother forever, but that could never have been enough. Jinta had been her world. No matter how much he thought he loved her, it could never compare to her love for him. As siblings, things were destined to fall apart for them from the start. He had simply been too foolish to realize it.


  “St-stop it… Let me go! Let me go!”


  Even as she was consumed, Magatsume struggled. Intense pain should have been coursing through her, and her consciousness should have been half faded, but she wildly punched him with her free left arm anyway.


  He wouldn’t let go, not even as his flesh ripped and bones shattered. The pain of his ability hurt far more. Using Assimilation to consume someone with a strong, conscious mind was too much to physically bear and would destroy his body. He stopped before things went too far during his fight with Tsuchiura, but going all the way would be a forced double suicide. That was what he wanted. He was intent on enduring all the pain and the deluge of emotions that threatened to crush him so he could settle this once and for all.


  Your hands were everything to me.


  If the emotions were a deluge, then he was a pond being washed away. The edges of his soul were eroding under her single-minded, unwavering emotions. He grimaced as he glimpsed her memories. Young Jinta’s hands had been everything to her. And yet—I hate you—it all fell apart.


  Neither of them had wanted things to end up like this. Suzune just didn’t want to see her brother hurt, so she killed the whore. And yet Jinta loathed her for it.


  “Ungh, ah, aaaah…”


  The memories flowing into him through his left arm made hatred boil up inside, but he felt an equal amount of sadness along with it.


  Why did he never realize? She had been utterly devoted to him and cared for nothing else. That was what love had meant to Suzune.


  Magatsume desperately continued her attack, attempting to slip out of Jinya’s arm. Was she trying to escape the pain, or something else?


  One of her attacks broke his sternum. He felt his flesh being hollowed out, his consciousness threatening to leave him if he lost focus for even a moment.


  “Oh, right… Motoharu-san said to become a man who could cherish his hatred.” Memories from the past continued rising to mind as he was on the verge of death. “I didn’t understand what he meant then, but now I think I can see a bit of what he was trying to tell me.”


  Motoharu became a shrine maiden guardian with the full knowledge that killing his wife might be one of his duties. It had been Yokaze’s own wish for him to do that if she ever lost her way. Jinya could only imagine what Motoharu might have felt as he slew his own wife, but at least he could understand the man more than he did as a child.


  “Motoharu-san knew. The reason Yokaze-san lost to her ­hatred and attacked the village was because she loved Kadono just that much. Her despair and loathing were so deep precisely because her love was so true. He fought as hard as he could because he didn’t want her to destroy the very thing she loved.”


  The stronger love was, the more intense a hatred it could become.


  “It was the same for you, Suzune. I misunderstood the significance of you wanting to bring ruin to the world. I didn’t even try to understand, blinded by my hatred for you. You…you loved me, so much that you’d end the world if I weren’t in it.”


  Motoharu had wanted Jinta to become someone who could see that hatred was sometimes born out of love. Even in his final moments, the man worried about his son’s future and tried to impart a lesson as his father.


  “If, by some chance, I had stopped and thought about what your hatred meant back then, then maybe things wouldn’t have come to this. Even though Motoharu-san tried so hard to teach me, even though you loved me so much, I didn’t understand a single thing.”


  There had been a big difference between his love and Suzune’s. Perhaps their fate had been sealed the moment he failed to realize that, but he could understand her a little now. That was why he reached out with his right hand and brought his sister close to his chest.


  “Ah…”


  “I’m sorry, Suzune. For not being a brother that could love you like I should have. For hating you but not being able to go as far as ending the world like you.”


  How long had it been since he last did this for her? He couldn’t recall. Was that because too much time had passed them by, or was his mind simply too faded by this point?


  “I was too caught up in my own hatred to respond to your own. I couldn’t reciprocate your desire to bring ruin to everything.”


  “No… All…all I ever wanted…”


  “Just where did we go wrong? Things may not have worked out, but…we used to be family, didn’t we?”


  “Yeah… I loved you…Jinta…”


  “And I loved you too, Suzune.”


  The two ended up hating and hurting one another, but their time together had been real. The time they spent as a family was no lie.


  “Why…? Why did you leave me? I didn’t care about…­being hated…being loathed…so long as you’d…smile for me.”


  She cut away most of her heart, leaving herself with nothing but hatred after transplanting fake hearts into the void left behind. Magatsume and Suzune were wholly separate beings by this point. Even so, the small happiness she received from seeing him smile remained everything to her. Even after her form had changed to resemble an insect so much, that facet of her hadn’t changed in the least.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Let’s go back… Back home… Back to Kadono… Together… We can be family again…just like…”


  Suzune was still fixated on a nostalgic dream, one in which she was with her brother and Shirayuki too. Back when she could remain his innocent little sister. To her, happiness only existed there, in Mahoroba, “paradise.” That was why she was willing to go as far as bringing ruin to the world to go back.


  “I’m sorry. I mean it. Even if everything could go back to the way it used to be, I can’t go back to being your brother.”


  “But why…?”


  “I can’t pretend nothing has happened. People have gotten hurt because of our feud. We’ve both taken too much from others.”


  “No! The others don’t matter! Only…only you…”


  “I can’t bring myself to think like that. The many impurities I’ve found along my journey are what have supported me. The two of us can’t share the same world anymore.”


  Suzune had spent the past 170 years cutting away parts dear to her and remaining unchanged nevertheless. Conversely, Jinya had spent his time gathering little things and had changed as a consequence. Their paths had long diverged.


  “Even if there is love at the root of all this hatred, nothing can excuse what has happened… We were probably better off never having existed. Both of us, ‘Magatsume’ and the ‘Demon Eater.’”


  But at one point, their paths had definitely been one and the same.


  “So let’s go back. Back to when it was just Suzune and Jinta.”


  This was the answer he’d settled on a while back.


  He hugged his sister with all his strength. His body ached. He was nearing his limit, but he wouldn’t let her go. His body would be destroyed once he finished absorbing her. The calamity that would bring ruin to mankind and the unsightly demon trapped by his own hatred would both fade away.


  Perhaps this wasn’t the wisest thing he could’ve done. He didn’t think he was the kind of man who would cheaply throw his life away, but he couldn’t come up with a better way to match her feelings than this. This would have to do it for them. He hid his faint gloom and kept a firm hold on Suzune no matter how much she struggled.


  “Ah…”


  “Thank goodness. At least I can pat your head at the very end.”


  With his free right hand, he gently ran his fingers through her hair. It had a weird texture and rustled roughly. The body he hugged was entirely that of an insect.


  “Aah, aaah…”


  The face looking up at him in a daze was half covered by a compound eye. Not a trace of her former childlike cuteness could be seen, but she was still the little sister he had known. He hugged her tightly—not as Magatsume, but as Suzune—and stroked her head.


  Human, for what purpose do you wield your blade? A question posed long ago reached his ears. He never found his answer, but he felt proud nevertheless. After many years, his impure blade lost conviction. But thanks to that, he could instead offer his hand to someone he once wanted to protect.


  He could accept this.


  His vision turned white. The end neared, and the brother and sister became one.


  “Aaah, aaaaaaaahh!”


  But in her final moments, Magatsume used the last of her strength to dig her nails into her own defenseless skull.


   


  The surrounding spirits were left in a daze, having borne witness to everything from start to finish. After a few moments, murmurs rippled through the crowd like a wave. 


  Their gazes were all locked on the figure standing in the center of the courtyard. The intense battle had reached its conclusion, leaving only one survivor. With languid movements, he scanned the area and whispered, “Mahoroba.” It was the ability to reverse time, both one’s own and others, formed from Magatsume’s wish to return to the time before they had grown and become so wounded and broken.


  Mahoroba began to change their surroundings. The courtyard with all its holes and the smashed school building began to revert like a film played in reverse. In a matter of seconds, the school returned to the way it had been, and all the damage to his body disappeared as well.


  The surrounding spirits were bewildered and started to clamor. The demon in the center only gave them a quick glance before softly saying, “Leave this place.”


  Jinya defeated Magatsume and ultimately emerged without having destroyed himself along with her.


  “I have consumed the Demon God you all tried to worship, ability and all. Ruin will not be brought to the world of man, so be gone from here and live a quiet life if possible.”


  Perhaps because he’d consumed Magatsume, his presence was more intense than before.


  However, he felt no joy or sense of accomplishment.


  “I won’t tell you not to begrudge humans. Many of you have every right to lament losing your place in the world. But change is a law of life, and our time would have come to an end sooner or later.”


  The spirits showed no hostility. They listened silently to what Jinya had to say.


  “I do not know what feelings you all bear toward the modern age, nor would knowing give me any right to change your minds. But please leave this place and think for a while. Do you truly have no other way forward than to bring ruin to the current world? We have always been creatures half believed in, creatures that pose as humans and lurk in the darkness. Is it truly impossible for you to continue to live in such a manner, unseen but remembered through stories?”


  If there were those that gave his words consideration and still insisted they couldn’t live in this world, then that was that. But he wanted them to at least look a little at the world around them. Spirits lived long lives, and the world was sure to keep on changing. Perhaps they would one day find themselves in a world they could accept.


  The demons stayed silent after Jinya finished his little speech. His suggestion was too much for them to swallow right away, but none of them resisted him.


  One by one, the number of red eyes in the darkness dwindled. Soon enough, the many gathered spirits had vanished. A tranquil winter breeze blew through the school.


  “…So it’s over.” Magatsume was gone, the spirits had left, and no trace remained of the battle that had taken place. His long feud with his sister had ended, but none of it felt real. Motionless, he stood in the courtyard alone. “No, not yet. You’re still left.” He looked forward. Ahead of him was the one he had to confront at the very end of it all.


  “I see you’ve finished, Uncle.” Magatsume’s eldest, Himawari, looked straight at Jinya with ruby eyes. She showed him the same pure adoration as always. Not even him consuming her mother had changed that. “Would congratulations be appropriate here?”


  “I wonder. I’m not so sure what happened should be celebrated.”


  “Indeed. But it was not a bad ending for my mother. In the end, she was able to save you by her own choice.”


  Through all the pain Assimilation brought, Magatsume wrung out the last of her strength to force her nails through her own skull. Before their two consciousnesses could inhabit one body, she crushed her own head so he could live.


  Though they hated and hurt one another so much, though she cut away much of her heart and came to resemble something so inhuman, she decided to choose death to save her brother in her final moments.


  “Even after she cut away and replaced so much of her heart, she was still your little sister before all else. I hope you understand that.”


  Everything about her seemed to have changed over the long years, but in truth, she remained his little sister through it all—he’d just realized too late.


  “Regardless, it has all ended with your victory, Uncle. And so, it is my duty to see through my mother’s last wish.”


  Jinya didn’t brace for a fight. He knew Himawari wasn’t up to anything sinister. She folded her hands over her heart and softly smiled.


  “Suzuran’s final duty was to come into play if my mother won. She was necessary to recreate my mother’s old home. But my duty was only to be carried out after my mother’s defeat, so carry it out I shall.”


  This was the purpose Himawari was born for.


  “I am a part of my mother’s heart, her love for you given shape. She had to birth me first among all her daughters, or else she couldn’t oppose you. I was simply that precious an emotion to her.”


  That was why Himawari alone had a sense of self from the moment she was created. The emotion she carried was just that much stronger than her sisters’.


  Jinya calmly accepted her words as the truth. He didn’t doubt them in the least, perhaps because he had absorbed Magatsume.


  “You see, though my mother truly loved you, she loathed you at the same time. But she didn’t want her precious feelings for you to be tainted by her hatred. That alone scared her more than anything. So she separated me from her heart as soon as she could to avoid sullying her love for her brother.”


  Suzune was afraid that she would lose everything to her hatred, so she created Himawari to keep her love pure. Things may have gone awry for the siblings, but at least her feelings for him managed to remain until the end.


  “This is all to say that my duty is to convey my mother’s dear emotions after she is completely gone. That is the purpose I was born for.” Himawari paused there and took a deep breath, then softly spoke the words his sister couldn’t: “‘I love you, now and forevermore.’”


  Even if that love was buried underneath hatred, it existed, forever unchanging, and she wanted him to know that.


  “Please accept her feelings. Accept this heart of hers that she managed to keep unblemished even after all this time.”


  Those feelings of hers remained pristine despite it all. Just as a lotus flower bloomed from mud but remained untainted by it, Suzune’s modest love managed to overcome more than a century of hatred to bloom like a flower in the end.


  “How…foolish. Not that I’m any better.”


  They were both fools. Just what was the meaning behind these past 170 years?


  “I felt the same way, Suzune. My love may never have been equal to yours, but I…I…”


  The hatred smoldering in his heart had faded, and something else had taken root in its place. He couldn’t tell what exactly was there right at that moment, but emotion welled up inside him and flowed out as tears.


  “Uncle, please don’t regret what has happened.” Himawari watched affectionately as she saw him shed tears. “My mother…no, we all may have gone down the wrong path, but she managed to find happiness at this end of hers. After all, you were there to caress her head.”


  “…As if something like that could ever be enough.”


  “But it was. For my mother, it was.”


  His hands had been everything to her. Even though things might not have been perfect, there was no doubt that Suzune left this world joyful beyond words.


  “So please, do not forget her. Do not forget how she faded away happy in your arms.”


  To be remembered by him was enough for Suzune.


  Without saying a word, he took Himawari’s request to heart and looked up at the sky.


  Thoughts that were previously left unconveyed had found their way, and a lone, red moon looked down on the city. Surely a lotus flower was swaying somewhere in this cold, wintry breeze.


  Final Chapter:
To Live a Hundred Years


   


  JINTA, WHERE ARE YOU?


  Looking back, I was always waiting for you to come home, wasn’t I? I’d be sad when you were late and happy when you came back early. I hated waiting, but there was something enjoyable about it too.


  “I hate you.”


  Oh, I see. This whole time, I was still waiting for you to come back to me. Even when you hated and loathed me, I still believed you’d return someday, and that belief only made me hate you in return. How could you forget me and be so content with that girl and that man? How could you be so happy while I was left waiting for your return?


  I couldn’t stand it. That was why I crushed what you had. I took the girl’s memories and killed your friend. But even then, you wouldn’t return to me.


  So I chose to go even further. But I couldn’t do that as I was then, so I cut away the things I didn’t need and filled in the gaps with what I had. I figured you would come back to me if I broke enough things, so I tried my hardest to ruin the world. It was only after I went that far that I realized the broken one might have been me.


  Just where did things go so wrong? I couldn’t figure it out no matter how hard I thought.


  Huh. Actually, just what was it I wanted from all this in the first place? I felt like I’d forgotten something important. I just knew I had to destroy things so you’d return to me someday.


  “Thank goodness. At least I can pat your head at the very end.”


  …That’s right. I remember now. I just wanted you to smile. So long as you could smile and remember to pat my head and hold my hand every now and then, I would be happy. How could I have let myself get sidetracked and forget such a thing?


  Your hands were so warm. I knew it. No matter how many decades or centuries go by, your hands remained everything to me.


  It’s been so long since you’ve patted my head like this, Jinta.


  Ah… I’m happy. This whole time, all I wanted was for days like this to return.


  Is it too late now?


   


  ***


   


  Koyomiza was open for business today like usual. The small motion picture theater, beloved by many, had overcome many turbulent times since the Taisho and Showa years long ago. There was Japan’s defeat in the Pacific War, the widespread adoption of television and video and the subsequent decline of theaters, as well as the various other forms of media that had since been developed. The small theater had faced many hardships and even had to suspend business for a while, but the efforts of many people, spearheaded by the theater manager Toudou Yoshihiko, had allowed the theater to persist into the Heisei era.


  Toudou Kimiko had been there to witness all the theater’s history firsthand. She had spent most of her life supporting her husband and doing what she could to protect the theater she loved alongside everyone. She couldn’t fight with a sword like the Jiiya she dearly respected, but she was still able to see her will through and fight a battle of her own. Even now, past a hundred years old, she still continued to protect Koyomiza.


  A spring breeze flowed through the window and softly brushed her skin. She was spending the afternoon reclining in a chair and dozing in the sunlight.


  Her body couldn’t move much at all anymore, resembling a withered tree. Her hair was pure white and dry. Her beauty—­befitting a well-to-do girl from a noble family—was lost to age, her face all wrinkled. But the soft look in her eyes and the relative lack of wrinkles on her brow showed that the life she lived hadn’t been an unhappy one.


  “Kimiko, do you have a moment?”


  Paying Kimiko a visit was Ryuuna, who wasn’t human and didn’t age; she still looked no more than fourteen years old. The two of them first met in the Taisho era and had known one another for decades now. She was an irreplaceable friend to Kimiko.


  “Ryuuna-san. Of course, of course. Come on in.”


  “Mm, I brought tea and snacks. Nomari red bean bread. They were doing a special showcase at the supermarket, so I bought some.”


  “My, they look wonderful.”


  A week ago, Ryuuna had returned out of the blue one day saying she’d finished her business. She had since settled back into the swing of life at the theater and could now find time to have tea like this. Jiiya still remained in Tokyo, but he recently purchased a cell phone and often called.


  “What’s the extra one for?” asked Kimiko, noticing a third cup on the tray Ryuuna brought.


  “Mm. We have a guest today.”


  Kimiko noticed someone standing behind Ryuuna. Her cheeks, stiff with age, loosened into a smile. She recalled who this guest was. The three of them had chatted together long, long ago. Her clothes were different now, but beyond that, her appearance hadn’t changed in the slightest.


  “My… It’s been a long while, Himawari-san.”


  Truly, what a nostalgic face she was. Long ago, she had come to both Ryuuna and Himawari seeking advice for her childish love troubles. Kimiko hadn’t met her in the longest time, but she still considered Himawari a dear friend.


  “Indeed, it has been quite a while, Kimiko-san. I’m glad to see you in good health.”


  “I’m a granny now, but thank you. What brings you here today?”


  “No particular reason. Everything is over now, and my uncle decided to let me live. I suppose I simply felt like seeing you.”


  Kimiko didn’t understand what she meant. Even now in her advanced age, Jinya doted on Kimiko, and so he never told her anything that might shine a bad light on her friend Himawari.


  Though she didn’t know what happened, Kimiko smiled kindly all the same. “I see. Well, I’m happy you came. I’ve missed you.”


  She hoped whatever worries Himawari had could be soothed by meeting like this. She didn’t mind not knowing what secrets her friend hid if it meant they could go back to the way things used to be. They both wanted to meet each other, and that was all that mattered.


  “I’m sorry for the trouble, Ryuuna-san.” Kimiko needed a wheelchair to get around now. She couldn’t walk or even stand without help.


  “It’s fine, Kimiko. I got it.” Ryuuna put the tray she brought on the table and quickly prepared a few stools. Just like that, they were ready for their little afternoon tea party.


  “Why don’t we try some of the snacks Ryuuna-san prepared?” suggested Kimiko. This particular sweet brought back memories. She once met the person Nomari red bean bread was named after. They had all gone to watch a film together then, hadn’t they?


  Kimiko felt joy in unassuming moments like these where old memories resurfaced. She had lived a life with many moments worth reflecting on. Growing old was a happy thing for her, as it meant she’d become someone who could value her past.


  “Delicious,” Himawari said.


  “Indeed.”


  “I feel like a weight has been taken off my shoulders. I’ve finally carried out something I’ve worked years for, and I feel relieved it’s over. But I feel equally lost. I don’t know what to do next… Before I knew it, I found myself here.” Himawari’s expression was slightly clouded, and Kimiko couldn’t see what lay in her heart.


  “That must’ve been quite some job you finished. I see nothing wrong with taking it easy for a while. Everybody deserves some time to sit down and drink tea for a spell.”


  “I suppose you might be right.”


  There weren’t many words of support Kimiko could offer when she knew nothing about Himawari’s situation. So instead, as a friend, she suggested she rest. Himawari must have faced some difficulties in her time away, but there was no reason to let that keep her from enjoying herself now.


  “This brings back memories,” said Himawari. She took a sip of the green tea Ryuuna poured her and sighed. The three of them used to drink tea together like this back when Kimiko still lived in the Hydrangea Mansion.


  “Mm.”


  “Indeed. Hee hee. But somehow, I’m the only one who’s gotten all wrinkly.”


  Himawari and Ryuuna both looked the same as they had then, but Kimiko had aged greatly, and not just in appearance. It wouldn’t be much of a surprise at all if her body suddenly gave out tomorrow at her advanced age.


  Himawari was enjoying herself, but the reminder that this could all come to an end at any moment made her uneasy. She said, “There’s something we could do about that, if you’d like.”


  “Pardon?”


  “There’s a way we can make you young again, easily and with no demerits. Yoshihiko-san too, of course. My uncle could do it with his ability Mahoroba.” Himawari talked a mile a minute, as if there wasn’t a second to lose.


  “I’m quite all right, Himawari-san.” Kimiko flatly turned her down. 


  “Kimiko-san…”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you misunderstand. I’ve become a wrinkly old grandma, but I’ve never once regretted it.”


  Life wasn’t perfect like it was in the motion picture films she loved watching long ago. There were many hurdles leading up to her and Yoshihiko getting married, and they fought several times after marrying. They weren’t always a couple that got along, and raising children had been an ordeal in itself. The theater also faced many dilemmas. She had cried many times and made others cry several times as well.


  “I was able to grow old with the man I loved.”


  She remembered all the tears she shed out of sadness, but there were countless others she shed out of joy. Her life hadn’t been a peaceful one, but as full of hardship as it had been, she’d been able to spend it with a husband who loved her more than anything, her dear children, and her many long-lived friends.


  “Even if I could become young again and restart my life, I don’t think I could become happier than I am right now.”


  Kimiko was proud of the fact that she’d become a wrinkly old woman. Even if she were to die a second from now, she would regret nothing.


  “So thank you, Himawari-san, but let me stay as I am. I’d rather remain an old lady who can look back fondly on her past than be an energetic young girl.”


  To her, returning to her youth would be no different than saying that her past was worthless to her, and she couldn’t do that.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have offered,” said Himawari.


  “Not at all. You were only worried for my sake. Now, let’s continue our little tea party. This time together is as dear to me as the time we met to talk about love so long ago.”


  “Mm. I remember you used to be such a chicken. It took forever for you to tell Yoshihiko how you felt,” said Ryuuna.


  “Ha ha. You don’t have to remember every little detail now,” said Kimiko.


  They continued sipping tea and eating the snacks as they cheerfully chatted.


  Quietly, Himawari murmured, “Perhaps the one with true strength wasn’t my uncle who changed or my mother who didn’t change, but someone like you who could treasure the unchanging and still love your ever-changing days…”


  “Himawari? Is something wrong?”


  “No, it’s nothing, Ryuuna-san. I was just thinking it’d be nice to do this again sometime.”


  “Mm, good idea. Let’s all bring sweets we like next time.”


  “Good thinking. I’ll try my best to prepare something for our next meeting.”


  “Then I’ll make some special tea for us,” said Kimiko. “Hee hee. I look forward to it.”


  After 170 years, the story of the Demon Eater and the calamity that would bring ruin to man had met its end.


  But Magatsume’s daughter lived on, and she would likely continue to enjoy the occasional tea party with the Kodoku no Kago and this wrinkly grandmother.


  Elsewhere, off in the land where everything began, things continued as well.


   


  ***


   


  “…Delicious,” murmured Jinya after sipping the tea Ofuu poured him.


  They were having a small tea party together at Miura Flowers, Ofuu’s flower shop located in a residential district. Their tea party was nothing grand, just the two of them, sitting on the stools inside before the shop’s opening hours. Neither brought snacks to go with the tea, so instead they appreciated the winter flowers on display. It was a bit of a hastily prepared get-together, but each of them knew the other wouldn’t mind.


  “I’m glad you like it. I’m sorry I didn’t have any alcohol to serve, though,” she said.


  “Please. Not even I would drink this early.”


  Jinya happened to wake up earlier than usual, which led him to leave for school early as well. Along the way, Ofuu spotted him and invited him in, and that was all it took for them to have an impromptu tea party.


  He sipped his tea as he gazed out the window in a daze. Looking back on it all, he’d come a long way. A dizzying amount of time had passed since he first set off on his journey. His home village didn’t carry a trace of its former self anymore, but there were those who’d maintained a place for him to return to, and knowing that made Kadono’s change feel like something he needn’t mourn. He let out a sigh, perhaps because he felt so exhausted.


  “Did I make you worry?”


  Unfazed by his sudden question, Ofuu replied, “Not nearly as much as you did before.”


  He’d devoured Magatsume, his own sister. In the end, he failed to reach a happy conclusion with her, so he figured Ofuu might have invited him for tea out of concern for his well-being.


  But apparently, he was wrong. Her reply showed she saw no need for excessive concern. He was no longer the man who believed hatred was everything to him; he was someone who found things dear to him and changed.


  He and Ofuu had spent more time apart than together, but they still shared a bond unlike any other. They understood one another in special ways, like they had in the past.


  “But I am a little surprised,” she said. “I thought you would be a bit more down.”


  “Would you comfort me if I was?”


  “No. You wouldn’t want me to. You’re a man who treasures even his pain, after all.”


  She really saw right through him. The fact that he was happy about that very thing proved he would never win one over her.


  “It’s strange. I don’t regret what happened.” He wasn’t putting on a brave front. He meant it. A natural smile formed on his face. “It may not have been the best possible conclusion to things, but I was able to pat her head in the end. As poor a brother as I was, I managed to return her feelings a little. And that’s enough for me not to regret it.”


  But couldn’t I have done more? The thought rose to mind, but he quickly severed it. At the end of it all, he was able to touch her, and she was able to leave this world happy. To ask for any more would be a disservice to all the things he’d both protected and lost along the way.


  “I’m sure I won’t forget any of it: the time we shared together and the time we spent hurting one another; her smiling face and the sad looks she made; her tears, her hatred, and the fact that she loved me until the very, very end. I won’t forget a single thing.”


  Suzune was his dear little sister, and he would try to remember that for as long as he lived.


  “You really are such a fool.”


  “Sorry. That’s just the way I am.”


  He felt Ofuu would understand. He did not regret what happened.


  Still, a small thorn remained in his heart. But perhaps Ofuu understood that too?


  “Don’t worry. She’ll be right here with you.” Gently, she tapped his chest with a finger. She didn’t say it because he devoured Magatsume, but because Magatsume’s feelings had flowed into him, and he had accepted them. That meant Suzune’s heart would be with him, or so Ofuu seemed to say.


  The warmth of her finger seemed to make the cold thorn in him melt away.


  “Right. Then I guess I shouldn’t be acting so depressed.”


  “Depressed? I thought you didn’t regret anything?”


  “You know what I mean.”


  She looked at his troubled, sheepish expression and giggled.


  Just as flowers changed with the seasons, both man and ­demon must scatter and bloom over and over as they lived.


  “Well, I should get going. I wouldn’t want to be late.”


  “Hee hee. Student life has grown on you, hasn’t it?”


  “So it seems. School can be tiresome at times, but it’s surprisingly fun.”


  Ofuu looked at him warmly, like an older sister or a mother might do. Feeling embarrassed, he said some brief parting words and left the shop behind.


  The cold air of the winter morning seeped into his body.


  His heart felt lighter now, surely thanks to her warmth.


   


  ***


   


  “Morning, Miyaka-chan! Cold today, huh?”


  “Good morning, Kaoru. I hear it’s supposed to snow this weekend.”


  “For real? Hopefully it doesn’t just melt right away!”


  Several other students were walking here and there around them. Some chatted energetically, some were still sleepy and yawning, and others seemed annoyed to have to go to school. Many different faces were being made. It was an ordinary sight, something taken for granted. Not a single one of them would have suspected it was almost lost.


  A week had passed since the battle against Magatsume. Jinya had fixed the broken school building and the holes in the courtyard with Mahoroba, and the bystanders who were turned into babies had been reverted. The spirits had lain low since then as well. It was almost as though all the chaos of that day had never happened.


  “Morning, Jin-kun!”


  “Good morning, Asagao. You too, Miyaka.”


  The two girls met Jinya on the way to school.


  He was still attending school, even after his business with his sister was completed. After the fight, he explained everything to them. He seemed immensely tired. Miyaka was afraid he might disappear without warning now that he had seen through his purpose for being here, but he told them he would remain until graduation barring any extenuating circumstances that might arise. Miyaka was relieved to hear that. It’d be sad for him to just up and leave after they’d all become such good friends with him.


  “Good morning. It’s cold, huh?” said Miyaka.


  “Well, it is February.”


  “Time flies. I feel like we started school just yesterday.” She smiled ambiguously.


  It had been an eventful year filled with many events, both sad and happy. But at the same time, the year seemed to have flown right on by. Once March finally came, they would begin spring break, then move up a grade right after. They would part with their current class and be reassigned to new ones. The three of them had walked to and from school countless times together, but that was only because it made sense for them to do so as classmates. They would make new friends in their new classes and likely drift apart. It was only natural, but it felt a little sad to think about.


  “It has been quite the eventful year, to say the least. It’s no surprise that it seemed to go by so fast,” said Jinya.


  “Yeah.”


  “But I’m sure next year will have its own share of problems. Feel free to seek me out if you ever need help. I’ll only be a few classrooms away, at most.”


  “Ha ha. I’m sure I will.”


  Though he didn’t say it directly, his meaning was clear. Even if they were assigned to separate classes, he would be there to help if she ever needed him. Such words, coming from someone who had lost many people throughout his life, were especially reassuring. She could meet him whenever she wanted to. Compared to something like a century, a few classrooms’ distance was nothing.


  “Why’re you two talking like the year’s already over?” chimed in Kaoru. “We still have a long spring break to enjoy, our last holiday of the school year! I wanna travel somewhere we can stay overnight with everyone!”


  “Read the mood, Kaoru,” said Miyaka. “But, yeah. A trip like that might be a nice way to end the year.”


  “Right? Maybe we can go to Kobe? See the Chinatown there? They were doing this special segment on gyoza potstickers the other day on TV…”


  There was still plenty of fun to be had. It was too early to get sentimental. Miyaka engaged in the conversation more cheerfully than before, and Jinya watched on with a smile.


  Such a sight was another thing that could have been lost forever if any little thing had gone differently. But even if nothing dramatic happened to end their precious high school life, it would come to an end on its own all so quickly. At least Miyaka was lucky enough to realize the special nature of what she had so she could treasure it before adulthood came.


  As the three arrived at school, a voice near the school gate called out to Jinya. It was the second-year girl he had once helped over something related to spirits.


  “U-um, here! I-I made you a lunch!”


  Out of gratitude, she occasionally prepared him handmade boxed lunches like this, earning her the nickname “Boxed Lunch Senpai.” She now was holding a boxed lunch wrapped in a cute pink cloth.


  Miyaka and Kaoru, who’d never directly met Boxed Lunch Senpai, observed her and Jinya speak from a distance. After she finished talking to Jinya, she glared off in their direction for some reason. Her making lunch for Jinya probably meant she felt more than just gratitude toward him. Maybe she perceived Miyaka and Kaoru, both girls who were always by his side, as a threat.


  “Uh oh. You think she’s picking a fight?”


  “Kaoru, don’t even.” Miyaka chided Kaoru for her joke, but she turned out not to be far off the mark as Boxed Lunch Senpai stormed over, holding her glare all the way. 


  She brought her face right up to Miyaka and spoke in a low, heavy voice that seemed to come from deep inside her. “Foolish child. The Demon God may be allowing you to serve him, but don’t let that get to your head.” Her eyes were a scarlet red. In olden times, those who looked different from others were collectively called “spirits.” In particular, the ones with red eyes were known as “demons.”


  “Huh? Wh-wha…”


  “Hmph.” After a blink, her eyes returned to normal, and she left without another word.


  Too shocked to know how she should react, Miyaka looked to Jinya for help. “U-um, just now, she…she…”


  “Yeah, I know. It’s probably because I consumed Magatsume, but apparently some demons have started worshipping me as their ‘Demon God.’ I’m not too happy about it,” said Jinya.


  Long ago, the demon of Farsight predicted that a benevolent protector of spirits known as the Demon God would emerge from the battle between Jinta and Suzune. Apparently, this demon never explicitly said Suzune would be the one. Perhaps things were always meant to end the way they did. Jinya had grown powerful enough to defeat and consume Magatsume, so the prediction came true: A Demon God was born here in Kadono.


  “No, I—I mean, sure, that’s important, but just now—Senpai was a demon?”


  “That’s correct.”


  “Er, okay. Wh-why?”


  “‘Why’? Ha ha. Why did you assume I was the only demon living among humans?” He looked around himself. Miyaka did the same thing and noticed that several of the students walking by them bowed slightly as they passed him. Furthermore, the school’s P.E. teacher was standing at the gate and bowing deeply in his direction as well. The stern, muscular man lifted his face to reveal red eyes.


  “I bid you good morning, Demon God-sama.”


  “Sensei, please. Treat me like any other student.”


  “I dare not be so impudent.”


  Their P.E. teacher greeted Jinya reverently. Jinya himself seemed annoyed by that, but he didn’t seem able to get him to stop.


  Perhaps Miyaka shouldn’t have been so surprised by any of this. Demons lived longer than humans, but they were somehow rarely encountered. The only logical reason for that would be that they lived hidden among humans like Jinya did.


  Be that as it may, the realization that several of the students, and maybe even the teachers, at her school were nonhuman made her dizzy. She’d been commuting to a den of demons this whole time like it was nothing.


  “Mornin’. Whoa, what’s up with you, Miyaka?” They entered the classroom and were welcomed with a smile by Moe. Noticing that Miyaka looked dead tired before classes had even started, she curiously cocked her head.


  Miyaka considered explaining but ultimately decided against it. Moe came from a line of spirit hunters. In other words, she shared the same world as Jinya. There was a good chance she wouldn’t sympathize with Miyaka, so she didn’t even bother. “Something happened, but it’s no big deal. You seem to be in high spirits, though.”


  “I guess. I’ve been on fire lately! I followed through on the feelings passed down by my father, grandfather, and so on, so yeah! I feel satisfied, I guess. Like I’ve finished a job well done. I don’t really know how to put it, but I’ve finally become the girl I wanted to be when I was little.” Moe’s explanation was all over the place, but it seemed she was satisfied with herself.


  She bore the title of Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth, hailing from a long line of spirit hunters. She inherited a long chain of emotions and managed to reunite with an old friend of the Akitsu. Out of defiance, the Third had vowed that Akitsu Somegorou would fight by Jinya’s side more than a hundred years later, and that vow came true. Moe challenged Magatsume by Jinya’s side and helped stop the calamity threatening to bring ruin to the world of man. As both a spirit hunter and a friend, she carried out the will of the Akitsu.


  “’Sup, pal.”


  “Hey, old friend.”


  She and Jinya high-fived with a gratifying slap. Their movement was so natural that nobody even thought to comment on it.


  They fought alongside one another and came out victorious. Even though they were of different genders, the two of them were closer and trusted one another more than anyone else in the class. Or at least, that was how it seemed to Miyaka.


  “You know, I just realized I got quite somethin’ to brag about to the next generation of Akitsu! I fought a whole buncha demons together with the one and only Jinya, just like the Third did.”


  “If the Akitsu line continues, then I guess the feats of Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth will join the other tales that’ve been passed down.”


  “Ehe heh, kinda embarrassing to think about. But bein’ able to tell my kids I did somethin’ incredible when I was younger will be nice. But I guess I should think about findin’ myself a man first, huh?”


  The two of them seemed to share something just between themselves. Miyaka was a bit envious of that, but not to the point of being jealous. Perhaps it was because what they shared felt so refreshing. The way they both held firm to the righteousness they believed in set the heart at ease.


  “Oh, by the way, Moe, there was some talk of getting people together to go travel somewhere for spring break. You interested?” asked Miyaka.


  “Ooh, that sounds great! I’m totally down.”


  “Got it. I’ll let you know when I start planning things more.”


  “Sounds good! I’ll look forward to it!”


  Moe’s cheerfulness made her really easy to like. Miyaka never thought she’d come to know her so well, but she’d become a dear friend to her as well.


  “Hey, hey, hold on! Are Nakki and me not invited?”


  “Maybe throw in a ‘please’ somewhere there, Miko?”


  Kumiko caught wind that they were talking of travel plans and came over with Natsuki in tow. They’d joined the group for a trip to the beach before. Things would probably be more fun with them around, so Miyaka decided to invite them.


  “Woo-hoo! Can’t wait. Oh, but we should probably avoid staying at any old inns, even if it costs us a bit more. Something weird would totally happen, given who we are,” said Kumiko.


  “I…hate that I can’t deny that possibility,” said Natsuki. Everyone who would be going on the trip had some kind of connection to the supernatural.


  At any rate, all that remained was to invite Mai and Yanagi. They might all be placed in different classes soon, but that was only more reason to make happy memories they could look back on.


  Miyaka watched her boisterous classmates with a smile, knowing full well she was blessed to have these friends with whom she wanted to make special memories in her life.


   


  ***


   


  Yoshioka Mai was also enjoying this ordinary day to the fullest.


  “If, by some chance, these writings reach far into the future…”


  It was lunch period. After eating, Mai went to the library to read a certain book: Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan, a collection of stories compiled in the late Edo period. The book, containing tales both famous and obscure, was a favorite of Mai’s, and she was particularly drawn to the compiler’s afterword.


  “The Princess and the Blue Demon… This tale is pulled from the experiences of my past.”


  That was the first line of the afterword. At first sight, the rest of it was just as incomprehensible. But Mai, who had listened to the many old stories Jinya had to share, was moved by what the afterword said.


  “What’re you reading, Mai?”


  “Um, Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan.”


  “That book again? You really like it, huh?”


  “Yeah. I do.”


  Yanagi, Mai’s dearest friend by a mile, was with her in the library again.


  “What parts always get you coming back, then?”


  “The afterword, I guess. There’s warmth to it. You can tell it was written with kindness.”


  “There’s ‘warmth’ to it?” He cocked his head, not understanding what she meant. Amused by his confusion, she giggled.


  The tale “The Princess and the Blue Demon” had some odd parts to it, specifically in the scene where the princess and the young man’s sister spoke to one another. The young man who left the village told the then-village chief everything that happened before he went, so it made narrative sense that somebody knew the sister would one day return to Kadono as the Demon God. That much was fine. The problem came before that.


  In the story, the young man ran and ran, but he arrived too late when it mattered most. In other words, he couldn’t possibly have seen his sister hound the princess, shouting, “How could you betray my brother like this?!” as she did in the story. Both the young man and the then-village chief should have had no way of knowing what happened, and yet the scene was depicted so clearly. The reason was simple. “The Princess and the Blue Demon” was a story written by someone who witnessed the events firsthand.


  The afterword of Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan only held meaning to those who knew Jinya. Momoe Moe and Azusaya Kaoru, respectively Akitsu Somegorou the Tenth and someone who once visited the Meiji era, knew Jinya well but weren’t in the habit of reading, so they would never discover it. Himekawa Miyaka, the current Itsukihime, did read this book, but she didn’t go as far as looking at the afterword.


  Only Mai knew of the secret meaning hidden within Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan. She was just an ordinary girl who loved old stories, with no ties to the book’s compiler, but that was the very thing that brought her to the truth.


  The afterword of Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan was written as follows:


   


  The Princess and the Blue Demon…


  This tale is pulled from the experiences of my past.


  More than fifty years ago, back when I could still be called young, I was smitten with a woman. However, she had another whom she loved, a man I oft found myself in envy of. But in the end, the two of them would both disappear from my life.


  The Blue Demon who left on a journey was an irreplaceable friend of mine. He made it clear that we shall never meet again. I will have long departed this world before he returns to his old home. 


  For that reason, I compiled this book of ghost stories, some of renown and some obscure. Perhaps one day he might chance upon it.


  For him, I leave the tale of the Princess and the Blue Demon. Your journey shall be a long one; may you not forget how it all began. I speak as a friend who once loved the same woman and shared the same pain. I do not know what will become of you, nor can I join you on your journey, so instead I will leave behind the words I wish I could have said all those years ago.


  To you, in the distant future, whether you are at the end of your journey or in the thick of it. The way things began was far from pleasant, but you are strong. I know you will complete your journey, no matter how much you must suffer along the way. Sadly, I can only wonder how your journey will end.


  If, by some chance, these writings reach far into the future and somehow fall into your hands, I beg you stop for a moment and recall the past. Your beginnings may have seen you mired in hatred, but the fault for it all lies with none other than this foolish, jealous man. None of it would have transpired if not for me, so if your journey ends in tragedy, know it is I alone you should curse.


  Conversely, if at the end of your journey you find some small happiness—if you are not alone when these writings find their way to you—then please have a laugh at my expense. Laugh at the embarrassing, misplaced concerns I’ve left behind. Turn “The Princess and the Blue Demon” into no more than a humorous anecdote and mock me alongside whomever might be your companion then.


  As a human, I cannot know what will be. But I pray such happiness awaits you in the future.


  I shall continue to tell the tale of your beginnings here in the land of Kadono. May there be a day when it becomes a tale you can look back on fondly and laugh about.


  Spirit Tales of Ancient Japan. Compiler, Kadono Kiyomasa.


   


  Long ago, the Itsukihime known as Byakuya was served by two shrine maiden guardians: Jinta, an outsider taken in by the village, and Kiyomasa, the son of the village chief. Kiyomasa had no skill with the blade, but he was a considerate man. He gave books to Byakuya, who could not leave her shrine, and even wrote stories of his own from time to time.


  Those few tidbits were all Jinya would provide after Mai badgered him into opening up about his past. It was information nobody else knew, information that was insignificant in the grand scheme of things, especially compared to the ties between Magatsume and the Demon Eater.


  “Oh, I get it. This is basically a letter meant for him.” Now that the afterword had been explained to him, Yanagi shyly scratched his cheek.


  Among folklore scholars, “The Princess and the Blue Demon” was thought to be a story about how the village ran out of blue cinnabar to harvest for its iron and entered a state of decline. Blue Demon, or “ao oni,” coincidentally sounded very similar to blue cinnabar, “aoni.” By extension, the afterword was thought to be the compiler writing about an iron-maker or smith who left the village for Edo. After all, not a single scholar would think to believe the tale was a depiction of genuine events.


  “Yeah. A letter from the distant past. I guess all feelings find their way.”


  From their corner in the library, the two thought about the Blue Demon and the great length of time he had crossed.


  “Speaking of, where is that Blue Demon right now?” asked Yanagi.


  “He said he was going to the rooftop with Miyaka-san earlier.”


  “Gotcha. The Itsukihime and the Blue Demon, huh? What a strange bond they share.”


  “Strange? I’d rather call it romantic myself.” Mai smiled teasingly.


   


  ***


   


  The deep winter sky was more gray than blue. Though the weather wasn’t poor, it certainly wasn’t fair either. Jinya looked up at that sky while Miyaka stretched her back at his side.


  “Decent weather. It’s a bit cold, but it feels nice out,” she said.


  “Yeah. Not half bad.”


  Miyaka found the soft winter sunshine comforting, like the way summer rays felt when they were filtered through the leaves of trees. Jinya probably thought something similar. He seemed equally relaxed.


  “You know, I kinda hoped you might turn back into a human.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Back when you told us about how Magatsume could reverse time, part of me hoped you might get hit by that and go back to the way you were before you became a demon. It’s too bad.”


  If he had returned to being human, then they could spend time together as ordinary classmates, grow up and venture off into society, then laugh every now and then about how old they’d become. Such ordinary experiences, things taken for granted by most people, could’ve been available to them.


  But Magatsume’s wish couldn’t turn Jinya back into a human. Even now that Mahoroba was his, its effects were weaker, only able to return something to a state before an injury at most. Jinya remained a demon, long-lived and everything.


  Miyaka was disappointed, but he didn’t seem to care all that much.


  “It just means I can’t be allowed to escape my responsibilities,” he said. “I have things to atone for and things I’ve chosen to uphold. But most of all, I have to remain the man I’ve chosen to be.”


  He couldn’t go back to being human, but he was fine with that. Even supposing he had somehow become human again, he wouldn’t have been able to forget his past sins and live a normal life anyway. He wanted to stick to the way of life he’d lived, even if it would ultimately culminate in him dying like a dog somewhere down the road. In other words, he was a demon of old through and through.


  “I see…”


  “But I’m fine with that. I may not be able to become human again, but this long life was what let me meet you and everyone else. That alone has made all these years worthwhile.”


  His journey began for the wrong reasons and ended on a bittersweet note, but that only made the things he found along the way all that more precious.


  He smiled softly. “As I am now, I can proudly say that I’ve led a happy life.”


  “Dang. I can’t say anything against that.” Miyaka wasn’t a social butterfly like her friend Kaoru. She was bad at expressing herself, and she hesitated to step out from behind her walls because she feared hurting others or being hurt herself. She constantly worried about causing trouble for other people, and she had a bad habit of pulling away when it mattered most. But in this moment, she stood strong and revealed what was in her heart. “…‘I wish not to live a hundred years’…”


  “Sakaguchi Ango?”


  “Yeah. Since I’ve made friends with Mai, I’ve taken up reading all kinds of books. I especially like that one line.”


  In the past, a “hundred years” was used to refer to an impossibly long life.


  I wish not to live a hundred years, but to swear my vows with you before you leave to serve as His Majesty’s shield. This line from “Discourse on Decadence,” an essay by Sakaguchi Ango, looked lovely on the surface, but it was actually used to highlight the tragedy of forgetting the feelings one used to carry.


  During the Second World War, many women valiantly saw off the men they loved as they left to fight, but in less than half a year, much of that love was forgotten and several women started to fall for other men. According to Ango, humans were simply such creatures.


  However, Miyaka was more interested in the “I wish not to live a hundred years” part than Ango’s belief. Because she knew Jinya as a person, the line left a considerable impression on her.


  “The line made me think a bit. If I could somehow live for, say, a thousand years—hypothetically speaking—would I choose to?” The answer came to her just as fast as the question had. “I don’t think I would. I’m sure I’d come to regret making a choice like that rather quickly. Even if it was what I really wanted in that moment, I’m not strong enough to avoid having an eventual change of heart.”


  Even if she enjoyed her current life and wished it to continue, she didn’t believe she could keep loving what she had now forever. That was why she could not hope to spend her life with Jinya.


  Humans are doomed to live shorter lives than demons, but even if she could somehow become a demon, time was sure to eventually make her forget why she did it. And so, the only time she had to be with him was for the brief moments she would be part of his long life. But perhaps that wasn’t so bad.


  “For that reason, I wish not to live a hundred years. A life that never ends just isn’t for me.” She took Ango’s line and used it to mean a completely different thing. But rather than pointing that misuse out, Jinya listened quietly to what she had to say. That being the case, she couldn’t let him down. Even if it was embarrassing, she would unashamedly tell him all she wanted to say. “After all, I want to treasure what I’m feeling now. I want to be able to look back on the past and appreciate it even after I grow up and change as a person. I want to feel nostalgic when I see deep skies like this one.”


  Jinya didn’t say a word or respond in any way. Worried he didn’t understand what she was getting at, she hurriedly continued.


  “Um, so, basically, I may not be able to live a long life and stay with you, but I’d like to stay in touch somehow even after we graduate and I go to college, grow up, and whatever. It’d be nice if we could look up at the sky like this from time to time even after I become an old granny…or something like that, yeah.”


  She was only passing through his life, and he would undoubtedly forget her one day. But she still wanted to be someone with whom he could bask in nostalgia, mourn, and talk about the good times they had. She didn’t quite know what this feeling of hers might be called yet.


  “Ugh, I completely flubbed this. Forget everything I just said and let me start over.” She was too roundabout with what she wanted to say, twice as flustered, and not at all articulate. Ashamed that she couldn’t just get to the point, she buried her face in her hands.


  “No way. I’ll remember this until the day I die. How could I let myself forget such a perfect anecdote to tease you with?” Jinya smiled in a terribly mean-spirited way. “Even after you become an adult, an old, wrinkly grandmother, and even on your deathbed—I’ll be there to remind you of this embarrassing moment.”


  The school bell chimed just then, so he started to walk toward the rooftop’s exit.


  Slowly, Miyaka fully digested what he said. “W-wait!”


  “C’mon. We’ll be late for class if we don’t hurry.” He briskly walked ahead without looking back, and she ran after him.


  Underneath a deep, gray sky, the princess and the Blue Demon returned to a shared classroom.


  And so, this 170-year-long story of hatred met its end for now.


   


  Transient days burst like bubbles along the water’s surface.


  He was not the same man he’d been when he began his journey, but his heart returned home and found things familiar waiting there for him. In a sense, he had found the paradise represented by the mahoroba flower.


  The journey of the demon mired in hatred met its end here, to be followed by the ordinary life of a person named Jinya.


  How long has it been since I’ve seen such a beautiful sky? he wondered. The gray sky rivaled the curtain of stars he saw long, long ago, and its beauty brought tears. He hoped the day would come when he nostalgically recalled this winter sky as well.


  “I love you, my brother.”


  As if to keep hold of the small warmth in his heart, Jinya took his first step forward to a new beginning.


  Epilogue:
The Sight of the Waves


   


  1


   


  THE FOLLOWING TOOK PLACE after the story’s end.


  On a morning slightly before the start of summer break in his second year of high school, something on the morning news happened to catch Jinya’s attention. There was a report being done on several rural villages that experienced severe depopulation, partly because they lacked sufficiently convenient means of transportation. That in itself was nothing special, but he happened to recognize one of the locations mentioned: Inosa Village, a small settlement in Nagano that had apparently become a complete ghost town. He had visited a sanitarium there several times before, back in the early Showa years.


  “Jinya? Are you all right?” Miyaka’s voice brought him back to the present.


  It was lunch period. He was eating with the usual group when he happened to get lost in his reminiscing. The news he saw that morning had put him in a bit of a sentimental mood.


  “Sorry, what were we talking about?” he asked.


  “Our plans for summer break. We were just talking about going on a trip somewhere again. Of course, you’re coming too, right, Jii-chan?” Toudou Natsuki passionately pleaded their case. Nothing beat going to the beach in summer, he said. Obviously, they would have to stay overnight at an inn somewhere and enjoy some seafood and hot springs while they were at it too. He was oddly enthusiastic about the idea and had even brought several travel magazines.


  “Where do you want to go, Mai?”


  “Visiting a hot spring would be nice. Maybe someplace like Kinosaki?”


  “Ah, because of Shiga Naoya, huh? Does Kinosaki have a beach, though?” Yanagi smiled, thinking it was very much like Mai to choose a town with hot springs that were made famous by a particular author.


  “That sounds great! Nothing beats spending the night somewhere with good company! Let’s be careful about the inn we pick, though. After all, we’ll have Nakki with us.” Kumiko expressed concern for Natsuki, since he was something of an urban legend magnet.


  “Nah, I’m sure we’ll be fine. You got me, Jin, and Yanagi ­comin’ along, so we can take care of whatever’ll show up.” Moe was unworried, however, as their party included a few experts in the supernatural. Interestingly, not a soul denied the possibility of Natsuki finding himself in some kind of trouble. It was practically a given to them.


  “I can’t wait!”


  “Yeah. It’ll be fun going somewhere with everyone again.”


  Kaoru and Miyaka were looking forward to it as well.


  “Where do you wanna go, Jinya?”


  “Good question…” Naturally, Jinya was being counted as part of their group. That tickled him, but at the same time, the thought of Inosa Village remained in the back of his mind. His current happiness was likely to blame for the memory resurfacing, and the talk of the beach must have been what made her smile flit to mind.


  As far as he remembered, she had not been particularly beautiful. Her skin was pale. Her body was thin and emaciated. Her presence was faint, like she would simply fade away the second he took his eyes away from her.


  “Don’t worry. I see it.”


  But her eyes had drawn him in. They were fixed on something far off in the distance, harboring something she couldn’t quite give up on. Her eyes were the one thing he saw beauty in.


  What follows is a digression from the main plot. It is a story about Jinya’s recollection of a brief encounter with a girl who could see the future.


   


  ***


   


  It was December in year 12 of the Showa era (1937).


  It all began when Akase Michitomo, the head of the Hydrangea Mansion, came to Jinya with some notable information.


  “The head of the Hasebe family, Hasebe Masanojyou, passed away suddenly. He was a viscount, and ten years my senior.” Michitomo was far from young himself. Suddenly dying from an illness was very much a possibility for him as well. Perhaps that was why his smile was slightly melancholic and ambiguous. Humans aged and withered. There was no avoiding it. “I knew Masanojyou-dono fairly well. We weren’t exactly friends, but we saw one another for work and at functions. That’s why I was invited to his funeral, where I met his son. He came to me hoping I could help him with a strange problem he has.”


  Apparently, something was possessing the man’s daughter. It was a bit much to swallow out of the blue.


  “Kokoro seems to be the name of Masanojyou-dono’s granddaughter; that’s Kokoro as in ‘heart.’ Most people would probably write off the son’s words as nonsense, but not me. I’ve experienced a strange thing or two in my time.” Michitomo knew through firsthand experience that spirits existed. He’d joked about that to Masanojyou before, even mentioning there was an expert on spirits employed under him. That information seemed to have reached Masanojyou’s son. “Anyway, this Kokoro girl is apparently sickly. Her father thinks that if whatever is possessing her is dealt with, she might get better. Her mother seems to want the girl herself dealt with, however…” Michitomo was uncharacteristically irritated as he said that. He was a naturally laid-back man, made even more mellow with age. It had been a long time since Jinya had seen him so irate. “Her poor daughter is ill to the point of being bedridden almost every day, yet the mother insists the girl says things that make her skin crawl and that she can’t see her as her own child. She wants her gone for good.”


  “How awful.”


  “I feel the same way.”


  Jinya couldn’t believe what he heard. As someone who once had a daughter himself, he couldn’t imagine someone not loving their own. Michitomo was the same way, but he had an additional stake in the issue as an acquaintance of the late Masanojyou.


  “Could you do me a favor and check on this Kokoro girl for me?”


  Apologetically, Jinya lowered his head. “Sorry. This sort of thing isn’t really for me.”


  “Please? The mother may be a sorry excuse for a person, but the father’s still a good man. Plus, I owe the Hasebe family at least this much. I know it’s not fair to just force all of this onto you, but they really wanted me to send you over, whether or not anything could actually be done. You’d be doing me a big service.”


  “…All right, fine. What makes them think the girl is possessed anyway?”


  “Right, so…”


  Jinya raised an eyebrow at what Michitomo had to say.


   


  The Hasebe family were once rich with pride but poor with money, and they nearly faced ruin because of it back in the Taisho era. The one who got the family back on its feet was the late Hasebe Masanojyou.


  Eight years ago, the Hasebe suddenly entered the shipbuilding business. It was an industry stuck in a severe slump at the time, so people thought they were insane. But despite all his doubters, Masanojyou stuck to it. Then, a great change occurred.


  In year six of the Showa era (1931), an armed conflict began between the Empire of Japan and the Republic of China. After what would later be known as the Mukden Incident, demand for munitions rose and the Hasebe’s shipbuilding enterprises saw great success. After having faced ruin, the Hasebe became among the richest of families.


  Jinya began by paying a visit to the residence of Masanojyou’s son and daughter-in-law. From the outside, he could tell it was an extravagant home. Even the interior and its furnishings were first-class.


  “I take it you’re the expert Akase-sama’s sent over?”


  He was met by a headstrong woman wearing indigo-blue Western-style clothing. This was the wife of Masanojyou’s son. That son had sounded pretty desperate for help, but his wife seemed more annoyed than anything.


  She looked down on Jinya as soon as he arrived. Though she was the one requesting help, she saw no reason to show respect to a commoner. The haughtiness often seen in members of the upper class was on full display.


  “Then get to it and check on that thing for me, would you? You can receive the address from someone on your way out.”


  “By ‘that thing,’ are you referring to your daughter?” asked Jinya.


  “Ugh, do not remind me. How dreadful. It’s all her fault that my father-in-law died.” She scowled at having her own relationship to her daughter pointed out.


  Jinya felt irritated by her response, but he didn’t want to draw this conversation out longer than he needed to. He would ask only what was necessary, then leave. “What do you mean by it being her fault?”


  “Just that. She said my father-in-law would die, then a month later it actually happened. Agh, just recalling it makes my skin crawl. She was sneering, you know? Even though he doted on her so much… Hmph. I wouldn’t be helping you if my husband hadn’t asked for it. She could remain the way she is and die for all I care.” Having said her piece, the woman left in a huff.


  After Masanojyou turned the Hasebe into an affluent family, they built a large home here in Tokyo, the imperial capital. Their old residence was left to his granddaughter, Kokoro. In other words, while the mother unashamedly lived an extravagant life on Masanojyou’s wealth, her daughter Kokoro was neglected and forced to live in their dilapidated old home.


  Kokoro’s father seemed worried enough to at least want her to get better if something could be done, but the mother wanted nothing more than for her supposedly possessed daughter to die.


  The whole encounter with the mother left Jinya irritated, but he couldn’t leave Michitomo’s request unfulfilled. He sighed to calm himself, then headed for the old Hasebe residence.


   


  The place was perhaps best described as forgotten. It was an unassuming Western-style home surrounded by buildings of concrete and steel.


  After the Great Kanto Earthquake, the capital grew even more modernized and the wooden buildings that remained as vestiges of Edo were torn down. But this home of the Hasebe, built in the early Meiji years, needed only light repairs after the quake and had been in use ever since. It was a large Western-style house, but compared to the modern buildings around it, it looked like an antique.


  The door creaked as it swung open. An elderly woman wearing an apron over her kimono greeted him at the entrance. “We’ve been waiting for you, Kadono Jinya-sama,” she said with a polite bow. She had the air of a servant. Her face was a little pale, perhaps from exhaustion. She showed him inside, saying, “Please, come right this way.”


  “How did you know I was coming?” he asked. The elderly woman had opened the door almost the moment he arrived. He hadn’t told them he would be visiting ahead of time, but it was as if they already knew.


  “It’s because our young mistress is ‘possessed.’ You’ll see.” The air around the elderly woman felt lifeless.


  According to her, the mother had only been in charge of this house for a short while. She forced her daughter Kokoro to live here and provided her with servants simply to keep up appearances among noble society. But she was tight with the money, so not much cleaning could be done. Several spots on the walls and floors were visibly damaged as well. Since Kokoro was technically still a daughter of a viscount family, her mother did what she could to be able to say she was looking after her well-being, no matter how far from the truth that was. Jinya had undertaken a far more irritating request than he first thought.


  “Here we are. Go on ahead.” The elderly woman stopped before a door, bowed to him, and then left. It wasn’t clear whether she was giving him and Kokoro room to talk alone, or if she simply didn’t want to be anywhere near the girl.


  He stepped into the room. It was furnished with only the bare necessities, modest and plain. A girl was lying down in a bed placed on one end.


  “I’ve been waiting for you, Demon-san.” She turned her head to look at him and smiled in an emotionless way that felt contrary to her cheerful name: Kokoro, meaning “heart.” She seemed to be around thirteen, but nothing youthful could be felt about her. Her skin was pale, and her limbs, as thin as twigs, looked like they would snap at a single touch.


  “…How?” Though it was their first meeting, she correctly identified him as a demon. He wasn’t surprised. She already seemed to know he was visiting, so this much more wasn’t strange at all. But still, he wanted to know how she managed it.


  “I saw it.” Her short answer said it all. Her eyes had seen the moment he would arrive here in her room.


  “I see.”


  “Aren’t you surprised?”


  “Aren’t you surprised to meet a demon?” he replied as he sat down on a chair that was placed near her bed. The girl grinned, bemused by his response. There was nothing childlike about her smile. It didn’t suit her; it felt mocking somehow. “I take it you’re Kokoro, then?”


  “Yes. And you?”


  “Kadono Jinya. Your parents asked me to come. They say you’re possessed by something.” Technically, he wasn’t lying, but her mother certainly didn’t care that much about her.


  Kokoro laughed sardonically, as if she could see right through him. “How stupid. They’re still saying that? And to think I was gracious enough to tell them, just like I did for my grandfather.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Oh? Are you curious as well?”


  Whatever had Kokoro’s father so worried and her mother so disgusted likely involved what she told them, as she herself was probably aware. Her actual age aside, she didn’t seem so childish that she’d fail to grasp that.


  “Then I’ll say it again, however many times you’d like. Tokyo will be turned into a sea of flames one day. This country will meet defeat in war, and its people will crawl along the earth in misery.”


  But she hid nothing anyway, revealing to Jinya the future only her eyes could see.


   


  2


   


  KOKORO HAD ALWAYS BEEN a girl with a sharp intuition. She would predict the arrival of sudden guests or things that would soon happen around her. Most people thought she was simply noticing small things that were missed by others. It wasn’t until year 4 of the Showa era (1929) that she made a prediction that couldn’t be chalked up to a simple hunch.


  “There will be another war soon.”


  She had only recently turned five years old when she said that in front of her grandfather Masanojyou. She, a child who couldn’t yet properly enunciate her words, spoke in a clear voice beyond her years. There was no mistaking how odd this was.


  Masanojyou acted on her words. The Hasebe family was near ruin anyway, so they had nothing to lose. Plus, he had a feeling he could trust his granddaughter’s prediction, so he invested everything he had on the small chance she was right. The Mukden Incident occurred two years later, and the shipbuilding enterprises he started took off.


  From that, Masanojyou understood that whatever his granddaughter had was nothing so simple as mere intuition. “Ah, my sweet Kokoro. Let’s have a long talk today, shall we?”


  He doted on her from then on, and the reason was obvious: He wanted to monopolize the future she saw for himself. Her mother didn’t like all the attention he gave her. She feared he might leave all his assets to his granddaughter when he passed. He showed just that much adoration toward her.


  “Grandfather, I don’t feel good…”


  “I see. Then go ahead and rest for today. I’ll be back tomorrow to ask you more questions.”


  Kokoro started to become sickly around then. Her condition always particularly worsened after looking into the future. There was no way Masanojyou could have failed to realize that, but he continued to make her give him predictions. His love for her wasn’t the kind a grandfather had for his granddaughter but the kind one showed to a favorite tool.


  “Make sure to mention every little thing you see. We wouldn’t want anything bad to happen.” In a gentle voice, he would constantly remind her to act in the interest of the Hasebe family.


  Her decline began from there. She did as he said and looked into the Hasebe family’s future, but she could not choose what future she saw. Occasionally, she saw the parts of the future best left unseen.


  “You will die tomorrow. You best watch your step,” she warned a passing servant one day. She had no ulterior motives, only speaking out of kindness. She knew the servant would miss a step on the stairs and tumble to their death; Kokoro had only warned her out of concern.


  The following day, the servant fell to her death.


  Kokoro didn’t know it, but her predictions were frighteningly accurate. No matter what one did to try and avoid things, her claims would always come true. The future she saw was unshakable.


  That girl brings death—it wasn’t long before rumors began to spread. It was said that the people she talked to would die. The truth was the other way around, but the misconception took hold among the servants. They were afraid of her. They all became cautious around her, but she didn’t stop. Make sure to mention every little thing you see. We wouldn’t want anything bad to happen—Masanojyou had “cursed” her to always tell people about what she saw. Trusting him, she did just that.


  “That pot will break. You’d better not touch it.”


  “Your mother’s illness is too far gone.”


  “Oh dear. You’ll be stabbed by a passing slasher.”


  “You poor thing. You’ll get into an accident around the station a week from now.”


  “You should go see a doctor. It’s probably too late, though.”


  Every prediction she made came true. Terrified, the servants quit one after another. Even her mother started to keep her distance from her.


  Kokoro’s own health slowly declined until eventually she spent most of her days bedridden. Only her grandfather and father came to see her, as well as a small handful of servants to attend to her needs.


  Then the end approached.


  “Tokyo will be turned into a sea of flames one day. This country will meet defeat in war, and its people will crawl along the earth in misery. But you won’t be alive to see it, Grandfather.”


  Tokyo, turned into a sea of flames. It was such an outrageous claim and yet struck fear into everyone’s hearts.


  A month later, Hasebe Masanojyou suddenly passed away. Although his attention held ulterior motives, she lost the grandfather who had always visited her. Her mother, believing Kokoro had cursed her own grandfather to death, locked her away in their old home. Her father made no effort to stop her. His concern for his sickly daughter was genuine, but even fathers fear for their lives.


   


  ***


   


  “I see. So you can see the future,” said Jinya.


  The girl showed some surprise at that. She was so used to being loathed and feared that his almost entirely indifferent response felt strange. What’s more, he accurately grasped the nature of her ability. It kind of sapped the fun out of things.


  “You accepted that rather easily,” she said.


  “I’ve met a woman with an ability like this before. Being able to see the future isn’t as rare as you’d think.” He never learned her name, but he once met a demon with an ability called Farsight that allowed her to see distant places, including the yet-shaped future. Perhaps he could be so indifferent about Kokoro’s ability because it wasn’t his first time hearing of something like it.


  He didn’t sense any spirits around her, so there was no chance that she was possessed by anything. In other words, her ability to see the future was something innate.


  “I heard you were sickly,” he said.


  “I am.” She must not have been used to making conversation. Jinya tried to start some simple small talk, but she averted her eyes, her gaze wandering, before she managed a reply. But who could blame her? The only one who properly talked to her was her grandfather, who solely used her for her ability to see the future, and now he was dead. “It’s not a disease or anything. Nobody knows what it is.”


  “I see. Are you eating properly?”


  “I suppose. The servants bring food, and I eat most of it.” And yet she was so thin. Her skin was lifeless.


  “What’s your favorite food?”


  “I don’t have one. There’s nothing I really hate either.”


  “Come on, give me something to work with here. Let’s at least try to talk for a while.”


  “Then try harder to be interesting, Demon-san. Your choice of topics bore me.”


  A young girl and an old man like him had little in common. But though none of his probing questions turned up much, a decent amount of time went by.


  “Ah. Is it already this late?” Jinya cut things short, not because a particular hour had arrived but because Kokoro was starting to show exhaustion. She had trouble keeping her eyes open after what was probably her first extended conversation in a while.


  “You’re leaving, Demon-san?” she said a little sadly.


  “Yeah. I’ll be back tomorrow.” He lightly patted her on the head and promised to return. He could feel her gaze follow him as he left her room.


  He’d confirmed that she was not possessed by any spirit, which meant his job was over. But he didn’t feel like letting things end like this.


   


  Jinya visited the old Hasebe residence every day after that, not because of any request but as a guest.


  “You awake?”


  “You again? Don’t you have anything better to do?” She greeted him with annoyance, but she did seem somewhat happy to have him around.


  Today’s topic was the game he played with the children of Koyomiza.


  “Demon Tag?”


  “Yeah. Some kids I know got me to play it with them. They had me chase them around as they taunted me, all the way until the sun went down.”


  “A real demon playing Demon Tag. How strange.”


  Kokoro’s family and servants kept their distance from the two. Jinya limited his visits to about an hour out of consideration for her health. Still, she seemed to have nothing better to fill her time with and enjoyed listening to him talk, even about trifling things.


  “Sounds like something out of a ghost story, a demon chasing children,” she said.


  “You have a point.”


  “If you catch them, do you have to gobble them up? Ha ha. How do they taunt you again? ‘Come here, Demon-san, listen to me clap my hands.’ Is that right?”


  “Right. But it’s strange that you’d want a demon to chase you.”


  “Indeed.”


  Jinya thought he was getting a little closer to her as they talked. She had been awkward at first, but she gradually became used to talking to him and even smiled like a child should from time to time.


  “It must be nice. I can’t even run, so I’m envious of your healthy body, Demon-san.”


  “My body is durable, I admit. Even if my bones break or my stomach is sliced open, I won’t die.”


  “That part I’m not particularly envious of.”


  His poor joke aside, she seemed pretty interested in the talk of Demon Tag. She sang, “Come here, Demon-san, listen to me clap my hands,” and clapped in rhythm.


  He continued to meet with her. Their conversations weren’t the smoothest, but the days passed, and eventually they both talked about their own circumstances.


  “Was it my father who asked you to come? Because he thinks I’m possessed by a monster or whatever?”


  “That’s right. But you’re not, are you?”


  “No. I’ve been able to see a little bit into the future ever since I can remember. It was like having an intuition sharper than most people, but at some point I became able to see the future clearly. That’s why I told everyone that a war was coming, but only my grandfather was happy to hear it.”


  Masanojyou believed what Kokoro said—that was why he used her. The ability to see the future was powerful, powerful enough that it let him easily save the Hasebe family from the dire straits it was in. He may have only loved her as a tool to be used, but the fact that he did love her was undeniable.


  “But my mother didn’t like how my grandfather doted on me. I remember she always looked at me with such hatred.”


  Her mother married into the Hasebe family. She was born to a commoner family, but Masanojyou’s son fell in love with her at first sight. Perhaps because of her background, she had a strong fixation on money. She was likely worried that Kokoro and Masanojyou’s closeness might affect her share of the inheritance.


  “Agh, ngh…”


  “Kokoro?”


  In the middle of the conversation, Kokoro clutched her chest and groaned. It looked as though she were drowning. She gasped for air, her face warping with pain. Her eyes lit up with an otherworldly glow.


  He waited until her breathing steadied before asking, “Did you see something?”


  With a tired smile, she said, “Your future. A woman with a sword, in a place that shouldn’t exist, will one day run you through the chest.”


  In a cramped room with rain pouring incessantly outside, a woman who hated him would attack him with a sword. He would try to defend himself with a red blade of his own, but he would fail, be pierced, and fall to the ground.


  That was the future she glimpsed.


  He didn’t seem very frightened, earning a curious look from Kokoro. “Aren’t you scared?”


  “Oh, I am.” He meant it. The thought of dying with his goal incomplete terrified him, especially since he might lose more things dear to him in the process. “But that kind of death would not be a surprise. I’ve killed many over my life, and I deserve to be killed myself someday.”


  He didn’t know the circumstances behind the future she saw, but he was somebody who had lived with hatred in his heart. It was only fitting for his death to be at the hands of someone who hated him.


  “You’re weird.”


  “Just stubborn. Old people tend to be that way,” he joked.


  “Ha ha. That’s so dumb.” She smiled again. It was a genuine smile, one befitting a young child.


   


  He left her room and soon encountered a face he didn’t recognize: a thin, frail-looking man who seemed to be in his mid-thirties.


  “Ah, you must be the one the Akase family sent over.”


  “Kadono Jinya. And you are?”


  “Kokoro’s father.”


  It had been quite a while since Jinya had begun his visits with Kokoro, and yet this was the first time he’d seen him here.


  Jinya didn’t fault him for not visiting—a stranger like him had no right to judge the Hasebe family’s actions. The fact that her father was here at all meant he was at least better than that mother of hers. Jinya respectfully lowered his head, mainly so Michitomo wouldn’t look bad.


  “I heard you were something of an expert on matters like this. What’s your opinion of my daughter?”


  “I was told she was possessed by something, but the truth is quite different.”


  “Go on.”


  “She can glimpse the future misfortunes of others with great precision. It is an ability she was born with.”


  Illness and injury, war and death. She could see the misfortunes that would befall others with perfect, unpreventable accuracy. It was an ability that departed from what an ordinary human like her should have been capable of, one that rivaled even what superior demons could manage.


  “It’s not something that can be cured; it’s an immutable quality of hers. Just as a bird flies through air or a fish swims through water, she sees the future. On that note, the deaths around her are not caused by her. Even if she hadn’t said anything, those who died would have passed away anyway.”


  There was no justifiable reason to blame her for the deaths. If anyone was guilty, it was Masanojyou for making her constantly use her ability and everyone else for not having the common sense to teach her that saying such things would scare others.


  “Hold on. If her ability is a natural part of her, then why is she withering away?”


  “Her ability may be innate, but that doesn’t mean she can control it. The ability to glimpse the future is not something a human should be capable of. It’s slowly wearing her away, and I expect she doesn’t have much longer left. Her own ability is consuming her.”


  Kokoro bore an ability similar to the demon of Farsight whom Jinya met long ago, but her human body was too frail to withstand it.


  In year seven of the Tenpou era (1838), a monster known as a kudan, which bore a human face and the body of a cow, appeared in Kurahashiyama in the Province of Tango. The kudan made several predictions of disease and war, typhoons and droughts, then died soon after. The price for seeing the unknowable future was one’s own life. The more accurate and irreversible the future they saw, the closer the person drew to death.


  “Is there anything that can be done?” asked Kokoro’s father.


  “There is not. She will draw closer to death with every glimpse of the future. She was doomed to die this way from the moment she was born.”


  It was her fate to be used by her grandfather, shunned by those around her, and die a lonely death, and she accepted that. She was cursed, not by a spirit, but by man’s weakness and greed.


  “No… That can’t be.”


  Jinya stepped past Kokoro’s father and left the place behind. He didn’t say a word to the grieving man—he was too irritated to bother. However, the irritation wasn’t directed at the father, though he did feel he should have done something sooner for his daughter if he truly cared about her. Instead, Jinya was irritated at himself for not being able to do anything meaningful for Kokoro.


   


  ***


   


  Kokoro seemed to be enjoying herself lately.


  “Demon-san, why are you a demon?”


  He continued visiting daily to talk with her. They grew a little closer, and she started suggesting topics herself a bit more often. Eventually, she learned of his past. 


  “I was a human long ago. The woman I loved was killed, and I became a demon out of hatred,” he answered a bit self-deprecatingly.


  “…I don’t get it.”


  “Don’t get what?”


  “How can someone love somebody so much that losing them turns you into something inhuman?”


  There was much they couldn’t understand about one another, not because they were human and demon or young and old. He was somebody who lost many things dear to him yet still lived on, finding new things to treasure, and she was someone who never had anything dear to her from the start. They had nothing in common.


  In truth, she knew that her grandfather only wanted her for her ability to see the future and that following what he said was what brought her solitude. But she continued to ignore that fact and lament, for reasons she was sure Jinya would never understand.


  “I’m sure I’ll die never understanding what it feels like.”


  She would leave this world loved and grieved by no one. She’d given up on life long ago.


  “I’ve been able to glimpse the future since forever ago. At some point, I could see it clearly. Now I see it whether I want to or not, and I lose some part of myself every time.”


  She spoke freely, as if she were simply tossing the words out there. She had nothing to tie down the parts of herself she lost when she saw the future, and she had a feeling she would waste away the moment she ran empty. She did not feel sad or afraid about the prospect of death—she didn’t have anything dear enough to cling to life for.


  “My grandfather told me to report everything I saw, just to be safe, and I agreed with him then. I thought it was for the best to report every misfortune, so they could be avoided.”


  But they couldn’t be avoided. She once predicted a servant would be stabbed while they were out shopping. The servant took a different route than usual because of that, but they ended up murdered as a direct result. Her predictions were so accurate that nothing could be done to prevent them. Any fatality she saw was as good as a death sentence. Unaware of that, she continued to report the futures she saw just as her grandfather “cursed” her to. By the time she realized that was a mistake, she was all alone.


  “Even if he was wrong, I still liked things better when he was around. At least I was useful. I had value to him. But now my life will wither away for nothing. Then, one day, many airplanes will come to drop bombs and turn Tokyo into a sea of flames.”


  Tokyo would be burned to a crisp by air raids, and Japan would lose a war. That hellish sight was fated to come true, for the futures she saw were inevitable.


  “Everyone says I bring death to others, and they’re probably right. I will probably keep bringing death to others until the day I die.”


  Jinya didn’t say a word. He couldn’t come up with anything meaningful he could say to comfort her.


   


  Several days passed.


  Kokoro had been feeling relatively well lately. In a good mood, she clapped her hands while still lying in bed.


  “Come here, Demon-san, listen to me clap my hands…”


  She’d never played Demon Tag before, but a real demon taught her this was what people said when they played. Of course, she didn’t actually think he would come. She just wanted to say it. But just then, she heard the door slide open.


  Could it be? Still in bed, she turned her head to look over, but the one who came was no demon. “Father…”


  It had been some time since he last came to visit. Unlike her mother, her father was worried enough about her to check on her every now and then. Still, he always looked at her with fearful eyes and unconsciously avoided her.


  “Kokoro, how are you feeling?”


  Even now, he sat in a chair situated far from her bed. The two weren’t close enough for Kokoro to feel hurt. That said, her father probably had to sneak out of the house to come see her without her mother knowing. It was a small comfort to know he put some effort in.


  “I feel okay.”


  “I see. That’s good. That expert the Akase sent over didn’t bother you, did he?”


  “No.”


  Though their conversations sometimes didn’t mesh, she didn’t mind Jinya. In fact, she’d never talked to nor felt the warmth of another person so much before. But that only made her father’s next words that much more painful.


  “I was thinking of tearing down this old place.”


  “…Why?”


  “It’d be better for you to live somewhere with better air, like the highlands. There’s no way your condition can’t be cured. You just need proper rest, I’m sure. I’m sure…”


  Her father only wanted what was best for her. Perhaps he was only fulfilling the bare minimum of his duty as a father, but his concern for her was genuine. He was wrong, though. She would continue to see the future regardless of what she wanted, and her life would trickle away. Moving her to the countryside was only changing the place where she would die.


  “But…”


  She didn’t want that. Why now, after she had come to feel a little warmth? She tried to argue against her father.


  “N—agh, gh…”


  But then her vision went white. Her heart felt tight, and her breathing turned ragged. Her mouth opened and closed as if she were a fish drowning in air.


  Something was being taken from her body again. In return, she saw a vision of her mother, naked in bed together with a man Kokoro didn’t recognize. Her father demanded to know what was going on, but her mother just looked at him with mocking eyes. In a panic, the unknown man grabbed a metal bar and hit her father in the head. Her mother’s laughter echoed endlessly throughout the room.


  “No…”


  Kokoro was cursed. Her grandfather, the only one who ever needed her, had always told her to report the future she saw. That was the only way she could be valuable. She knew full well that it would only push others further away, but with her consciousness so hazy, her lips spoke before she knew it.


  “Mother is going to kill you. You poor thing. She’s betrayed your trust, and yet you haven’t even noticed.”


  That was where her consciousness cut out.


  Her body grew weaker every time she saw the future. When she awoke this time, she could no longer even walk.


   


  After that, the old Hasebe residence was torn down and Kokoro was sent to convalesce in a village in the Nagano highlands.


  Her father left her enough money to be comfortable for life, probably because he believed her words. He would rather leave his money to his daughter than an unfaithful wife, no matter how much he feared that daughter. At the same time, the money served as a message: I no longer want anything to do with you.


  She clapped her hands, producing a hollow sound.


  Come here, Demon-san, listen to me clap my hands.


  But no one came.


   


  ***


   


  “Jinya, a message has come from the Hasebe family: ‘Thank you for your help. Your visits are no longer necessary.’”


  Jinya learned what happened from Michitomo. Kokoro had been sent out of Tokyo to recuperate somewhere.


  He had spent his time wondering what he could do for a girl fated to die, but in the end, his connection to her disappeared before he could do a single meaningful thing for her.


   


  3


   


  IT WAS DECEMBER in year 17 of the Showa era (1942).


  Inosa Village, located in the northwest part of Nagano Prefecture, was surrounded by mountains on both sides.


  In April of that same year, America launched the operation known as the Doolittle Raid. There was little damage to military targets, but the country was left shocked as some civilians were among the casualties. Despite the initial success seen by the Japanese Army, cracks were beginning to form in the nation’s confidence.


  Inosa Village was a small settlement, so no military installations were established nearby. Its people continued to enjoy a relatively peaceful life even after the war began. But the encroaching future would soon change things, and the country would slowly be pushed to the brink. That was the future Kokoro had seen since long ago.


  “Ah…” She awoke to the morning sun and fresh air spilling into her room at the sanitarium. It had been five years since she left Tokyo. She was now eighteen years old, and her body had wasted away. Her cheeks were sunken, and her arms and legs looked like withered branches that would snap if they were brushed. No guests visited her, leaving her with ample time on her hands, but she couldn’t move. The best she could do was look out her window. Thankfully, there were flowerbeds out in the courtyard that were taken care of, so the view wasn’t terrible. She spent her days simply looking at the flowers in a daze, and that alone left her tired.


  The physician determined that she had an incurable illness with an unknown cause. Not even medicine could prevent her life from being consumed by her ability. She probably would not live to see the next spring.


  “Not yet…” She wanted to live a little longer, though.


  Why was that, she wondered. She should have had nothing in her life that she could cling to.


  She brought her trembling hands together and sang in her raspy voice. “Come here, Demon-san…listen to me clap my hands…”


  Even now, she remembered the warmth she had felt.


   


  ***


   


  Even in the mountains of Nagano, early December saw little snow. Instead, fallen leaves piled high.


  Two demons, Jinya and Izuchi, sat around a fire set up in a clearing on the mountain.


  Despite all the modernization Japan had undergone, the rural areas were still rather undeveloped. Not many goods circulated this far, and many communities subsisted by bartering crops with each other. Jinya and Izuchi occasionally visited such communities to look for food to bring to Koyomiza.


  During the war, the two of them distanced themselves from Koyomiza. Being demons, they did not want to interfere in the conflicts of man, but having two young-looking men lingering around without being drafted would cause problems for the Toudou family. Therefore, the two of them became vagabonds for part of the early Showa years.


  Still, they couldn’t bring themselves to completely stay away. The people of Koyomiza were family to them, so they tried to make sure they lacked for nothing as the two went all over Japan.


  “All right, it should be ready,” said Jinya.


  The two ate dinner along a mountain trail, facing one another as the fire burned. It was by no means a luxurious feast, but any meal was something to be thankful for given the times.


  The firewood crackled as it burned. Skewers of meat hung over the flames. Jinya took one and sloppily began devouring it. It was slightly charred, making it taste just right. Some seasoning would’ve made it even better, but it was still delicious just the way it was.


  “Not hungry?” asked Jinya.


  “No, I am, but…”


  A tantalizing smell wafted from the meat, which had fat dripping down its side. Jinya quickly wolfed down his first skewer, but Izuchi hadn’t reached for one yet. He stared at the fire with a grimace.


  “We took the head off, so it should be safe to eat. And anyway, the poison wouldn’t kill us,” said Jinya.


  “That ain’t my problem. I just can’t believe we’re eatin’ snakes of all things.”


  The meat was from some snakes Jinya had prepared. Snakes hibernated when it got cold, but they hid in shallow dirt, so they were easy to find if you had some experience. They were split open and grilled, so the meat should have been thoroughly cooked. The heads were all lopped off as well, so there was no risk of poison. Still, Izuchi couldn’t work up an appetite, perhaps because he’d seen Jinya prepare them all in front of him.


  “They taste pretty good, I’ll have you know.”


  “I’m sure they do. But they’re still snakes…”


  Without hesitation, Jinya filled his cheeks with a second helping. They really couldn’t afford to be picky about what they ate, but Izuchi was born in the Meiji era and grew up hidden among the people of Tokyo. Things like luxurious Western food were all he knew.


  “You’re really eatin’ it like it’s nothing, huh?” he said with some disbelief.


  “It’s not anything I’m not used to. Back in the Tenpou era, when I was still a kid, there was a huge famine. I ate snake a lot then. We had a forest near Kadono we could forage in. Oh, ­insects taste surprisingly good too, for what it’s worth.”


  “Stop, stop! I don’t want to hear another word!” Despite being a demon, Izuchi showed an aversion to insects. Jinya could sympathize, given how grotesque insects could look, but they really were edible if you got used to them. Pickled grasshopper even went well with liquor.


  Thinking that snakes were at least better than insects, Izuchi trepidatiously reached out for the grilled meat and took a bite.


  “Well? Surprisingly good, right?”


  “…I hate that I don’t hate it.”


  Despite its appearance, snake meat was light and tender. It lacked salt, but it was tasty.


  “So long as you cut the head off, even venomous snakes are edible. In fact, poisonous frogs are way more troublesome. I recommend bees myself. The mature ones have a nice crunch when they’re grilled, and the larvae can be eaten as is. Surprisingly, vegetation is much more difficult to eat without expert knowledge than stuff like bugs and snakes. There are all kinds of poisonous plants to keep an eye out for. Well, not that demons like us would have to worry about dying from poison.”


  “I’m just learning all kinds of things I don’t wanna know today…”


  In the end, Izuchi went for a second helping of snake. Some liquor would’ve been nice right about then, but that would be asking for too much.


  “Is this country done for?” murmured Izuchi after the meal. The Empire of Japan was reeling from its loss in the Battle of Midway, having lost its initiative in the war. The military was left decimated, and though the country still insisted victory was possible, Jinya and many others could feel in their gut that it was a losing battle. Of course, nothing good could await a country that lost in war.


  “Who can say? Either way, it’s not our battle.”


  “But it does affect us.”


  “Perhaps. We’ll simply have to live with the decisions the empire’s made, just like everyone else.”


  If foreign soldiers tried to lay hands on the ones he cared about, Jinya would be forced to act. But otherwise, he didn’t believe it was right for something inhuman to meddle in the ­affairs of man. Spirits were creatures meant to stay in the shadows. Besides, what was a demon supposed to do against something like a bomber plane, anyway?


  Izuchi seemed to be of the same mind. He felt conflicted when he thought about the safety of the people at Koyomiza, but he knew it was for the best that he lay low.


  “True. The only thing we’ve gotta worry about right now is tomorrow’s meal,” he said.


  “You got that right.”


  “All right, we’ve rested. Let’s get going.”


  With their demon stamina, they could keep walking through the night with no problem. Izuchi slapped his face on the cheeks, waking himself up so they could reach their destination sooner. The speed with which he swapped gears was one of his strong points, but mountain climbing at night was really something to be avoided.


  “No, we should sleep until morning,” said Jinya.


  “Hm? Well, you’re the expert. Oh yeah, what’s this place we’re headed for called again?” asked Izuchi, already getting comfortable on the ground.


  “Inosa Village.”


   


  Once morning came, they started walking the trail again and reached Inosa Village around noon. Like Kadono, it was a small village surrounded by mountains.


  The air was refreshingly clear here, unlike the air in Kadono where they made tatara charcoal. First, they met with the elderly village chief, handing over the farm tools, tableware, and miscellaneous daily necessities they’d brought over from Tokyo in exchange for some napa cabbage, the village’s main agricultural product. Vegetables were rarely seen on the mountain in winter, but wild onions could be found year-round, and winter waxcaps lasted through part of the winter. The women of the village shared several of their vegetables with them to go along with the cabbage. Now Jinya and Izuchi had a good amount to bring back to the folks of Koyomiza.


  “Thank you very much.”


  “No, no, I should be thanking you two for your help. There aren’t enough men around to help with our needs these days. Thank you for all your aid.” The village chief cheerfully smiled. Men were conscripted for the war even from villages out in the sticks like this, and having someone who could do heavy labor around was a godsend.


  Jinya felt glad to know their arrangement was mutually beneficial. With the pleasantries out of the way, their job here was done. “Do you mind if we stop for a bit, Izuchi?”


  “Like before? Go for it.”


  “Thanks.”


  Now all that remained was to make a quick stop to check something. The pair had gone around several villages to barter for food supplies, and Jinya stopped by any sanitariums he came across.


  He hadn’t explained his reasons for doing so to Izuchi, but the latter didn’t mind, since it hardly took any time at all. Jinya appreciated his easygoing nature. He hadn’t a clue where he would even begin to explain what he was doing or why he was doing it. Perhaps he felt guilty that he hadn’t said something to comfort Kokoro that day.


  Michitomo told him the Hasebe family didn’t want him coming over anymore, and the old Hasebe family home was abandoned soon after. Jinya visited the new home but was turned away at the door. Eventually, he heard a certain rumor.


  Apparently, the head of the family—that was, Kokoro’s father—died. Officially, the cause of death was an accident, but rumors said his wife had him killed because she was seeing another man. With her father-in-law and husband dead and her daughter out of the picture, the wife had the entirety of the Hasebe household to herself and lived a lavish life with her lover. She had no way of knowing Kokoro’s whereabouts, though. Even if she tried to look for her, the only information she had to work from was that her father had sent her to a village with good air for convalescence.


  Jinya hadn’t gotten a chance to part ways with Kokoro. That was probably why she lingered in his mind so much. He wanted to meet her again and continue where they left off if it was at all possible, but he kept his hopes low as he visited Inosa Village’s sanitarium.


  “Hasebe Kokoro? Why, yes, she’s one of our long-term patients here.”


  After visiting many villages, he finally found her.


   


  ***


   


  “How are you feeling, Hasebe-san?”


  “I feel okay.”


  A nurse came by shortly after Kokoro woke up. She didn’t do anything other than check on her. Kokoro was here for care in name only; in truth, she was simply counting the days until her life ran out.


  “The weather’s nice today,” said the nurse.


  “Indeed. The flowers look wonderful.”


  She had been so brash before, but now she was more mellow than ever even though death was so close. She had grown used to her life of staring out the window from her bed, and now she could allow herself to think about things.


  Her grandfather told her to report every little bit of the future she saw, and she obeyed because she thought that was for the best. She wanted to live up to his expectations, so she witnessed all kinds of misfortune: injury and disease, war and death. She focused solely on the future and lost sight of many things along the way.


  Before she knew it, she was shunned as the girl who brought death to others. If only she had looked around herself, she would have seen how afraid people had been of her and how her grandfather had never truly loved her.


  “I’ll see you later at noon, then.”


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  The nurse smiled and left the room.


  Kokoro still occasionally glimpsed the future, but she didn’t say a word about what she saw. Just doing that made everyone so much kinder. People did not like having death pointed out to them. It was so obvious, but she had been too blind to realize it before.


  “Ah…”


  If only she had realized sooner, then maybe things would have been different. Her parents wouldn’t have grown distant, and the servants wouldn’t have been unnecessarily afraid. Perhaps even the awkward conversations she shared with that demon would have gone better.


  At times like these, she often thought about Demon-san, the only visitor she ever had besides her grandfather and father. She didn’t understand why he had cared about her so much. She had been so rude then, but talking to him had been fun. It was too bad, she thought with a slight pout. She wanted to meet him again if she could, so they could talk like they had before. But she knew it would never happen.


  Her days of doing nothing but staring out into the courtyard stretched long. She was supposed to die sooner than anyone else here, yet time seemed to inch on by. That hadn’t been the case before. Or perhaps it had? She couldn’t quite remember. She felt like her conversations in the past would tire her out and let her fall fast asleep.


  Time passed by as she idly looked out the window. She heard a voice behind her door say, “Pardon me.”


  It wasn’t time to eat yet, and it was too soon for her next checkup. With some effort, she turned her head to look toward the door. Admitted by a nurse, a well-built man peered in.


  “Ah, Kokoro. Sorry it took me so long to come.”


  Her breath caught in her throat. His voice was just as she remembered it. She’d never wanted to leave her old home. For a while, she had even hated her father for depriving her of the slight warmth she had come to know. She knew there was no room for hope in her future, so she assumed she would never meet him again after moving so far away.


  “Wow. It really worked…” she murmured. An old, broken bond had been reconnected. This sight wasn’t among the futures she had glimpsed. “I sang it, you know. ‘Come here, Demon-san, listen to me clap my hands.’ To think you would actually come.”


  The demon smiled at her childish words. She felt as though their five-year separation had been bridged in a single instant.


  “I’m glad to hear it. Now, what shall we talk about today?” He sat down on the chair near her bed, just like he did in the past.


  And just like that, the two picked up their awkward conversations right where they left off.


   


  4


   


  “WHAT’S THAT? You’re stayin’ here?”


  “Yeah. Turns out an acquaintance of mine is here at the sanitarium. Would you mind heading back first?”


  “Well, sure, I guess I don’t mind.”


  The following day, Jinya told Izuchi he wanted to stay in Inosa Village. It was so sudden that Izuchi gave him a funny look, but he relented because he felt Jinya’s sincerity.


  “Hand over the stuff you got, then; I’ll carry ’em all back. Oh, and since you’ll probably be helpin’ the village out while you’re here anyway, bring back some extra food when you leave. I’m sure the folks at Koyomiza won’t mind even more.”


  “Will do. Take care.”


  “Yep, see ya later.”


  Jinya appreciated how easygoing Izuchi always was. The man bundled all the cabbage, mushrooms, and mountain vegetables together, shouldered the load, and then made for the village exit to quickly bring everything back to Koyomiza. However, he stopped in his tracks and looked over his shoulder back at Jinya.


  “Hey, Demon Eater? Can I ask you somethin’ that’s been buggin’ me for a while?”


  “Sure.”


  “What the hell’re all these huge sanitariums doing out in these random villages?”


  Over the course of their food-gathering efforts, the pair had visited about half a dozen villages out in the countryside, and each one had a sanitarium. The odds of that seemed unlikely to Izuchi.


  “Well, we’ve been focusing on villages that can grow abundant crops, meaning they’re located in out-of-the-way spots with good air, right? Those are exactly the kind of places where you’d want to build a sanitarium.”


  Resting in a place with good air was a popular method of treatment, especially for illnesses with no known cure like tuberculosis. Breathing in the cold, fresh air of the mountains—while getting proper nutrition, of course—was thought to be good for the body. It was a sort of folk remedy from before the age of antibiotics.


  In other words, it was purely by coincidence that every village they visited had sanitariums. They were looking for food to bring back, so they visited all these villages with good air—the perfect place for sanitariums, so it wasn’t odd at all that those villages had them.


  “Hm. Well, all right.” Izuchi made a not-wholly-convinced face and sized Jinya up for a moment, but he quickly relented. He was deeply attached to the people of Koyomiza, especially Yoshihiko, whom he respected. Though he felt something was odd, returning to deliver the food was a greater priority to him than further questioning, so he left the village behind.


  Jinya thought he caught Izuchi suppressing a smile as he left. Perhaps he had seen right through Jinya.


  After Izuchi was out of sight, Jinya left for the sanitarium. He hurried a little, since she was probably bored waiting for him.


   


  ***


   


  Kokoro was overjoyed by their unexpected reunion.


  “Hasebe-san, I’ve come for… Oh?” The nurse entered Kokoro’s room for her usual checkup. She saw the unfamiliar man there with her and made a surprised face, humoring Kokoro.


  Though her entire bill had been paid for, Kokoro hadn’t received a single visit from her parents, or anybody, in the five years she’d been here. And yet here she was sharing a conversation with Jinya. She felt happy somebody else was here to see it.


  “Oh, Nurse-san.”


  “Hello, Hasebe-san. And this is Kadono-san, is it?”


  “Yes,” Kokoro answered. “He often visited my home when I lived in Tokyo.”


  “He seems like a wonderful young man.”


  The villagers thought Jinya was nothing more than a youth who came from Tokyo to trade for food and who had coincidentally reunited with Kokoro, an old friend from the same place.


  “You seem well, so I’ll be out of your hair,” the nurse said, not wanting to intrude.


  Moments later, Kokoro softly smiled. “It seems you look like a ‘wonderful young man.’”


  “If they only knew my true nature.”


  “Right?” It was a small thing, but she smiled anyway. Such a thing would’ve been unthinkable from her back in Tokyo. Her gaze drifted out the window. “The view here’s not bad, don’t you think? I enjoy looking out this window.”


  In the courtyard there was a plant with lovely, jagged green leaves and small, white, four-petaled flowers. She, who often saw such outlandish visions, had become capable of enjoying such an ordinary sight. The irony wasn’t lost on her, but she didn’t mind how she’d changed.


  “Holly olive, huh?”


  “You recognize it?”


  “I do. It’s a flower that blooms in the winter, a cousin to tea olive. In old times, people would plant it in gardens to ward off evil. It was probably planted in the hope of keeping misfortune away from the patients here.”


  “Is that so? I had no idea.” After five years of looking at it, she finally knew the flower’s name. The fact that the nurses took such care of the flowers every day seemed to hold new meaning now. “You know, I used to think I was better than the adults around me because I could see the future, but I didn’t even know something as simple as the name of that flower… No, I didn’t even try to know it.”


  She freely confessed her inner thoughts, as though they’d never spent any time apart in the first place.


  “I’ve been able to glimpse the future since forever ago. At some point, I could see it clearly. Now I see it whether I want to or not, and I lose some part of myself every time.” The girl who lost all hope for the future slowly repeated the words she said long ago. “I saw how many airplanes will come to drop bombs and turn Tokyo into a sea of flames one day. Perhaps it’s my fault. Everyone says I bring death to others, and they’re probably right. I will probably keep bringing death to others until the day I die.”


  Visions of illness and injury, war and death—the unavoidable misfortune of the future—it all came to her.


  “…Or maybe I’ve just been making excuses.” She couldn’t escape the visions of the future. Her grandfather doubled over in pain, her father struck in the head, her mother burnt to a crisp by firebombs. She was too accustomed to despair and gave up hope for her own future, even though it was the only future she never saw.


  But now that death was so close to her, she had come to understand something. “I was afraid of the deaths I saw, and I wasted what time I had. I fixated only on the future and was blind to the present.”


  She claimed the flowers were pretty, yet she never tried to learn their names, letting the meaning they carried pass her by. She lived trapped by the future and missed the things she should have kept sight of. It had taken her until now to realize her mistake. She wasn’t supposed to grieve over the tragedies to come, but to treasure what she had before it was lost. Things probably could have been very different.


  “If only I had realized sooner, then maybe I could have been there for my father before he was betrayed and killed.” She wasn’t meant to have moved past her father so quickly just because she knew he would meet a tragic end. She should have tried to be there for him until his last. Even if his future couldn’t be changed, at least she would have had a meaningful memory of him.


  “It looks like we’ve both made mistakes.” Jinya reached out and softly held Kokoro’s hand. Tears streamed down her face, but she made no effort to wipe them. “I was blind to things as well,” he continued, his voice weak. “My sister killed the woman I loved. In my hatred, I turned my blade against her. When she escaped me, I sought to become stronger and ignored all else. I lived for no other purpose than to prepare for our next fight. Hearts can change, though. Over the years, I found new things dear to me. I’ve grown weaker than I used to be, but I can now allow myself to treasure the present.” He wasn’t boasting about what he’d achieved; he was explaining his shortcomings. “But in exchange, I’ve put off a decision I must eventually make. I’ve averted my gaze from the misfortune waiting in my future. I’m afraid of what I’ll choose and where it’ll lead.”


  That was why he couldn’t say anything back then. He didn’t have the right to offer Kokoro words of comfort. Just as Kokoro averted her gaze from the present, he averted his from the future.


  “Oh… I’m kind of glad,” she said.


  “You are?”


  “Yeah. I’m glad we’re alike. We’ve both blinded ourselves to so many things, haven’t we?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, we really have.”


  It was clear why their conversations had felt so awkward up until now. They were misshapen in similar ways but hadn’t realized it. They were two gears that by all means should have meshed but were placed too far apart.


  “Let’s talk more, Demon-san. Important things, little things; I want to hear it all.”


  But now they could speak with less reservation. Though it might eventually be lost, even this moment between them felt dear.


  “Yes, let’s.” He accepted her request.


  A young girl and an old man. A human and a demon. The future and the present.


  They were different, but they understood one another.


  The two of them talked until she grew tired.


   


  ***


   


  Jinya began visiting Kokoro every day again.


  “Welcome, Demon-san.”


  “Did you clap your hands and call for me?”


  “Not at all. I know you’ll come no matter what.”


  An end was coming. Though their feelings might have changed, the coming future was set in stone.


  “You know, I actually really hated my mother.”


  “As an adult, I’m supposed to chide you here for badmouthing your own mother, but I’ll admit she left a bad impression.”


  “You can be blunter if you want.”


  “She seemed dreadful.”


  “Ha ha, right?”


  Still, they talked about many things. They talked about how the food at the sanitarium tasted bad, how good liquor had been hard to come by lately, how grilled snake tasted great (this earned a look of pure disgust from her). They even talked about movies, books, and other entertainment. Their meaningless chitchat was fun, but her voice grew weaker as they talked. But no matter how short of breath or pale she became, she persisted, not wanting the moment to end.


  “I wanted to do so many things. See so many things.”


  “Like what?”


  “Demon Tag, I suppose. Run around. Dress up. Oh, and go to a theater. I wish I could’ve seen a film at your place.” She knew it was impossible, but there was no harm in voicing her wishes. On her fingers, she counted off all the things she wanted to do and places she wanted to visit. Eventually, she smiled teasingly and said, “And the ocean. I’d like to have seen that.”


  She’d never seen the ocean in her life. She hardly ever left home, and the sanitarium was located in the mountains. She wished they would’ve picked a place she could see the ocean from.


  “I read in a book my grandfather gave me that the ocean is both the origin of life and where all souls return to rest. I’m sure I’ll head there pretty soon, but it’d be nice to see it once while I’m still alive.”


  She was making an impossible request for the fun of it, but Jinya didn’t hesitate. “Then let’s go,” he said.


  It was already dark out, and Nagano was nowhere near the sea. Most people would have thought he was joking, but Kokoro knew he meant it. “Would you do that for me?”


  “Of course.”


  With great effort, she reached out. He firmly gripped her hand. 


  They both knew this would be her last wish.


   


  Jinya was often too slow in the moments when it mattered, but not this time. He would do what it took to reach the ocean before dawn.


  He held Kokoro in his arms, keeping his upper body as stable as possible for her sake while running as fast as he could manage. He knew running all the way to the ocean was a foolish thing to try, but when he listened to the sound of her softly nodding off in his arms, he found the energy to push forward. The only light he had came from the stars and moon, but it was enough to traverse the dark mountain path.


  He never thought a day might come when he would be so thankful he became a demon. With his robust body and Dart, he bolted toward the ocean. The abilities of demons were supposed to be unable to grant their wishes; however, this wish was not Jinya’s own, but Kokoro’s. He ignored the strain on his body and continued to use Dart, eventually reaching the coast before the sun rose and thereby granting her wish.


  “…It’s incredible.” She let out a murmur of awe when she saw the ocean for the first time.


  The indigo of the night sky was slowly taking on a reddish hue, and waters reflecting the pale moonlight stretched onward beneath it.


  The two sat along the coast and watched the waves quietly roll ashore.


  “I’ve seen the future so many times, but I never knew the ocean would be so vast and beautiful.” Her voice trembled, overwhelmed with emotion.


  Labored breaths mingled with the soft sound of the waves. Was it winter that made the touch of her hand feel so cold?


  “The ocean’s not bad before dawn, but it’ll be even better once the sun comes up.”


  “Really? I’ll look forward to it, then.”


  She rested her head on his shoulder and continued gazing out on the ocean. This didn’t seem like ordinary fatigue.


  “Thank you for listening to my selfish request.”


  “It’s fine. This much is nothing.”


  She would die soon. It wasn’t her body that was wasting away, but her soul. Her next vision of death would swallow her whole.


  “…It’s all right. I see it.” But she regretted nothing. As if to make that clear, she weakly squeezed his hand. “These eyes of mine see it clearly. Not the misfortune of the future, but this present moment.”


  So there was no need for him to worry. She was enjoying her last moments. Her eyes weren’t on the future, but on the now.


  “Hey, Demon-san? You’ll live a long life, won’t you?”


  “Yeah.” He would live on. The misfortune she saw in his future was still yet to come.


  Despite being so much younger, she looked at him with concern. “I’m worried about you. You seem like you’d get into all kinds of trouble.”


  “Perhaps, but I have to settle what I started eventually.”


  “I see. Then why don’t I look into the future for you, since you’re too scared to do it?” As the waves continued to roll, her faint voice tickled his ears.


  The sky grew redder. Dawn was coming.


  “In the far future, you’ll be surrounded by many smiles.” The girl cursed by human weakness and greed, said to bring death to others, predicted the future of her own accord for the very first time. “You’ll find the answer you’re looking for, conquer your hardships, and find a happy ending. Then you’ll be able to smile from the heart yourself. That’s the future I see. Aren’t you relieved?”


  Jinya did not know whether such a future truly awaited him, but her feelings reached him.


  “Yeah. I’m relieved. I’m not afraid of the future anymore.”


  “Good. Then one last thing…” She gave him a satisfied nod, then slowly leaned in. She brought her face close to his, kissed his right eyelid, and bashfully smiled. “I’ll cast a spell for you. May you gain the ability to see past the present and look toward the future…and may my heart rest within your eyes.”


  “What a heartwarming spell.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  Her fingers were icy, yet somehow they felt warm to him.


  Her head swayed a bit. Her eyes had lost their focus.


  “Looks like it’ll be dawn soon.”


  The sound of the waves grew distant. Now glowing from the sun, they scattered light as they billowed forward. On the horizon, the ocean melted together with the pale indigo sky.


  Kokoro probably couldn’t see anything at this point. She simply listened to the waves of dawn. “It’s lovely. I’ve never seen a sight like this.” Despite it all, she said it was beautiful.


  “Yeah.” He couldn’t make out the sight himself. But even though his vision was blurred for some reason, he still felt its beauty. The warmth in his chest and the ocean dawn were overwhelming.


  “I’m glad we came…”


  Even without looking, they both saw the same thing. They leaned against one another and continued gazing out at the sight of the waves.


   


  ***


   


  In the early Showa years, he met a young girl named Kokoro who could see the future. Every glimpse of future misfortune she saw shaved part of her life away until it eventually killed her.


  Their meeting didn’t change much. She was fated to die from the moment she was born. She saw no point trying to change her future.


  But by meeting him at the very end of her life, she managed to feel warmth. He did not know if that was of any meaningful solace to her, but every now and then, he recalled her gentleness and how she looked into his future for him when he couldn’t.


  After the war, Japan saw an economic miracle and changed vastly. Restorations were made, then rapid developments, but some things were lost in the process—one of which was Inosa Village. Since it was a difficult place to access, more and more people left until eventually it became a ghost town. The sanitarium where Kokoro spent her final years was left abandoned as well. That saddened Jinya a bit, but he understood it was simply the way things were. Nothing that existed was changeless. A man like him who left many things behind had no right to complain that those same things had changed.


  He closed his eyes, basked in just a little nostalgia, and reopened them. Before him was the sight of a boisterous classroom.


  “All right, it’s settled, then. We’ll stay at a beach for summer break. Sound good?”


  “Heck yeah! Wait, are you sure you’re okay planning everything, Himekawa-san?”


  “I don’t mind. I did it last year, so I’m used to it, Toudou-kun.”


  “I feel bad making you handle it all…”


  They’d decided where they would go, but Natsuki wasn’t confident he could hash out the details of their trip. That was when Miyaka took the initiative to handle things. She was generally a pretty restrained person, but in times like these, she was clearly the group’s leader. She seemed used to handling the responsibility and did so with grace. Perhaps she was just that much more mature than the others.


  “I guess we’ll all have to go shopping again,” said Moe. The girls immediately made plans to shop that same day.


  Everyone seemed to be looking forward to summer break. They would go to the beach again. For many of them, this would be their first time staying at an inn without guardians, so they were understandably excited.


  Jinya was surrounded by joyful smiles, and yet he found himself filled with melancholy. He was undoubtedly happy in this present moment, but that was why he couldn’t help but think. 


  Was this the future she had seen for him…? Was he smiling from the heart like she said he would?


  Not a soul held any answers for him. There was no knowing what she saw. But he wanted to believe this was it.


  Unconsciously, he reached up to touch his right eyelid. Kokoro was still a part of him here. He hadn’t devoured her with his ability, so she was not with him in the literal sense, but he believed a part of her rested in him. He could allow himself to believe he had reached the sight she once saw. Even if he was wrong, he wouldn’t mind. He simply wanted to indulge in the belief for now.


  “I hope our trip’s as fun as last time.” Miyaka looked at him, smiling more softly than before.


  “Yeah.”


  “Oh, but are you sure you’re okay with the beach again?”


  “Of course. I love the beach too.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  He meant it. He had many beautiful memories of the ocean. There was Yuunagi’s evening lull, their trip to the beach last year, and the dawn he saw with Kokoro. He was sure summer break would be a good one this year.


  “Don’t worry. I see it.” His eyes were locked on both his present happiness and the future ahead.


  He looked at the sky through the window, blocking the sun’s rays with a hand. Beyond the deep blue skies that felt strongly of summer, he saw the nostalgic smile of a girl.
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Oxkaba KiicHr:

Toupou Kimiko:

RyuuNa:

IzucHr:

HiMAwARI:

SUZUNE:

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.

Formerly a daughter of the Akase, a family of
nobles. Together with her husband Yoshihiko,
she operated and protected Koyomiza, a motion
picture theater in Shibuya.

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.

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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Character List

KADONO JINYA:

HIMEKAWA MIYAKA:

AzuUsAYA Kaoru:

YOSHIOKA MAIL:

TOMISHIMA YANAGI:

Toupou NATSUKI:

NEexUNE KuMiko:

MOMOE MOE:

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.
Became the urban legend Hikiko-san for a time
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. The tenth Akitsu
Somegorou.





