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Kokomi steps into the room, a sense of dread pooling in her heart. She really
hopes she’s wrong about why she’s here, but…


“You called for me, sir?” she asks.


“Ah, Sangonomiya,” the elderly priest greets, giving her a tired smile.
“Thank you for coming in on your day off.”


“It’s not a problem,” Kokomi assures the priest, kneeling across from him at
the low table. “You said it was important, so…”


“Yes,” he sighs. “It is. Truth be told… We’ve been struggling for some
time. Donations… just aren’t what they were, once upon a time.”


Kokomi nods, grimacing. Her family still devoutly worships Orobashi, but the
people of Watatsumi writ large have slipped into the habits that she’s heard
exist across the country: outside of special occasions, they rarely visit the
shrine. The Watatsumi Shrine in particular sees almost no traffic outside of
hatsumode at New Year’s, save for Kokomi’s family and a few of the elderly
folks.


And it shows. The Watatsumi Shrine, the center of local life for centuries, has
been reduced to a shadow of its former self. The building very obviously hasn’t
had necessary maintenance in years, with a roof that tends to leak in quite a
few places when it rains and cracked walls that don’t keep the wind out like one
would hope a wall would.


Still, it’s always been Kokomi’s dream to be a shrine maiden. She had been
raised on stories of better times, stories of before the Inazuma region merged
with the rest of Japan when her ancestors had held a position of authority as
the Divine Priestesses of Watatsumi, and the idea of serving the gods had been
planted deep into her heart. For the last four months she’s been able to live
that dream, and while it wasn’t everything she’d hoped for given the state of
the shrine, she’s enjoyed it a lot. And yet…


“Are you letting me go, sir?” Kokomi asks, choosing to bite the bullet.


“…A little more than that, I’m afraid,” the priest admits.
“Sangonomiya… As of next week, the Watatsumi Shrine will be closing for
good.”


Kokomi’s heart stops.


Closing for good…?


She could have dealt with the shrine being unable to continue paying her to be
a full-time shrine maiden. It would have hurt, but Kokomi is an adult, and
she’d have been able to work through her feelings just fine and continue
visiting the shrine as a lay believer.


But if the shrine is gone… Where does that leave the handful of remaining
devout worshipers of Orobashi, like Kokomi?


“I’m sorry,” the priest apologizes wearily. “I tried everything I could think
of, but none of it worked in the end… Well, almost none of it.”


He pushes an envelope towards Kokomi, and she accepts it hesitantly.


“I know how much you wanted to be a shrine maiden, Sangonomiya,” he says.
“So I asked around with other shrines within Inazuma. Almost all of them are in
much the same situation as we are, but there was one that was willing to accept
you.”


Kokomi hesitates. It’s not the same as serving Orobashi — the Watatsumi Shrine
was the last that venerated the dead god — but depending on which deity she’d
be working for…


“Which shrine, sir?” she asks, making no move to open the envelope.


“The Narukami Shrine,” the priest replies, giving her an apologetic smile.
“Guuji Yae is… an unusual woman, and it was my last resort, but she seemed
very enthusiastic about the idea of welcoming you. Truthfully, I’ve heard that
they don’t get many more visitors than we do, but… She assured me they’re in
no danger of going under, and that they have space for you to live in the shrine
should you choose to accept the offer. They don’t have any other shrine maidens,
so I suppose it would just be you and her.”


“The Narukami Shrine?” Kokomi repeats. She can’t have heard that right, can
she? The priest can’t expect her to…?


And. Come on. ‘Guuji’ Yae? The former Grand Narukami Shrine is, as far as Kokomi
knows, just as much of a tiny, run-down mess as the Watatsumi Shrine these days.
What kind of arrogance does it take to hold on to a title like that in this day
and age? Kokomi hasn’t even met the woman and she already dislikes her.


“I know, I know,” the priest sighs. “But despite how it ended, our Watatsumi
Omikami was a servant god of the Raiden Shogun, and I’ve heard that they have
their own version of the tale of his death.” He winces. “One that is… rather
less flattering to us, I am afraid.”


“Of course they do,” Kokomi mutters bitterly.


Truthfully, it would be a lie to say she hates the Raiden Shogun. As a fan of
military history and practice, she’s read all of the texts attributed to the god
and finds them fascinating, and at any rate there has to be a point at which
grudges die.


2000 years after the Raiden Shogun killed Orobashi is enough time that the dead
god’s worshipers should have found their closure, Kokomi feels, and so her
parents’ loathing of the god who was said to have ruled the Inazuma region for
so long had never found purchase in her mind even before she’d drifted apart
from them and their beliefs. By all accounts the Raiden Shogun had been a fair
and just ruler who cared for her people, so hating her seemed silly. And yet
even so…


That doesn’t mean Kokomi doesn’t have some resentment towards the Shogun.


Not for the killing of Orobashi.


But for the betrayal of the promise of the Eternal Inazuma.


If the gods are real, if the Raiden Shogun had truly ruled Inazuma…


Why had she abandoned it? Why had she allowed it to become a part of the country
of Japan those three hundred and twenty-eight years ago? Inazuma had endured
through every attempt at unification, had retained its own government and
culture in the face of everything. Its shrines had been well-maintained with
donations from devout believers and subsidies from the Inazuma government,
subsidies that even encompassed the worship of gods that the Raiden Shogun had
slain like Orobashi.


The Raiden Shogun had promised that Inazuma would endure forever. She had
promised that she would grant it Eternity.


So where was she? Why had Eternity come to an end?


At least Orobashi had the excuse of being slain in battle to explain his broken
promises. What excuse did the Raiden Shogun, supposedly the mightiest of all
gods, have?


“Please do consider it,” the priest says, breaking Kokomi out of her brooding.
“I would hate to see your dream end like this. That envelope contains a letter
of introduction to Guuji Yae, and she assured me that you can take all of the
time you need to come to a decision.”


“I will,” Kokomi promises, pasting a smile on her face. “Thank you, sir.”


They exchange a few more pleasantries and then Kokomi practically flees the
shrine. She has a lot to think about, and she’s not sure she wants to.





Kokomi’s head is a mess. She has no idea what to do, no idea what she wants to
do — and so, as she always does in situations like this, she pulls out her phone
and makes a call.


“Kokomi!” Yoimiya’s loud, cheerful voice greets her immediately. “’Sup?”


“Can I come over?” Kokomi asks quietly, hoping that how close she is to tears
isn’t audible. “I need your advice.”


“Sure!” Yoimiya agrees immediately, the obvious concern in her voice making it
clear that she’s picked up on Kokomi’s distress. “The other three are here — is
that okay? I can kick them out.”


“No, that’s… that’s perfect,” Kokomi says. “I’d like to hear their
thoughts, too.”


Sara is perhaps a little too straightforward to give Kokomi the kind of delicate
advice she’s hoping for right now, but Ayaka is exactly the kind of person who
might have helpful ideas… and while Rikka’s own feelings about the Raiden
Shogun are rather different than Kokomi’s, as the only other member of their
group that had actually been born in Watatsumi and learned its legends as a
child, she at least understands the history Kokomi was raised with.


Yoimiya is of course Yoimiya, and her sunny presence alone is always a balm to
Kokomi’s heart. Ayaka is a very lucky girl, and Kokomi hates herself for
sometimes envying that her friend had found the courage to confess her feelings
first.


It doesn’t take her long to reach the Naganohara residence, where she’s quickly
welcomed in by Yoimiya’s father and left to her own devices to head to her
friend’s room.


The moment she steps through Yoimiya’s bedroom door, she’s pulled into a hug and
practically dragged to the bed. She finds herself sandwiched between Yoimiya and
Ayaka, both looking deeply worried. Sara is perched on a chair over at Yoimiya’s
desk, her normally stern face showing signs of similar concern. Rikka, she
notices, is on the floor leaning against the desk but shows signs of being
ready to jump to her feet in her usual puppylike way if Kokomi indicates she
needs another person in the hug.


“What’s wrong, Kokomi?” Yoimiya asks gently. “Did something happen?”


“…The Watatsumi Shrine is closing down,” Kokomi admits, closing her eyes. A
few tears slip out silently, her grief finally able to make itself known now
that she’s in the presence of her best friends.


“Shit,” Rikka breathes.


“Oh, Kokomi,” Ayaka whispers, her embrace tightening. “I’m sorry. I know how
much you wanted to be a shrine maiden there.”


“…I had heard rumors,” Yoimiya admits. “They were really vague, though, and
it sounded like the priest might have found a source of donations to stay
open… I guess that fell through. I’m really sorry.”


“Do you intend to go to university now after all?” Sara asks.


“Sara!” Yoimiya scolds. “Give her some time!”


“I’m sorry,” Sara says, shrinking back in her seat. “I thought that changing
the subject to take someone’s mind off of what is distressing them was supposed
to be helpful. Was I wrong?”


“No, Sara,” Ayaka sighs. “But you can’t lead with it.”


“No, it’s okay,” Kokomi cuts in. “That’s… what I’m here to talk to you all
about. The priest was able to find a position for me at another shrine, and…
I don’t know if I should accept it, or if I should do like Sara says.”


“What shrine is it?” Yoimiya asks.


“…The Narukami Shrine,” Kokomi admits. “I’d be serving the Raiden Shogun.”


“Take it,” Sara says immediately, and Kokomi can’t hold back a soft snort of
laughter at the intensity in her friend’s voice.


Sara is obsessed with stories of the Raiden Shogun. She’s not a believer, not
really, but she sees the deity as the perfect example of what she wants to be.
It figures that she’d suddenly find Kokomi’s dream of being a shrine maiden less
silly when it’d be for the Narukami Ogosho.


“Don’t,” Rikka grumbles, her own bias clear in her narrowed eyes.


While Kokomi knows Rikka’s not a believer in Orobashi, she is proud of
Watatsumi’s history. Like many of the people of Watatsumi, Rikka finds the
degree to which Inazuma’s development is attributed to the Raiden Shogun
insulting to their own past.


“Is this about Orobashi?” Yoimiya asks hesitantly. “Because she killed him?
Because otherwise… I’d have thought you’d jump at the chance.”


“No,” Kokomi denies. “It’s… it’s actually because she left. Because she
abandoned her promise to Inazuma.”


“Kokomi… you do realize that the Raiden Shogun ruling Inazuma is just a
story, right?” Rikka asks. “I mean, the textbooks—”


“I know!” Kokomi half-yells.


Kokomi knows that historians have agreed that the ‘Raiden Shogun’ had actually
been a succession of unusually successful female shoguns and their renown as
‘god of lightning’ was a result of the bizarrely advanced cannon technology that
Inazuma had possessed for centuries before anywhere else in the world. The end
of ‘Eternity’ was simply the last Raiden Shogun dying childless, leaving her
people to fumble for a new path forward. She knows that it’s a ‘truth’ that the
people of Watatsumi cling to, a way of pushing back against the popularity the
Shogun still enjoys in popular culture.


But that’s not the myth. That’s not the tale of the Raiden Shogun, the divine
being who had united Inazuma and ruled it for thousands of years. That’s not the
story that Kokomi holds in her heart.


“Sorry!” Rikka yelps. “Sorry, I… sorry.”


“…It’s okay,” Kokomi reassures her. “I know you don’t believe.”


None of them do, and Kokomi honestly can’t blame them. It’s not like there’s any
real divine presence in the world. Even so, though, her faith is important to
her.


“…and, I mean, would you really be okay?” Rikka whispers. “People already
look at you so strangely when you act like the Shogun really ruled us, and like
you approve of that… If you actually started serving at her shrine…”


“You don’t have to dance around it, Rikka,” Kokomi mutters bitterly. “I know
what my parents would say. Let them. It’s not like we talk much anyway. They’ve
got nothing to do with my decision. They never have.”


“Kokomi…” Ayaka begins, but cuts herself off when Kokomi gives her a tired
smile. “…Whatever you pick, I’ll support you!”


“Thanks,” Kokomi murmurs, hoping that how much she really means that comes
across in her expression. The people in this room are her real family, as far
as she’s concerned.


“You know, maybe if you went, you could get an answer,” Yoimiya says with a
wink, nudging Kokomi’s shoulder.


“Get an answer?” Kokomi asks.


Yoimiya’s words are a welcome distraction from her darker thoughts, and she
feels another little rush of gratitude for her friend’s ability to tell when
she’s on the verge of falling into a spiral.


“Find out why the Shogun abandoned Inazuma,” Yoimiya explains. “I bet that
the people at the shrine would know, right? Give it a trial run, see what they
say. Stick it out for six months or something, study for entrance exams on the
side. That way you’ve got all your options open!”


“An excellent suggestion,” Sara chips in. “I would be happy to give you
copies of my notes.”


“You can borrow mine, too,” Rikka agrees. “If you really have to do this.”


Kokomi tries to find an objection, but none come to mind. It’s a very reasonable
idea, and the one with the least odds of her missing out on finding a path
forward in life one way or another.


As always, asking Yoimiya had proven to be the right decision.


“Thank you,” Kokomi whispers, leaning her head against Yoimiya’s neck. “I’ll
do that.”


She feels Ayaka gently stroking her hair as she drifts off to sleep, emotionally
exhausted.





This is a terrible idea, Kokomi thinks. Absolutely awful. She must have been
drunk when she agreed to it, never mind that she’s still five months from
drinking age.


Yoimiya was certainly bubbly enough to qualify as an alcoholic drink.


There’s no other explanation for why she would be staring up at the torii that
marks the start of the path to the Narukami Shrine, one hand clutching a bag
containing her personal effects and the other gripping the letter of
introduction the priest had written for her. She’s committed herself to a
six-month trial at the Narukami Shrine. Six months where she’ll force herself
to try to like it here, where she’ll do as the priest had asked and try to keep
her dream of being a shrine maiden alive. No matter how much she finds herself
hating it, she’ll stay for the full period… and then she’ll leave, if it
hasn’t given her the fulfillment she craves.


In a show of defiance, she’s wearing her shrine maiden uniform from the
Watatsumi Shrine, which is blue rather than the more typical red that she knows
the Narukami Shrine uses. She’s sure that she’ll be asked to change, and she
will, but… Kokomi feels like being a little difficult right now.


It’s completely unfair that a shrine to a god who abandoned her people survives
while a shrine to a god who was torn from them dies, and Kokomi wants to signal
where her loyalty remains. She may be a shrine maiden for the Raiden Shogun from
today on, but she’s still of the people of Orobashi. Kokomi will never forget
her roots.


Her steps as she walks the surprisingly long and winding path through an
absolute forest of sakura trees are practically a military march, the rigidity
of the motion keeping her grounded and preventing her from sinking too deep into
her own head. If Kokomi lets herself think too much she tends to lose track of
the world around her, and that probably wouldn’t result in the best first
impression when she does reach the shrine itself.


Kokomi has to admit that the Narukami Shrine’s grounds are beautiful. The sakura
grow more tightly together than she’s ever seen before, yet somehow all seem to
have all of the space that they need and outline the path perfectly. They’re
all in full bloom, too, even though it’s out of season: Kokomi wonders how the
shrine manages that, and whether it’s tied to the stories she’s heard of the
Sacred Sakura that serves as the focus of the Narukami Shrine.


The sakura do eventually open up into a surprisingly well-maintained yard, which
Kokomi notes is entirely ringed by sakura. Just how many are there here? The
eternally-blooming sakura combine with the incredibly realistic fox statues that
stand in the place where Kokomi would normally expect to see komainu, almost as
if it’s an Inari shrine rather than a shrine to the Raiden Shogun, to give the
place an otherworldly air.


Of course, the fact that the foxes appear to be made of pink quartz and have
purple gemstones set into their eyes makes them rather more ostentatious than
anything Kokomi would expect from an Inari shrine.


Kokomi has never heard of an association between the Raiden Shogun and foxes,
but given the evidence in front of her there must be some. She wonders if it’s
something that ‘Guuji Yae’ will teach her about, and despite herself feels some
excitement at the thought. Stories of the gods are her favorite thing to read
after military history and treatises. The fact that the god in question is the
Raiden Shogun doesn’t change that.


Maybe the Guuji can even tell her why the Raiden Shogun abandoned Inazuma, like
Yoimiya had suggested.


“Oh my,” a teasing voice whispers into her ear as a pair of arms wrap around
Kokomi’s waist. “What a cute little shrine maiden. You should be careful not to
get too lost in thought when you’re wandering through the woods, my dear, or you
might just get eaten up by a fox.”
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The noise Kokomi lets out is halfway between a squeak and a scream as she tears
herself out of the grip of the woman behind her, cheeks flushing a bright red.


When she looks behind her she finds her attacker to be a much taller woman
whose hair is a darker pink than Kokomi’s own, and she’s doubled over in
laughter. She’s dressed much like a shrine maiden (albeit certainly not a
traditional one) so Kokomi can guess who she might be, but in order to be
sure…


“W-who are you?” Kokomi demands, heart racing.


That had been… She doesn’t want to admit to what feeling that breath against
her ear has done to her, let alone how the obvious innuendo she had been
subjected to is refusing to leave her mind now that she can see how beautiful
the other woman is.


The woman straightens up, laughter under control, and gives Kokomi a teasing
smile that makes her traitorous stomach do flips. The woman’s beauty and height
combine to make Kokomi very aware of how small and gay she is.


“I am the wise and beautiful Yae Miko, Guuji of the Grand Narukami Shrine,”
the woman announces, throwing her arms out dramatically. For just a moment,
Kokomi thinks her nails are long and pointed, almost clawlike — but it must
have just been a trick of the light, because she blinks and they seem to have
become as carefully-trimmed as Kokomi’s own. “You must be Sangonomiya Kokomi.
I see you’ve come with your own uniform — how thoughtful of you! It’ll save us
on needing to have one tailored for you.”


“…Isn’t it the wrong color?” Kokomi asks.


Kokomi wants to die. That is not how she had wanted to respond — she wants to
chew this woman out for how she’d greeted her, wants to regain her balance, but
that seems to be thoroughly beyond her grasp at this point.


She wishes Guuji Yae were a little less pretty. That would help her hold on to
her anger instead of freak out about how close a beautiful girl’s lips had been
to her face.


Unfortunately for Kokomi, Guuji Yae is very beautiful and doesn’t appear to be
planning to stop being very beautiful any time soon.


If she stays here and this first meeting is an indicator of the Guuji’s usual
behavior, Kokomi is going to die of a heart attack before the year is out.


…It’ll be a good death, though.


“Oh, the Shogun won’t care,” Guuji Yae laughs, flapping her hand dismissively.
“Blue suits you and she’s not the picky sort, except when it comes to food.”


“I… see,” Kokomi manages.


She’s really not sure what to say to that. It seems to her that the Guuji isn’t
terribly reverent towards the god she supposedly serves, and she finds herself
wondering yet again what she’s gotten herself into.


It figures that the god who abandoned her people would be a picky eater, though.
Even though she’s sure it’s just a strange joke on the Guuji’s part, Kokomi is
more than willing to accept that into her understanding of the Raiden Shogun.


Something of her thoughts must show on her face, because the Guuji laughs again.


“The Shogun won’t mind you hating her, either,” Guuji Yae promises. “Might
find it refreshing, really. She’s an oddball like that. Feel free to continue
praying to Orobashi, set up a little shrine in your room or something.”


“I don’t hate the Raiden Shogun,” Kokomi protests automatically, putting off
thinking about the oddity of the rest of the Guuji’s statement for later.


She doesn’t hate the Raiden Shogun. Resentment and hatred aren’t the same
thing.


If Kokomi tells herself that enough times, maybe it will become true.


“Yes, yes, whatever you say. On that note, I should introduce you to Ei,” the
Guuji snickers, casually wrapping an arm around Kokomi’s shoulders and dragging
her along as she strolls toward the shrine building.


“Ei?” Kokomi parrots. “Who is Ei? I thought there weren’t any other shrine
maidens here?”


“That’s right,” Guuji Yae agrees cheerfully. “Just me! You can think of Ei
like a mascot, if you’d like.” She leads Kokomi straight to, of all places, the
honden.


“S-Should you really be bringing me into—?” Kokomi begins, but cuts herself
off when the Guuji throws open the doors and reveals the interior of what
should be the most sacred place in the shrine.


“Ei! The new girl’s here!” Guuji Yae announces. “This is Sangonomiya
Kokomi.”


Kokomi can’t say anything, because she’s too busy being frozen at the sight
that has been revealed to her.
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The most sacred building in the shrine looks like an otaku’s bedroom.


Kokomi wants to scream.


Shelves line the walls, figurines of scantily-clad female characters sharing
space with messily stacked manga and doujinshi. Clothes are strewn across the
floor. A large TV sits against one wall, a video game of some kind clearly
in progress.


And laying on the floor on her stomach in what has to be an uncomfortable
position, eyes fixed on the screen as she plays, is the biggest waste of a
beautiful girl that Kokomi has ever seen in her life.


The girl (Ei, Kokomi assumes), has long purple hair pulled back into a messy
braid and appears to be wearing nothing but headphones, socks, and a long
T-shirt that leaves her surprisingly muscular legs uncovered (and very
distracting). She’s got a sleepy look on her face, but nonetheless appears
determined to accomplish… something, presumably in the game she’s playing. A
plate of tri-color dango sits on the floor next to her, enough empty sticks
present that Kokomi can’t help but wonder just how much dango this girl eats,
especially given she currently appears to be attempting to eat some without
using her hands. It looks ridiculous, almost like she’s got a pacifier made of
dango.


“Oh?” Ei says, turning her head to look over at the door, the stick of dango
that had been in her mouth falling to the floor as she speaks. On the screen,
her character is hit by an attack and loses all of its HP in an instant. Ei’s
attention snaps back to the screen. “Oh fucking damn it! Not again! Miko, why
do you interrupt me every time?”


Guuji Yae snickers, leading Kokomi to suspect that it might not exactly be an
accident.


Ei throws her controller at the TV and turns back to Kokomi and Guuji Yae again.


“Oh, she’s cute,” Ei says, all frustration vanishing from her face as she
looks at Kokomi. “Good work, Miko.”


“I thought you’d say that,” Guuji Yae preens, as if Kokomi’s apparent cuteness
is somehow her work. “I picked well, didn’t I?”


Kokomi grits her teeth, trying to hold back her anger… but she fails.


“What are you doing?” she screams. “This is the honden! The shrine
shouldn’t have electricity anywhere, you shouldn’t be doing this in a shrine at
all, but in the honden?!”


“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Ei dismisses, grinning at her. “It’s a shrine to a
god of lightning, don’t you think not having electricity would be more
blasphemous? And anyway, I’ve gotta have it or I can’t play games, you know.
That would piss the Shogun off.”


Kokomi hears Guuji Yae laughing her ass off behind her and clenches her fists.
Exactly how lightly do these people take their god? Why are they even here if
they’re not real believers? How did Guuji Yae get her position? Who is Ei and
why is she allowed to live in the shrine, let alone in the honden, in the space
that’s supposed to be reserved for the Raiden Shogun alone?


“Why do you care, anyway?” Ei asks, tilting her head inquisitively. “You
don’t even believe in gods. What does it matter to you if we don’t follow some
silly old traditions?”


As Kokomi stares into Ei’s stupid, beautiful eyes, unable to find words to
reply, she knows deep in her heart…


She is so going to hate it here.


    
  
    
    The moment Guuji Yae leaves Kokomi to settle into her room, she collapses into
a chair. She digs through her bag for her energy journal and cracks it open to
stare at the current page, where the last entries currently read:



I saw Yoimiya today. Energy +2.

Normally seeing her is worth a lot more, but today the good advice she gave
me isn’t something I really want to follow. I will, though, because she’s right
as always.



I’m going to start working at the Narukami Shrine today.
Energy -2.

I don’t really want to, but Yoimiya’s right: it might be a chance to get
some answers, and maybe it won’t be so bad. We’ll see.



Scowling, Kokomi scrawls in a new entry below them:



Guuji Yae and ‘Ei’ are really hot, but I hate both of them.
Energy -6.

Guuji Yae is a horrible flirt and doesn’t seem very dedicated to the Raiden
Shogun. ‘Ei’ is living in the honden and has turned it into a mess. What is
wrong with this place?! And why are they so hot???



This puts Kokomi’s current energy level at exactly zero. She slumps.


“This is the worst,” Kokomi moans to herself. “Why did I agree to try it for
six months…?”


Kokomi is going to go completely insane long, long before she reaches the six
month mark, at this rate. Being the only one at the shrine who at all reveres
the Raiden Shogun had not been what she’d expected out of this, and she’s not
sure how to handle her own frustrated feelings towards the Shogun apparently
being more respectful towards the god than the so-called Guuji’s.


That’s not even getting into how ‘Ei’ is living in the honden. Why is the Guuji
allowing something so blasphemous? Kokomi can’t even begin to understand it. If
there were any overseeing authorities she could report the shrine to she would,
but the so-called ‘Grand Narukami Shrine’ has held an independent status for as
long as it’s existed. The only one its Guujis have ever answered to is the
Raiden Shogun herself, and this Guuji certainly doesn’t seem interested in
doing that.


Kokomi wonders why Guuji Yae is even here if she doesn’t want to do her job.
The shrine, from everything she’s heard, is almost as devoid of worshipers as
the Watatsumi Shrine had been, so it’s not like the Guuji can be slacking off
here to draw a high salary.


Kokomi sighs as she closes her journal. A job is a job for now, she supposes. If
things continue as they are she’ll be out of here as soon as the six months are
up and she takes her exams, but…


It’s not impossible that Guuji Yae just happened to make the worst first
impression possible, amplified by Kokomi’s existing frustration.


There’s absolutely no excuse for Ei, though, so she doubts it.


Unpacking is quick — Kokomi brought mostly books and clothing, and her little
room has a sizable dresser and a bookshelf much nicer than the one she had at
home. Her gigantic plush jellyfish, a legacy of her childhood, is placed gently
on the bed. Kokomi gazes longingly at it, then gives in to temptation and flops
down on the bed herself, hugging her jellyfish tightly.
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“What do I do?” she whispers. “I wish Yoimiya were here, Junko…”


Her jellyfish, unfortunately, doesn’t answer, but just having it in her arms is
enough that she mentally adds a single point of energy to her total. It’s barely
anything, but…


Kokomi wipes her tears on her sleeve, kisses Junko, and rises to her feet. She’s
not going to let this defeat her — if the Guuji isn’t doing her job properly,
Kokomi will just have to be such a good shrine maiden for the duration of her
time here that the Raiden Shogun will miss her terribly when she leaves and the
Guuji returns to being the only attendant… or the Guuji and Ei, possibly?


Ei’s role at the shrine, if she has one aside from being blasphemous and hot,
is entirely unclear to Kokomi. Maybe she has an actual job… but nothing can
possibly excuse the fact that she’s living in the honden and has set up
electricity for the sake of being able to play video games.


…Even if a part of Kokomi is maybe just a little bit grateful that the shrine
having electricity means there’s air conditioning and she isn’t melting right
now despite the heat outside.


She steps out into the hall and begins to explore the interior of the shrine,
familiarizing herself with the place she’ll be living for the next six months.
She’s surprised at how well-maintained it appears to be: the Watatsumi Shrine
had been visibly falling apart, but the Narukami Shrine is pristine. She can’t
picture Guuji Yae cleaning, let alone performing maintenance… and she can
picture Ei doing it even less… but surely they can’t afford to hire people for
that kind of thing, can they?


Kokomi lets her feet carry her outside to the donation box and peers inside. A
single 100-yen coin sits at the bottom.


…Even the Watatsumi Shrine could expect to make 200 yen a day.


…Sometimes.


Kokomi sighs. Unless the Narukami Shrine has some kind of secret financial
backer, it’s extremely clear that being paid on time is going to be even more
uncertain than it had before… and that’s saying something. Only one of
Kokomi’s paychecks at the Watatsumi Shrine had been on time.


She trudges back inside despondently and gazes at the wall scrolls that decorate
the interior of the main shrine. They’re beautiful, she has to admit, though
similar enough in style that they were almost certainly all by the same
artist, and…


Kokomi freezes, then whips her head around wildly as she focuses on the scrolls.


Every single one of them is of the Final Raiden Shogun.


One of the clearest pieces of evidence that the Raiden Shogun had been a
succession of human rulers, according to the historians, is the change in
iconography of the Raiden Shogun during the closing years of Inazuma’s
independence. Roughly one hundred years before Inazuma merged with Japan, the
style of clothing that the Raiden Shogun was depicted as wearing changed
radically.


All older iconography of the Raiden Shogun portrayed her in long, flowing,
brightly-colored kimonos, usually with a gentle smile on her face. Her hair was
always adorned with a fan-like hair ornament. This, historians argue, was like
a uniform — as long as the successor looked the part, nobody would question if
she was truly an eternal divine being.


The Final Raiden Shogun, on the other hand, was depicted in darker outfits that
looked much more practical for combat, and her hair accessory appeared to be an
entirely different piece with no relation to the fan at all. Her expression, far
from the gentle smiles of older Shogun imagery, was always sad.


This clear difference, the historians claim, shows that the Final Raiden Shogun
was a woman who eschewed the traditions of her ancestors. Records suggest she
likely had a somewhat scandalous relationship with the Guuji of the Grand
Narukami Shrine at the time, a position that historically belonged only to
women, which would certainly provide a reason that she had ultimately died
childless.


…While Kokomi doesn’t like to give credit to the ‘human Shogun’ position,
preferring to think of the Raiden Shogun as a god…


She has always preferred the imagery of the Final Raiden Shogun, even before
she’d learned that the woman was believed to share her own sexuality. Regardless
of Kokomi’s preferences, though, it’s incredibly unusual that the Narukami
Shrine is apparently focused on the Final Raiden Shogun: the handful of
believers that the Shogun still has, Kokomi is well aware, usually prefer to
focus on older imagery and pretend that the Final Raiden Shogun didn’t exist.


“You have good taste,” the Guuji’s voice rings out, and Kokomi half-jumps,
startled out of her thoughts. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she? Far more than the
original.”


Kokomi watches as the Guuji walks up to one of the scrolls and reaches out,
stopping just short of touching the paper as her hand caresses the air in front
of the Shogun’s cheek.


This draws Kokomi’s eyes to that spot, and she finds herself realizing that the
Shogun shown in the scrolls has a beauty mark under her right eye, something
she’s never seen in art of the Raiden Shogun, Final or otherwise, before.


“The… original?” Kokomi asks. Surely the Guuji can’t be suggesting she
believes in the human Shogun explanation, can she?


The Guuji turns to smile at her.


“The original Shogun, of course,” she says. “Don’t you think she wasn’t
nearly as attractive?”


“There’s only one Raiden Shogun,” Kokomi replies stiffly, resisting the urge
to snape. “She’s the god who protected Inazuma for thousands of years.”


The Guuji pauses, then smiles more softly than Kokomi had thought the woman
capable of.


“You’re right, of course,” she murmurs. “There really has only been one
that deserved the name, hasn’t there.”


Kokomi feels as if she’s missing some important piece of context as the Guuji
returns to her side and gently pats her head.


“You’re a good girl,” the Guuji tells her.


“I’m not a pet,” Kokomi grumbles, bristling. Really, who does this woman think
she is?


Guuji Yae throws her head back and laughs.


“No, I suppose you’re not,” she agrees. A smirk crawls onto her lips. “Yet,
at least.”


Kokomi has a momentary vision of herself on the floor at Guuji Yae’s feet, a
collar around her neck and an attached leash held in the Guuji’s hand, and she
swallows, not trusting her voice if she attempts to object. The knowing look in
the Guuji’s eyes pisses her off, but there’s not much she can do about it.


She’s small, she’s gay, and it turns out she likes mean women. She’s fucked in
all directions right now, really.


“I’ll be heading out for now,” the Guuji says. “Some fundraising, you know
how it is. Ei’s gone to sleep, but you should probably expect her up again at
some point in the next six hours. I’ll see you this evening, little fish.”


Kokomi watches silently as the Guuji saunters away. There’s definitely more
sway in her hips than is necessary, Kokomi thinks, but she can’t look away.


It’s only once the Guuji is out the door that Kokomi realizes she hasn’t been
given any instructions as to how to spend her day. Fruitless searching doesn’t
reveal even so much as a speck of dust for her to clean — the place is
unnaturally tidy.


“…Okay,” Kokomi mumbles, thinking out loud. “Cleaning isn’t my job,
apparently. So… what is?”


Why had Guuji Yae even hired her? The shrine is completely devoid of visitors
and the fortune slip stand has the sloppiest self-service setup that Kokomi has
ever seen, with a bucket of fortune slips, another bucket for payment, and a
sign advertising that they cost 50 yen each… a price that Kokomi is pretty
sure doesn’t even cover the cost of the paper they’re printed on, let alone the
ink used for them.


Of course, given how unlikely it is that anyone is actually turning up to buy
them, maybe the poor economic sense on display isn’t actually that big a deal.
The fortune slips that Kokomi is staring at have probably been in that bucket
for years.


Morbid curiosity causes Kokomi to retrieve her wallet from the inner pocket
she’d sewn into her uniform and drop a 50-yen coin into the payment bucket,
then take a fortune slip.


“…Great Misfortune,” she sighs. “Of course.”



A day spent feeling empty inside can lead to a profound sense of powerlessness.


The problems you face are defying your attempts to solve them. This futile
endeavor is wearing you down and making you ill.

But do not be discouraged that everything is going downhill.

Survive this difficult period and one day you will achieve something great.



Your lucky object for the day: Curly Lizard Tail

When faced with a potential danger, lizards will sacrifice their tails for
survival.

If you encounter emotions that you struggle to control, it may be best to cut
something out of your life. 



“‘Survive this difficult period and one day you will achieve something
great…?’” Kokomi scoffs. “Please. That will never happen. I…”


She cuts herself off and clenches her hands into fists. As she looks away from
the fortune slip stand, she notices a rack with a sign advertising that poor
fortunes should be tied to it in order to reverse their course.


“…It’s worth a try,” she whispers to herself.


Tying the paper to the rack without tearing it proves slightly more difficult
than she had expected, and there is a little rip, but given it’s already Great
Misfortune Kokomi figures that probably can’t hurt her too much more.


…Kokomi still has most of a day to kill and no idea what to do with it. She
pulls out her phone and stares down at it — calling Yoimiya feels kind of like
giving up, at this point, so instead she calls Ayaka’s brother-in-law.


“Hey there Kokomi,” Thoma’s cheerful voice greets after the first ring.
“Grats on the new job! Ayaka told me all about it. Anything I can help you
with?”


“Yes, I hope,” Kokomi says. Thoma is a househusband with a passion for chores,
so surely he can recommend something for her to do when the place seems to
need no more fixing up, right? “What do you do when you can’t find anything to
clean, but want to do some kind of housework?”


“Well,” Thoma muses. “That depends. If it’s getting close to a mealtime, I’ll
go ahead and start preparing that… but I’m assuming you’re talking about right
now. If there’s really nothing and I’m the only one home, I’ll usually give up
on housework and read or play a game… Oh! Or go shopping, it never hurts to
top off the fridge.”


“Right,” Kokomi sighs. “Thanks, Thoma.”


It wasn’t as helpful as she’d hoped, but she appreciates that he hasn’t asked
any questions about why she’s asking.


“Don’t mention it,” Thoma dismisses. “Anything else?”


“No, that was it,” Kokomi admits. “Sorry it wasn’t much of a social call.”


“Hey, don’t worry about it, I can keep myself entertained!” Thoma laughs. “If
you’re looking for a game to kill some time, there’s this one Ayaka got big into
recently… did she mention it to you? Honkai Impact?”


“She didn’t,” Kokomi says. “…Maybe I’ll check it out. Thanks. I’ll talk to
you later, Thoma.”


“Later!” Thoma replies cheerfully. “And… Kokomi? Keep your chin up, you
deserve good things.”


Kokomi doesn’t have time to respond before Thoma hangs up. She lets out another
sigh as she stares at her phone screen.


“…Well, whatever,” she mutters.


If Guuji Yae cared about what she did with her time, surely she’d have given her
instructions, right? The Guuji has only herself to blame if Kokomi slacks off
right now.


She returns to her room, eyes still focused on her phone as she looks up the
game Thoma mentioned.


One look at the character named ‘Raiden Mei’ has her deciding against ever
touching the accursed thing. Dealing with Ei in her daily life will be trying
enough, let alone the frustration that would no doubt come with playing a game
featuring a character who looks so much like her… and has such a similar name,
too.


Kokomi doesn’t know Ei’s last name, of course, and it had damn well better not
be ‘Raiden,’ given just which god’s shrine she’s defiling with her presence, but
‘Mei’ is far too close to ‘Ei’ for her comfort.


Given the game appears to be a bust, Kokomi grabs a book and curls back up on
the bed with her jellyfish to read.


…If this is going to be a typical day, Kokomi needs to invest in more books,
and fast.





As Kokomi finishes washing her dinner plate, she hears the sound of heavy
footsteps entering the kitchen and turns to face the newcomer.


“Good morning,” Ei yawns, not bothering to cover her mouth.


Standing, even in a slouch, it’s now obvious that she towers over Kokomi in a
way that does absolutely ridiculous things to the poor shrine maiden’s heart,
especially combined with her beautiful face.


This is Ei, Kokomi reminds herself. Don’t forget that she’s a loser. And
blasphemous.


Kokomi watches as the annoyingly hot probably-freeloader collapses into a chair
and slumps forward, resting her cheek on the table as she gazes sleepily at
Kokomi.


“Good morning,” Kokomi replies, doing her best to sound polite. She doesn’t
know what Ei’s role here at the shrine is, doesn’t know why Guuji Yae allows her
to stay — maybe she just wants eye candy? that seems to be the only thing Ei is
good for, and she is admittedly very good for it — but she does know that
acting antagonistic will do her no good.


She still wants to point out that the sun is currently in the process of
setting rather than rising, but she doubts Ei cares.


“Could you make me some breakfast? Miko’s out,” Ei asks, eyes shining with a
hope that makes her look almost cute, despite what an absolute loser she visibly
remains.


Kokomi’s determination to remain civil vanishes along with two points of
energy, and she finds herself grateful for all of the hours spent reading.
Without them, she’d probably be finding herself in the negatives right now.


“It’s dinnertime,” she grits out. “And you can make your own damn food.”


“Miko says I can’t,” Ei says, shrugging. She doesn’t look at all bothered by
Kokomi’s tone, just sleepy. “After the last time I almost burned down the
shrine, she decided I wasn’t allowed to try to learn anymore.”


“‘The last time?’” Kokomi asks, morbid curiosity forcing the question past her
lips. “How many times, exactly, did that happen…?”


“I lost count after ten,” Ei says, a proud look on her face that makes an
incredible contrast to the absurdly stupid words coming out of her mouth.


Kokomi closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and counts to ten. She’s at two
energy points right now. Making breakfast for Ei will definitely drain at
least one of them, but she’s not cruel enough to force the idiot to go hungry
until Miko gets home, given it’s still unclear when that will be.


‘Fundraising’ is both vague and ominous, but if it gets Kokomi her paycheck she
really doesn’t care right now.


“Fine,” Kokomi mutters. “But I’m not going to make a habit of this.”


“Thanks,” Ei says, yawning again. Her eyes slip shut. “Make it something
sweet, please. And wake me when it’s ready…”


Kokomi makes a face at Ei, secure in the knowledge it will go unseen, and begins
looking through the cabinets again.


“‘Something sweet,’ she says,” Kokomi grumbles to herself. “And what if we
don’t have anything that’d work for that, huh?”


It’s not like she knows the state of the shrine’s food stock, having just gone
with a simple egg dish for her own dinner to save time. For all she knows a lot
of it isn’t even in the kitchen, the Guuji might have a storeroom or
something. She wouldn’t put it past the woman to go out of her way to make
things difficult for new hires.


Fortunately for Ei, and unfortunately for Kokomi, she finds an unopened box of
pancake mix in a cabinet. She sighs and sets to work, wishing she’d been able
to honestly tell Ei there wasn’t anything she could have made her.


Her honesty, Kokomi reflects, is clearly not a healthy trait — it dooms her to
do her best even for someone as frustrating as Ei.


She can’t help but look back at Ei as she begins preparing the pancakes: when
she’s asleep, Ei’s face smooths out and she looks… cute, and almost innocent.
If things were a little different, Kokomi might have been able to forget their
terrible first meeting… though the fact that she’s now making food for the
woman whose helplessness is apparently a match for her hotness ensures that
she’s got a brand new reason to be frustrated.


Thankfully, pancakes aren’t terribly difficult to make, and Kokomi could
probably manage it with her eyes shut. She’s able to largely autopilot her way
through her frustrating task. Really, she’s done almost before she knows it.


“Here,” Kokomi grouses as she half-slams the plate of pancakes onto the table
in front of Ei, the unopened bottle of syrup she’d found following a moment
later. The sound causes the other girl to stir, and she blinks slowly at Kokomi
as she awakens and stretches.


“Ooo, pancakes!” Ei mumbles, her excitement clear despite how quiet the
response is. “Miko hasn’t made these in months! Thanks!”


“Y-You’re welcome,” Kokomi manages, wholly unprepared for the dazzling smile
that Ei directs at her so easily. Why does this loser have to be so attractive?
“I—”
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Kokomi cuts herself off as she watches Ei remove the cap from the bottle
of syrup and upend it, allowing the entire contents of the bottle to pour out
and cover her plate — much of it drips off the sides as the plate overfills,
causing the table to be covered in a slowly-growing puddle of syrup. She can
barely resist screaming when Ei happily jabs her fork into the horrible mess
she’s made to slice off a piece of soggy pancake, which she brings to her mouth
and devours with every appearance of great enjoyment.


There’s having a sweet tooth, Kokomi thinks in horror, and then there’s whatever
the hell this ungodly sight before her is.


Kokomi is not going to be the one who cleans the table.


“Id cud hab ushed sum luv,” Ei says through a mouthful of pancake. “Bud ish
good.”


It takes Kokomi a moment to process what Ei said, but as soon as she does she
has to resist the urge to raise her voice.


“Why would I put love in it?” Kokomi grits out. “I don’t even like you.”


“Aw,” Ei mumbles, pouting at her. “But love makes it taste sweeter, and
you’re so cute…”


Kokomi knows she’s blushing, and she’s kind of angry about it, but how is she
supposed to not blush when a woman as hot as Ei calls her ‘cute?’


“Yeah, well,” Kokomi grumbles. “If you want food made with love, ask Guuji
Yae to do it. I never will.”


“So mean for such a cutie,” Ei mourns as she shovels another forkful of
crumbling, syrupy pancake into her mouth. “So, how do you like the shrine?”


Kokomi thinks it’s a testament to her enormous willpower that she doesn’t
respond by grabbing the back of Ei’s head and smashing her face into the
remainder of the soggy pancakes. Instead, she calmly takes a deep breath and
forces her expression to remain neutral.


“It’s been… an experience,” Kokomi manages. “I haven’t had much to do.”


“Oh, I suppose you wouldn’t,” Ei agrees, nodding. “Miko does tend to ensure
that most of that is handled… Well, I’m sure she’ll find something for you to
do, she’s clever like that. If you get bored, you’re always welcome to come
borrow some of my manga or play games.”


The offer, Kokomi realizes as she stares into Ei’s eyes, is entirely sincere.
Ei genuinely doesn’t seem to have picked up on the fact that Kokomi doesn’t like
her, even though Kokomi has outright told her. Does she think Kokomi was
kidding?


As stupid as it is, that does make her heart soften towards the other girl, if
only a little. Ei is still a blasphemer, still defiling the honden… but maybe
she’s not entirely devoid of redeeming qualities.


Ei is still annoying as hell, but Kokomi doesn’t hate her now, even if she’d
like to keep their interaction to a minimum.


“What do you do around here, anyway?” Kokomi asks, hoping that the answer
will be something that can actually explain the other girl’s presence, even if
it can’t possibly excuse her living quarters.


“Do?” Ei asks, tilting her head. “Um… I read, I play games, I fuck
Miko…”


The question as to why Ei is allowed to freeload in the shrine has, Kokomi
reflects bitterly, been abruptly answered in one of the most blasphemous ways
possible.


Guuji Yae, it seems, is letting her hot loser girlfriend crash in the honden so
they can use it as some kind of sacrilegious love nest. Kokomi finds herself
feeling incredibly offended on the Raiden Shogun’s behalf, a mildly confusing
feeling that she excuses as being a result of her devotion to the gods in
general. She’s sure she’d be just as upset if this were the shrine of any other
deity.


…Maybe if she keeps telling herself that, she’ll be able to forget the
childhood reverence for the Shogun that seeing the shrine’s wall scrolls had
revived in her earlier.


Guuji Yae herself takes this moment to breeze into the kitchen, a delighted
smile appearing on her face the moment she sees them.


“Oh my, I’m glad to see you two getting along so well,” the other priestess
laughs. “Thank you for feeding my Ei, little fish.”


Kokomi watches as the Guuji brushes a kiss against Ei’s syrupy lips. They are,
she admits grudgingly to herself, probably the most beautiful couple she’s ever
seen, even if Ei is… Ei.


“If I’d known how soon you’d be back, I’d have left it for you,” Kokomi
grumbles under her breath.


Ei and Miko both laugh, and Kokomi flushes bright red — she hadn’t meant for
them to hear that.


“Well, thank you for doing it anyway,” Ei says, smiling softly at her. “They
were very good, and I appreciate it.”


“…You’re welcome,” Kokomi mumbles, looking away.


Her cheeks are red for an entirely different reason now, and she’s annoyed with
herself for how easily she’s softening up towards Ei… but holding grudges has
never been something Kokomi was good at, even if she still feels like she should
have good reason to. Ei’s sincerity doesn’t match the image she has of such a
blasphemer, and it’s throwing her off.


“It will be nice not to have to worry about feeding her while I’m out,” Guuji
Yae. “What a helpful little fish you are.”


Kokomi glares at the Guuji. If that’s the duty she’s been hired for…


Well. She’ll do it.


But while she may not be able to force herself to continue truly disliking Ei…


The Guuji is dancing on some thin fucking ice.


    
  
    
    The next day begins in a similar fashion, with Guuji Yae cheerfully setting off
to ‘fundraise,’ leaving Kokomi with no instructions as to how to spend her time.


Kokomi curls up on her bed and tries to read while cuddling Junko, but she’s too
distracted to focus on the words on the page. They keep blurring in front of her
eyes, and she knows why: her energy points have definitely slipped below zero.


Kokomi’s eyes fall on her energy diary, the last two entries still vivid in her
memory.



Ei is nicer than I thought. Energy +3.

She’s definitely a blasphemer, even more than I had realized... but I think
she’s a good person, just a little stupid. Guuji Yae probably hasn’t told her
just how wrong what they’ve done to the shrine is. I think maybe I can get along
with her... I should try spending some time with her, it might make the rest of
my time here less miserable.



Guuji Yae is still insufferable. Energy -5.

If anything, Guuji Yae is actually worse than I thought she was. I think she
hired me to take care of feeding Ei rather than to do shrine work, and she may
be taking advantage of how sweet-but-stupid Ei is. I have to be on guard around
her.



Only half-aware of what she’s doing, Kokomi rises and allows her feet to carry
her to the honden, a silent prayer to the Raiden Shogun that she isn’t making a
mistake rising in her heart, for what little good that will do her. She knocks
on the door, and it’s only then, as she hugs Junko tightly while awaiting a
response, that she realizes she’s accidentally brought her jellyfish along.


The mortification has barely begun to set in before the door swings open,
revealing a sleepy-looking Ei.


“Hey,” Ei greets, her voice much brighter than her exhausted appearance
suggests it should be. “Come on in!”


There’s not a single comment on the presence of Junko, and Ei’s droopy eyes
remain fixed on Kokomi’s face. There’s an inviting smile on the other girl’s
lips, and Kokomi… feels like maybe this is okay.


She steps inside, resisting the urge to grimace at how messy the room is — Ei
really has been nothing but kind to her, half-demand for food aside, so the
least Kokomi can do is not comment on her living space. Behind her, Ei closes
the door and then stumbles her way over to her futon. She collapses onto it and
immediately hugs…


Is that a sexy character pillow of Guuji Yae?


Kokomi bites back the incredulous question that almost spills from her lips. If
Ei won’t comment on how Kokomi is still clinging tightly to Junko for comfort,
Kokomi can resist the urge to shame Ei for her… unusual possessions. Probably.


“You can make yourself at home anywhere you’d like,” Ei tells her, but she
pats the space next to her on the futon as if in invitation.


Kokomi hesitantly walks forward and settles herself down next to Ei.


“Thank you,” Kokomi mumbles, burying her face in Junko so she doesn’t have to
see the other girl’s expression.


“No problem,” Ei replies. “Did you wanna play a game? Read some manga?”


Kokomi doesn’t know why she’s here, actually, other than that she wanted the
comfort of being near another person right now and Ei somehow seemed like a
good choice since Yoimiya is out of reach.


“I’m not very good at games,” Kokomi admits quietly, glancing up at Ei
nervously.


It’s not even that she doesn’t enjoy them, really… but she gets the feeling Ei
is pretty good at games, and Kokomi doesn’t want to embarrass herself by losing
too badly. She’s barely holding on to her ability to function as it is.


Ei gives her a considering look, eyes much more gentle than Kokomi had expected.


“…I’ve got it,” Ei says after a moment, smiling softly at her. She moves
over to a pile of game boxes and rifles through them, then turns back to Kokomi.
“How about we play this together? You seem pretty smart, and I had a lot of
trouble… It’s technically single-player, but we can trade off, and you can
help me when I get stuck!”


According to the box, it’s a puzzle game of some kind. Kokomi… can probably
handle puzzles.


“Okay,” Kokomi agrees.


It’s a thoughtful solution that reminds her painfully of Yoimiya, and she
reluctantly finds herself softening even further towards Ei.


As it turns out, the game is for a handheld console and Kokomi finds herself
needing to scoot a little closer to Ei to see it, almost to the point that she
would need to call it ‘being snuggled up against Ei’s side’ if she were brave
enough to actually admit it rather than desperately trying to avoid thinking
about the situation. It makes her heart beat so loudly and quickly that she’s
sure Ei must hear it, and she clutches Junko even more tightly to try to calm
herself, but Ei still makes no comment on her state.


It’s… nice, really, to have someone who seems so unconcerned about Kokomi’s
accidental self-embarrassment. As Ei starts up the game, Kokomi allows her
head to rest against Ei’s shoulder and finds herself feeling more relaxed than
she has since the day the priest told her that the Watatsumi Shrine was closing
down.


[image: Kokomi and Ei in Ei's futon. Ei is playing on a handheld game console.]


It’s not, Kokomi has to admit to herself, hard to tell why. Kokomi is more than
a bit of an introvert, but even when her social battery is drained she does
enjoy relaxing in the company of others as long as it’s a quiet, gentle sort of
company… and Ei, without the frustration Kokomi had felt on their first
meeting clouding her judgement, strikes her as a kindred spirit.


Kokomi gets only a quick glimpse of the file menu as Ei starts a new game, but
the 100% completion marked on the top save is hard to miss. She can’t help the
smile that tugs at her lips.


They converse in whispers as Ei moves from puzzle to puzzle, and Kokomi is
amused by just how bad Ei is at hiding that she has no trouble with the puzzles
— and how Kokomi had misread her in yet another way. Ei lacks social graces,
that much remains clear, but she’s not actually stupid. If anything, she’s
frighteningly intelligent.


Which begs the question…


“You… do know that this is blasphemous, right?” Kokomi murmurs.


“Is it, now?” Ei asks, giving her an amused look. “According to who?”


This brings Kokomi up short. It’s tradition, obviously! But… by what authority
is it held to be so?


“…According to the Raiden Shogun?” Kokomi tries weakly.


“Really?” Ei asks, blinking. She looks genuinely surprised and confused.
“That’s news to me. When did she say that?”


“Keeping the shrine sacred falls under the authority of the gods?” Kokomi more
asks than says. “So…”


“Sure, sure, I get that,” Ei agrees, waving a hand dismissively. “But when
did the Raiden Shogun ever say what her idea of keeping the shrine sacred is?
Why are you so sure it’s the same as every other god? Really, why are you so
sure that all of the other gods actually share the same views and humans haven’t
just standardized things for their own convenience since the gods aren’t around
to object to it?”


Kokomi opens her mouth to reply, but realizes… she has no answer.


“But… electrical wiring in the shrine?” Kokomi mumbles. “And someone living
in the honden?”


“I said it yesterday, right? The Raiden Shogun is the god of lightning,” Ei
says gently. “Running electricity through her shrine could be said to be a form
of sanctifying it through the presence of her domain and giving honor to her by
making use of the way it’s become a part of modern life. When you think about
it, things like air conditioning and video games are blessings derived from the
Raiden Shogun’s power, don’t you think?”


Kokomi doesn’t think she would go that far, but… laid out like that, it’s
not quite as absurd as it had sounded yesterday. In fact, she finds herself
reluctantly wondering if Ei might have a point.


But only if that had actually been the motivation for wiring the place up, of
course, and Kokomi still kinda doubts that.


“…But you live in the honden,” Kokomi repeats, deciding to focus on the side
of things against which there’s no defense.


“I do,” Ei agrees. “It’s a nice little space, isn’t it?”


Kokomi gazes doubtfully around the room, taking in how messy it is and how much
otaku paraphernalia Ei has. Even if Kokomi didn’t already know Ei was going out
with Guuji Yae, she would still have been able to peg her as a lesbian from a
single glance at this room alone.


“It’s the honden,” Kokomi repeats again. “The god’s home.”


“It is,” Ei agrees, the smile on her face far too amused for the subject
they’re discussing. “And Kokomi… you and I both know that it would be empty
if I didn’t live in it.”


For a moment, Kokomi can’t reply. The knowing look in Ei’s eyes makes her feel
short of breath, makes her feel like she’s being seen down to her core.


“The Raiden Shogun would live here,” Kokomi gasps out, trying to keep herself
breathing steadily.


“Would she?” Ei asks calmly, gentle but knowing eyes boring into Kokomi’s.
“Would she really? If I weren’t here, she would be? Why is it, Kokomi, that
you feel the need to pretend you believe in the gods? Orobashi, the Raiden
Shogun… they’re stories to you. Have you ever truly prayed while believing
from the bottom of your heart that you will be heard? Wouldn’t you be happier if
you went about your life without caring about fragments of the past, like
everyone else? Why are you, who does not believe, a miko?”


“I believe,” Kokomi whispers.


Nothing exists in her world but Ei’s eyes. They’re a beautiful purple, a color
she’s never seen on anyone else except Guuji Yae, whose own eyes are a very
different shade.


“But there’s no real divine presence in the world, right?” Ei returns. “You
claim to believe even so?”


Kokomi bites down on her lip hard enough that she’s afraid she might draw blood,
but she can’t help it.


Hearing her own thoughts come from Ei’s mouth is uncanny, and the feeling of
being seen through intensifies. Ei isn’t talking like any of what she’s said is
a guess or an inference, but as if she knows how Kokomi feels about gods.


“…It’s important to me,” Kokomi whispers. “I need it.”


“Need it?” Ei repeats softly.


“My faith,” Kokomi whispers. Her arms tighten around Junko. “Without it,
I…”


Ei’s arm comes up and wraps around Kokomi’s shoulders, cradling her gently
against the larger woman’s side.


“Faith doesn’t need to define you,” Ei says gently. “Sangonomiya Kokomi of
the line of Orobashi, the past is the past and the dead are the dead. You, who
live, can live for yourself.”


Kokomi can’t breathe. She can’t speak. She can only huddle against Ei’s side,
Junko clutched in her stiff arms, as her mind spirals away. Spirals back to her
childhood, when her parents drilled religious lessons into her head almost as
soon as she could speak, the teachings of Orobashi much more comprehensive than
those of most gods of Japan, dating to a time when the serpent god was said to
have lead their people from the sea and joined them to the then-nation of
Inazuma.


Her mind relives the early days when she really did believe, when her faith
wasn’t a prop. When her parents had been raising her with the intent that she
would become a priest of Orobashi, like her father had always wanted to be.


To the day that she had at last seen a photograph of a woodcut of the Raiden
Shogun, the enemy of her faith, and realized: I want to be like her. Relives
how her parents had grudgingly accepted her becoming Kokomi only in the hopes
that she might revive the Divine Priestess title that had died with her
great-grandmother, and how she’d worked so hard to live up to their expectations
out of a belief it would earn her their love.


Relives how Yoimiya and her father had taught Kokomi what love and support
really were, and how she’d become disillusioned with the idea of family… and
yet never been able to stop clinging to that one final connection to her blood.


“It’s okay,” Ei’s voice murmurs, filtering into Kokomi’s ears as if from a
great distance. “Shh. I’ve got you.”


It’s only now that Kokomi realizes she’s crying, and that Ei has moved into a
sitting position and pulled her into her lap.


“I’m sorry,” Ei murmurs. “I didn’t realize… Miko always tells me I’m too
blunt, and that I don’t notice when someone is having trouble… I’m sorry, I
shouldn’t have pushed you. If you want to be a miko, that’s your choice. Whether
you really believe or not… Miko doesn’t care about that, I don’t care about
that, and nobody else has a voice here that matters save for us three.”


Calloused fingers gently brush away Kokomi’s tears.


“As long as it’s your choice, you can do whatever you want,” Ei says. “But
you should make sure it’s what makes you happy. Don’t believe your path in life
is fixed, Kokomi, because it’s not. Why do you want to be a miko?”


Why does Kokomi want to be a priestess?


It’s the dream she’s had since childhood… or, perhaps, the dream that was
given to her in childhood.


Her parents had wanted her to be a priest at the Watatsumi Shrine to fulfill
her father’s dream, but she really had gained a desire to serve the gods from
the stories she’d been told. It’s not like they aren’t her honest feelings, it’s
not like she’s here because she doesn’t genuinely have a desire to be a
priestess, even if she…


But that doesn’t mean they started as her own feelings.


And it doesn’t mean that maybe, just maybe, there might not be something she
wants to do even more, but has never even considered because of her
single-minded focus on the dream passed down to her.


“…I don’t know,” Kokomi whispers.


It’s not the answer she wanted to give. Not the answer she would have given if
anyone else had asked the question.


But in this moment, cradled in Ei’s embrace, it’s the answer that feels right.


“That’s fine,” Ei says softly. She hugs Kokomi more tightly, and Kokomi
buries her face in Ei’s shoulder. “You can try to find an answer, and if you
don’t… we’ll find you something else you do want to do, okay?”


“Thank you,” Kokomi mumbles.


“Thank me if I actually do something to help you,” Ei dismisses. “Now, wanna
keep playing? We were getting to a good part.”


Kokomi can’t help but laugh at the way Ei glances longingly back at her
handheld.


“Sure,” she agrees. “I’d like that.”


She’s becoming more and more convinced that Ei is an absolute loser, really,
but for some reason, she doesn’t think she minds. Ei might be terrible at
reading the mood and a hopeless otaku, but… she’s very sweet, too. Next to
that sweetness, the incredible amount of loser energy she possesses is almost
trivial to ignore… or even to find endearing.


And so it is that this is the position that Guuji Yae finds them in several
hours later: Kokomi nestled snugly in Ei’s lap, giving advice on puzzles that
she suspects Ei probably could have done in her sleep.


“Well, well. Don’t you two look cozy,” the Guuji teases. “Had fun while I was
gone, Ei?”


“We’re almost halfway through,” Ei agrees absently, not looking up from the
game. “Kokomi’s really good at puzzles.”


“I’m sure,” Guuji Yae laughs.


She strides over and ruffles Kokomi’s hair, and Kokomi half-glares up at her.
The Guuji laughs again, expression endlessly amused.


“I’d like to borrow our cute little fish, Ei,” the Guuji says. “Do you
mind?”


“Do you wanna go with her?” Ei asks.


Kokomi kind of doesn’t, really, but the Guuji is technically her boss, even if
she hasn’t been much of one so far.


“It’s fine,” Kokomi tells Ei.


“We’ll finish up later, then,” Ei accepts. “Have fun with Miko!”


‘Fun,’ Kokomi thinks as she follows the Guuji out of the honden, arms defiantly
folded as if to create some kind of flimsy shield against the
beautiful-but-insufferable Guuji, is probably not what she’s about to have.


“I’m glad you’re getting along with Ei,” the Guuji tells her as they walk down
the hallway. “Really, it would have been quite the problem for me if you
weren’t.”


“Because you hired me to be her babysitter?” Kokomi asks flatly.


The Guuji throws her head back and laughs.


“You could put it that way,” she agrees. “‘Babysitting’ Ei is most certainly
the most important job of the attendants of this shrine.”


Kokomi rolls her eyes, already very used to the Guuji’s lack of interest in her
actual job — that strange interaction yesterday where she had seemed almost
fond of the Raiden Shogun aside, anyway.


“Right,” Kokomi sighs. “So what did you need me for, then? Were you
jealous?”


The Guuji laughs again, this time so hard that she doubles over.


“Jealous?” Guuji Yae gasps out through peals of laughter. “Oh, you silly
little fish… There are few things in this world that are truly impossible, but
Ei cheating in a relationship is most certainly one of them. No, no, do feel
free to get as close to her as you’d like.”


The certainty with which the Guuji speaks briefly stuns Kokomi. The way she
says it, the look in her eyes… It’s that of someone who trusts Ei implicitly
and is entirely secure in what they have together. It’s the way Yoimiya and
Ayaka talk about each other, and not something she had expected from the Guuji
at all. The woman she’d been building the older priestess up to be in her head
wasn’t the type to trust anyone.


…Now maybe Kokomi is the one feeling a little jealous.


“Then… why do you need me?” Kokomi asks.


“Is it so strange that I might have other work for you?” the Guuji replies,
raising an eyebrow. “You are an employee of the shrine…”


“…Do you have other work for me?” Kokomi asks doubtfully.


“Not right now,” Guuji Yae denies cheerfully.


She spins around abruptly and slams her hand into the wall, pinning Kokomi
between one of the two most attractive women she’s ever seen and a solid object
through which she has no chance of fleeing. The Guuji’s face gets frighteningly
close, and Kokomi thinks she might be about to pass out. She does her best to
keep her expression blank, but can feel sweat dripping down her neck.
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“Oh, you are adorable,” the Guuji laughs.


Kokomi is pretty sure the slits she’s seeing in the Guuji’s eyes and the fangs
she’s seeing in the Guuji’s mouth aren’t just a hallucination from how much she
feels like prey right now… probably.


They’re gone after she blinks, though, so maybe she’s just even more out of it
than she thought.


The Guuji pulls back and pats Kokomi on the head, leaving her confused and
off-balance. What had that been for?


“You’re a little more easily startled than will be helpful, but…” the Guuji
drawls. “I’ll be having you come with me for fundraising tomorrow. Introducing
you to the other side of the job early would, I think, be for the best.”


The smirk on the Guuji’s face suggests that Kokomi probably won’t enjoy this any
more than she originally had the idea of babysitting Ei, but she’s not about to
give Guuji Yae the satisfaction of watching her squirm.


“Okay,” Kokomi agrees, holding her head high. “But what about Ei? How will
she eat?”


“She can order something,” Guuji Yae says carelessly, shrugging. “She can
pretend to be a big girl when she has to.”


“…You mean I made dinner for her when she could have just ordered a fucking
pizza?” Kokomi asks, unable to prevent the profanity from slipping into her
speech as she gapes incredulously at the Guuji.


“Oh no, absolutely not,” Guuji Yae disagrees. “Your presence, or mine, is
enough to ensure she has no higher brain functions going on and just wants to
be spoiled. Isn’t it adorable? I worked hard to make her this way, you know.
She used to be so stiff and proper all the time…”


Kokomi cannot imagine there ever having been a time that Ei could have been
called ‘stiff and proper.’ The purple-haired woman is the biggest slob that
Kokomi has ever seen in her life.


…the cuteness, though, is something she… can’t really deny. As horrifying as
what Ei had done to those poor pancakes was, the way she’d enjoyed them really
had been adorable… and with how sweet she’s turned out to be…


Guuji Yae’s smile is far too knowing, and Kokomi glowers up at her, unable to
speak a word in her own defense.


“All right, then,” Kokomi sighs. “Do I need to do anything special?”


“Not at all,” the Guuji assures her. “Just be up at the same time you were
today and there will be no problem at all. Tomorrow’s going to be rather
routine.”


“Okay,” Kokomi accepts. “…What will we be doing?”


It’s probably pointless to ask, given how much the Guuji seems to enjoy driving
her up the wall, but who knows? She might get lucky for once.


“Helping out the community,” the Guuji replies.


Kokomi cannot possibly picture the Guuji doing something helpful, and the smirk
on the woman’s lips suggests that her idea of ‘help’ is probably very different
from Kokomi’s… and probably rather more profitable too, if Guuji Yae can
afford the kind of cosmetics she’s got to be using.


Kokomi finds herself wondering if the Guuji might have ties to the yakuza.
‘Helping out the community’ sounds like the kind of way that type might talk
about things, in Kokomi’s entirely inexpert, media-sourced opinion.


…It’s probably not yakuza. Probably.


Kokomi hopes.


Guuji Yae laughs and pats Kokomi’s head again.


“Don’t overthink it, little fish,” the Guuji advises, the teasing smile on her
lips enough to make Kokomi bristle. “You’ll just hurt your adorable little
brain.”


Kokomi scowls and resists the urge to cross her arms. It’s only now that she
realizes she left Junko with Ei.


Normally, the idea of someone else having possession of Junko even briefly would
fill Kokomi with fear. The only person she’s ever trusted with her beloved plush
is Yoimiya.


But… if it’s Ei, who’s showed such clumsily sincere kindness to her…


Well. Maybe it’s better that Junko remain safe with Ei than that Guuji Yae get
to mock Kokomi for carrying her comfort plushie around with her.


“If you keep frowning like that, your cute face might get stuck that way,” the
Guuji says.


Kokomi is caught entirely off-guard when the Guuji’s fingers hook into either
side of her mouth and force her lips up into a mockery of a smile.


“See, isn’t that better?” Guuji Yae asks, a wicked twinkle in her eyes.
“You’re adorable when you pout, little fish, but you’re much cuter when you’re
smiling.”


Kokomi would not at all qualify what the Guuji is forcing her to do as
’smiling,’ but she also can’t talk very effectively like this. She tears herself
away from Guuji Yae with as much force as she can muster.


“Is there anything else for now?” Kokomi asks frostily.


“No, that will be all,” the Guuji says. “I’ll see you later, little fish!”


Kokomi stares after Guuji Yae as the woman saunters away, feeling absolutely
exhausted. Kokomi’s social battery is a lot smaller than most people’s, there’s
a reason she needs to track her energy levels in her journal… and the Guuji is
as tiring as dealing with an entire crowd at once. It’s almost impressive how
easily the woman gets under her skin, as if she’s had a lifetime of practice at
doing exactly that and is bringing the entire thing to bear for some reason that
Kokomi can’t even begin to understand.


And now she needs to turn right back around, return to the honden, and retrieve
Junko from Ei… more social interaction, even such a brief one, even with
someone who’s turned out to be so easy to get along with as Ei has…


The idea makes Kokomi want to cry, but she takes a deep breath and walks back to
Ei’s door. She knocks, and finds it opened so quickly that it’s almost like Ei
had been standing right behind it.


She finds Junko placed gently in her hands by a softly smiling Ei, and then the
door is shut immediately. There’s nothing about it that can be called a ‘social
interaction’ except in the absolute loosest possible sense of the phrase.


Kokomi’s breathing stutters, and she flees back to her room as swiftly as she
can. She’s barely made it back and collapsed into her bed, face buried in
Junko’s comforting softness, before she’s sobbing.


Ei is so kind.


For all that she claims to not be very good at recognizing what people are
thinking (a trait that she has, admittedly, already shown off more than once
when it comes to Kokomi), when it comes to dealing with Kokomi’s most delicate
feelings born of her introversion and isolation…


She almost rivals Yoimiya. Almost.


Ei is an introvert too, Kokomi thinks. The way she hides inside, the way she
seems so content with her life at this shrine where the Guuji was her only
companion before Kokomi was hired, the way she’s sunk herself into gaming…


The ease with which Ei had accepted Kokomi’s presence had misled Kokomi into
thinking of the other woman as being something of an extrovert, but she can’t
believe that now. The only extrovert she’s ever met who’s this good at
recognizing what she needs is Yoimiya, and Ei definitely doesn’t have anything
in the same universe as Yoimiya’s insight or social ability. Not when she hadn’t
even been able to tell that Kokomi genuinely hadn’t liked her at first, despite
the fact that Kokomi had been all but screaming it. Not when she had taken so
long to realize how her question today had affected Kokomi’s thoughts.


Which means Ei knows how Kokomi feels because Ei has felt the same way.


She’ll get Ei’s phone number, Kokomi resolves. She wants to be friends with the
other woman, even after she leaves the shrine… and maybe, just maybe, she can
help Ei become a little more independent from the Guuji, who she really
doesn’t think has Ei’s best interests in mind. If she were to introduce Ei to
Yoimiya…


Her tears slowing, Kokomi grabs her energy diary.



I enjoy spending time with Ei. Energy +6.

Ei is a good person, and I want to help her. She deserves better than this.




    
  
    
    Kokomi sighs internally as Guuji Yae strolls up to her. Today, she thinks, is
definitely going to be a trial… but the Guuji looks somewhat more serious
than usual.


“…Before we go,” Guuji Yae says. “…It seems… I owe you something of
an… apology.”


The words sound reluctant, but genuine nonetheless. Kokomi tilts her head in
confusion.


“Ei spoke to me last night about my conduct,” the Guuji sighs. “And, much as
I hate to admit it… she was right. I’ve been so excited to have someone new
about the place that I haven’t been easing you into things as I should have.
I’ve treated you like I would a dear friend… or, as Ei pointed out, someone
who I wish to drive away within the week. Neither is the case. So… I’m…
sorry.”


Kokomi searches the Guuji’s eyes for any hint of deception, barely able to
believe the words coming out of the woman’s mouth. As far as she can tell…


Guuji Yae is genuinely apologetic, if only slightly.


It’s more than a little concerning that ‘a dear friend’ and ‘someone who the
Guuji wants to drive away’ would receive the same treatment, but it’s not like
Kokomi isn’t familiar with the concept of an asshole best friend, even if only
from media. Maybe the Guuji’s constant teasing is charming if you know she means
it with love, rather than being in Kokomi’s position where she’s a total
stranger.


But from a complete stranger in a position of power over her, in such a new and
different environment… It’s been terrifying and offputting and left Kokomi
feeling miserable.


But if the Guuji recognizes that now… maybe, just maybe, Kokomi can give her
another chance. They’ve only barely met, after all.


But just one more chance.


“…Apology accepted,” Kokomi mumbles.


Strange how her day might be looking up already.


“So… where are we going?” she asks.


“We have several clients today,” the Guuji says as she leads the way outside.
“It’s been an unusually busy season…”


“Clients?” Kokomi asks blankly.


“Exorcisms, little fish,” Guuji Yae explains. “As the greatest and most
powerful priestess in the land, my services are rather highly sought-after, you
know.”


Exorcisms. Really?


Kokomi resists the urge to bury her face in her hands. Of course the irreverent,
sacrilegious Guuji Yae would sell ‘exorcisms.’ Kokomi can’t imagine that they
can possibly bring in that much money, can they?


Her doubts must show in her expression, because the Guuji laughs.


“A ten-minute visit from me costs a minimum of five hundred thousand yen,
dear,” Guuji Yae says. “I assure you, it’s quite profitable for the time
investment.”


…Kokomi doesn’t think she’s ever held five hundred thousand yen at once in her
life, though she supposes that’s mostly her fault for never having worked a
decent job. In the grand scheme of things it’s not really all that much money,
but for ten minutes of what cannot possibly actually qualify as work…


“…Really?” she asks doubtfully. “People are willing to pay that much?”


The idea is completely insane. Kokomi refuses to believe it.


“Quite willing,” the Guuji agrees, the wicked twinkle in her eyes putting
Kokomi on edge. “I do, after all, have a success rate of one hundred percent.”


Kokomi sighs.


One thing is clear: whatever it is that she’s about to witness today, some poor
fools are going to be scammed out of a great deal of money.





The unassuming neighborhood in which their first ‘client’ lives reinforces to
Kokomi that the Guuji doesn’t seem to be limiting her scam to the ultra-rich.
She wants to be more bothered by it than she actually is — it feels entirely
in-character for Guuji Yae in a way that makes it difficult for Kokomi to summon
the kind of outrage she would usually expect herself to feel.


She’s not quite sure what that says about her… or about the Guuji, for that
matter.


The door swings open shortly after Guuji Yae knocks on it, revealing an elderly
man. He looks the Guuji up and down, recognition sparking in his eyes.


“You’d be the exorcist, then?” he asks gruffly. “Lady Guuji?”


“I am,” the Guuji agrees.


Something about her smile looks… wrong. It’s not the mocking smirk Kokomi has
grown accustomed to or the wistful one she’d worn when speaking of the Raiden
Shogun.


…In fact, Kokomi doesn’t think it’s a smile at all, just an imitation of one.
It might be able to fool those who haven’t met Guuji Yae before, but… maybe
Kokomi really has been misinterpreting Guuji Yae’s attitude towards her, if
her smiles had been so genuine…


The conversation has apparently continued while Kokomi pondered Miko’s
expression, and she startles out of it when the client asks:


“And who’s she?”


“She’s a new hire,” Guuji Yae says smoothly. “I’ve brought her along to show
her the ropes. She’ll only be observing today.”


“Got it,” the man says, nodding. “Do I need to do anything, or…?”


“You’re welcome to observe, if you want,” the Guuji offers. “But I’m afraid
it might not be terribly exciting to watch, it’s all rather routine for me these
days… unless it’s a truly dangerous spirit, in which case I’ll do my best to
ensure you remain unharmed, don’t you worry.”


“I’ll wait out here,” the man says immediately, throwing his hands up. “Don’t
want to be in the way.”


Kokomi resists the urge to sigh at the man’s naivete. The Guuji obviously just
doesn’t want him to see what a joke this whole thing is… but whatever, it’s
not Kokomi’s job to protect people from Guuji Yae’s scams if they’re too stupid
to see how obvious the whole thing is. Maybe she should, but she gets the
feeling that even if she were to try the Guuji would find a way to convince the
man to go along with it anyway.


Kokomi would rather not waste her breath and put herself on the Guuji’s bad
side in a futile attempt to save a man she’ll never meet again some money.


“Come along, little fish,” Guuji Yae instructs, and Kokomi follows the older
woman inside. “The little boy back there has hired me to deal with a malevolent
spirit possessing his toaster.”


“…His toaster,” Kokomi says flatly. “So it’s malfunctioning, then? Why
doesn’t he just get a new one?”


“He’s afraid that the spirit will move to the new toaster, or attack him when
he tries to replace it,” the Guuji says, shrugging. “Not terribly unusual for
superstitious folk, and a worthwhile concern if there really were a spirit
possession going on. Ridiculous notion if there’s just a tsukumogami, of
course.”


“But there’s not,” Kokomi says. “There’s a fucking toaster, and you’re
charging him five hundred thousand yen to look at it.”


“Probably,” Guuji Yae agrees laughingly. “But it’s the value conveyed by the
price that will set his mind at ease. It’s an expensive service, so it must
be worth it… whereas if a child or grandchild were to simply replace the
toaster, he would continue to live with fear and doubt. People like him aren’t
terribly common, but there are enough of them to be quite profitable. I would
say it’s a win-win scenario, wouldn’t you?”


Kokomi is silent, turning that over in her head.


It’s not like she can’t see what the Guuji is saying. There’s an actual point
buried in there, even if Kokomi’s not quite sure that Guuji Yae actually cares
about it. But, even so…


“Surely he would be convinced even if it were less than five hundred thousand
yen?” Kokomi asks doubtfully. “Even a hundred thousand would be better.”


“Quite possibly,” Guuji Yae giggles, covering her mouth. “But a girl’s got to
eat, you know.”


Guuji Yae, Kokomi thinks, must be dining out at the fanciest restaurants in
Inazuma five times a day.


She watches silently as the older priestess casts a pinch of salt at the
toaster. Shockingly, nothing happens, but the Guuji chants what sounds like
utter gibberish to Kokomi anyway, then nods in satisfaction.


“That should do it,” Guuji Yae says, smile far too smug for the situation…


…or perhaps exactly smug enough, given she’s about to get five hundred
thousand yen for throwing a bit of salt. If Kokomi had known this was a viable
career path as a child…


Well, she probably would have been even more baffled by which jobs were
profitable than she already had been.


When they leave the house, Kokomi watches with a mixture of disgust and envy as
the old man thanks the Guuji profusely and money changes hands.


“I would give it an hour before you try using it again,” Guuji Yae warns.
“It will take time for the spirit residue to dissipate, and that would do some
rather unfortunate things to your stomach…”


“Got it,” the man says, nodding firmly. “Thank you again, Lady Guuji. I could
feel it watching me…”


“You have keen senses indeed,” the Guuji says. “It was good that you called
me in — this one could have been nasty.”


“I knew it,” the old man growls. “My damn son kept telling me it was just
malfunctioning, but I know a spirit when I see one…!”


Kokomi suppresses the urge to roll her eyes as the Guuji flatters the man again,
the mockery in the older priestess’s words obvious to Kokomi but apparently
going right over his head.


Soon enough, though, the Guuji has had her fill of insulting a man that Kokomi
is increasingly certain wouldn’t have realized he was being ridiculed even if
Guuji Yae told him that’s what she was doing.


The bus ride to the next client gives Kokomi time to reflect further on the
reasoning that the Guuji had laid out.


There are plenty of superstitious people in the world, and Kokomi is well
aware that just telling them that the supernatural doesn’t actually exist isn’t
going to help matters. The approach of convincing them that it does and
helping them feel like their problem has been resolved is an interesting one,
and it’s true that the ‘value’ the Guuji’s price suggests her service has will
probably help people delude themselves into believing they really have been
helped, but…


Kokomi stands by what she said: a lesser price would probably work just as well.


And now that she thinks about it…


“Won’t he realize nothing changed when he uses the toaster again?” Kokomi asks
quietly.


“Hm?” the Guuji asks, raising an eyebrow. “Of course not. I resolved his
little spirit problem, after all, so I’m quite certain it works just fine now.”


…Guuji Yae, Kokomi thinks, is still the most insufferable person she’s ever
met.


This impression is reinforced by the next few clients they visit, all of whom
receive similar treatment. Kokomi is starting to wonder why the Guuji bothered
bringing her along when they reach the home of what Guuji Yae promises is the
final client for the day.


“Oh thank goodness you’re here,” a panicked-looking young man says the
moment he opens the door.


“Calm down, child,” the Guuji soothes. “Your message said that there’s a
problem with a teacup?”


“Yes,” the man says, hugging himself tightly. He seems more scared than any
of their other clients had been. “It… It sounds insane, I know, but any time
I touch it… it feels like it’s on fire. And… look!”


He holds out his hand, and Kokomi sees that the tips of his fingers are burned.


This client, she thinks, has either deluded himself about this situation to a
truly impressive degree or gone to great lengths to counter-scam the Guuji.
She’s not really sure which.


The Guuji hums to herself, nodding thoughtfully.


“Yes, that is quite something,” she murmurs. “I would recommend you vacate
the house for the next half hour. If this is what I suspect, you won’t want to
be here while I deal with it… and will want to give it some time for its
malice to fully disperse once I’ve put an end to it.”


“A-All right,” the man stammers, bowing gratefully. “Thank you so much, Lady
Guuji. I’ll do just that! The cup is in the kitchen…”


Kokomi watches as the man practically flees, now almost entirely convinced that
this is some form of scam on them. Perhaps he expects Guuji Yae to try to rob
the place and has cameras set up so he can blackmail her…?


There’s no way the Guuji would be that stupid, though, so Kokomi just sighs and
follows the older priestess into the house. As they enter the kitchen, though,
she realizes…


There’s something different about the air in this room. It has an odor to it
that makes Kokomi’s nose itch, and it puts her on edge in a way she can’t quite
explain.


“Oh my,” the Guuji says softly. “Do stand back, little fish. We’ve got a live
one.”


Kokomi doesn’t have time to question what Guuji Yae means before the woman is
drawing a paper talisman from her sleeve and holding it between her fingers.
With her other hand she casts a pinch of salt at the harmless-looking teacup on
the table, and a black fog abruptly erupts out of it. The entire room seems to
darken, and all Kokomi can make out are shadows, the Guuji’s near-glowing form,
and a roiling deeper darkness that she knows must be the fog.


The fog seems to shudder for a moment, then lunges towards them. Kokomi’s heart
leaps into her throat, and she feels a panic attack coming on — there’s no way
this can actually be happening, can it? The Guuji’s calm smile hasn’t dropped,
but that can only do so much to soothe Kokomi’s fear.
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“Begone,” Guuji Yae commands simply just before the fog would touch her, and
the talisman burns up with an eerie purple light. The fog disperses with it, and
the room returns to normal.


As much as she might wish to, Kokomi can’t deny what she just witnessed. The
speed of her heartbeat is still through the roof.


“…That was real,” Kokomi breathes.


“It was,” the Guuji agrees easily.


The older woman leans casually against the wall and offers Kokomi a much kinder
smile than she thinks she’s ever seen on the Guuji’s face before.


“If you have any questions, I’ll gladly answer them,” Guuji Yae offers. “We
should have some time before the client returns.’


‘If’ Kokomi has questions? More like ‘which question does she start with?’


“What was it?” Kokomi manages.


“A half-formed tsukumogami,” Guuji Yae says, waving her hand airily. “One
with quite the grudge that shaped its birth, I would say… If I were to take
a guess, I would say that cup was probably the last surviving item from its tea
set due to mishandling by the owners. Its spirit was seeking revenge for its
family, and had we been even a few days later it likely would have fully formed
and taken action… Almost tragic, don’t you think?”


Kokomi digests that for a moment, thankful that the Guuji seems content to wait.


“If tsukumogami are real,” Kokomi mumbles. “Why aren’t they everywhere?”


“Ah, a good question,” Guuji Yae praises. “Why indeed? If we were to take the
notion that any object that survives one hundred years becomes a tsukumogami at
face value we should indeed be up to our eyebrows in them… but there’s a
little more to it than that. Can you guess?”


Kokomi bites back her instinctual denial and actually thinks about it. If age
alone isn’t enough, what other factor…?


“…Emotion?” Kokomi guesses.


“Exactly,” the Guuji confirms, a broad, toothy smile splitting her face.
“Only an object into which a great deal of emotion has been poured and which
has seen continuous use for much of that famous hundred years can become a
tsukumogami outside of areas with great spiritual power. I’d imagine that tea
set was once dearly beloved for many years…” She glances at the cup
thoughtfully. “An heirloom from our client’s grandparents, don’t you think? But
one that he never loved quite so carefully as they. Really, you could say he
brought this on himself.”


Kokomi gets the feeling that the Guuji doesn’t actually have much sympathy for
their client, and wouldn’t have terribly minded if the tsukumogami had managed
to get its revenge. Which begs the question…


“Why did you do it?” Kokomi asks. “Why actually help him…?”


“I was hired to perform an exorcism, little fish,” Guuji Yae tells her. “And
so I did.”


“…So it’s not always a scam, then?” Kokomi whispers, barely able to
believe it. “If there’s actually something to exorcise…?”


“Then I handle it,” the Guuji confirms, laughing. “I am, after all, the most
powerful priestess in the land… It’s certainly not as if a pitiful little
thing like that could ever pose any threat to me.”


Pieces are coming together in Kokomi’s head to form a picture that she’s not
sure she believes, or wants to believe.


“Your exorcism business,” she asks carefully. “How often does it turn out to
involve a real exorcism?”


The deepening of the Guuji’s smile tells Kokomi that she’s finally asking the
right question.


“I would say that nearly three times out of every ten turn out to be real,”
Guuji Yae says.


“…And when you charged less?” Kokomi asks.


It’s a stab in the dark. A wild guess. But…


“One in fifty,” the Guuji replies, not missing a beat.


Kokomi swallows and nods.


That’s… a big difference. Of course it is. The cost is prohibitive, so only
those who really, truly believe they’re being threatened by some kind of spirit
would be willing to pay it.


And, now that Kokomi knows such spirits are, somehow, real…


She thinks that maybe, among people truly under threat, there are rather more
who are willing to pay the price than among those who might spring for an
exorcism at a lower cost over trivialities. And that means…


Maybe Guuji Yae is actually doing more respectable work than Kokomi thought. If
the Guuji gave out discounts to people who didn’t turn out to have real
problems, news would probably get around, and people would start expecting
those discounts. She would end up facing the same problem as before, where
almost all of the exorcisms she performed were fake.


…it’s a strange feeling, respecting Guuji Yae, but Kokomi can’t help it.
Knowing that the older priestess actually is protecting people, even if she’s
still not nice about it and almost certainly feels no guilt that the majority
of her clients are still being scammed…


“…You wanted me to see the real thing, didn’t you?” Kokomi asks. “So I’d
understand.”


“If it happened,” the Guuji agrees casually. “The Grand Narukami Shrine may
not be quite what it used to be, but we are still the last line of defense
between the people of Inazuma and those that would prey on them in the night.
And now…”


“And now I work at the shrine,” Kokomi breathes, realization striking her.
“You’re saying you want me to learn to do that.”


She’s surprised when Guuji Yae shakes her head.


“If you wish to learn, I would be more than happy to share my experience
with you,” the Guuji says, a suggestive note in her voice that has Kokomi
flushing red despite the situation. “But you’re more than welcome to carry on
as Ei’s attendant and nothing more. You simply needed to understand.”


“Oh,” Kokomi whispers. “…Can I have some time to decide?”


As lightly as Guuji Yae treats them, Kokomi suspects real exorcisms are rather
dangerous for beginners. Arrogant though her boasting sounds, the Guuji probably
really is one of the best out there.


“Of course,” the Guuji agrees. “All the time you need.”


Kokomi is deep in thought as the client returns and pays for Guuji Yae’s
services, but doesn’t fail to note the sincere joy in his eyes as he tentatively
picks up the teacup and finds himself able to hold it… or the embarrassment
when he fumbles it as he goes to set it back down and ends up dropping it,
causing it to smash on the ground.


Kokomi thinks she understands what happened to the rest of the tea set now, and
finds herself aligning surprisingly closely with Guuji Yae’s claim that he had
brought the angry tsukumogami upon himself.


As soon as they get back to the shrine, Kokomi is going to curl up with Junko
and have a long, hard think about what she wants out of her future at the
Narukami Shrine.


Because, as frightening as the tsukumogami had been…


Kokomi can’t deny the part of her heart that found it exciting, too.





“…Why are we getting off here?” Kokomi asks.


Rather than heading back to the shrine as she had expected they would given
that the Guuji had said the previous client was their last, Guuji Yae had
directed them off the bus at a stop near the edge of the city where it meets a
dense forest.


“Because last, but I suppose not least…” the Guuji murmurs. “The city
council has hired me to take a look at Chinju Forest. There have been reports of
sightings of unusual creatures and strange happenings… Nothing terribly odd
about that, really. The place was once home to many bake-danuki, and with what
it contains now… Well.”


The Guuji shrugs airily.


“The occasional wandering evil spirit is drawn in by the negative energy and
causes a bit of trouble, then I get hired to put an end to it. A trivial task,”
she dismisses. “They’re drawn to the seal, so finding them is no trouble at
all. This is all rather routine.”


“…Seal?” Kokomi asks.


Despite all of the thinking she’s already done about it, the questions she’d
asked the Guuji, and the fact that she knows what she’s seen… Part of her
still can’t believe that all of this is real: that youkai really do stalk the
night, that spirits exist and can possess people… It’s like something out of
a fantasy story, and adding sealed evil into the mix just makes it seem even
more fantastical.


…And then there’s the fact that Guuji Yae, for all of her… quirks…
genuinely does protect people from such things. It’s… humbling, almost, to
realize that someone she’d had such a negative initial opinion of (and
admittedly still isn’t sure how much she likes, even if today has caused the
older priestess to grow on her more than a little) actually does so much to help
people… even if a profit motive is involved. Exorcism, despite how easy the
Guuji makes it look, has to be a dangerous job — surely there was a time in the
other woman’s life where she had been in almost as much danger as Kokomi would
be now while she was learning the ropes of the job, and yet she had chosen to
stick with it.


“Yes, seal,” Guuji Yae agrees, a grimace flickering briefly across her face.
“It’s… Well. Some things are best left in the past… But it’s nothing for
you to worry your cute little head about. The seal is quite secure, I assure
you, and no mere evil spirit could hope to so much as scratch it.”


“If you say so,” Kokomi mumbles.


She really doesn’t have any choice but to take the Guuji’s word on this one,
given she has no experience in this area at all. If the experienced exorcist
says the seal is nothing to worry about, it’s probably nothing to worry about.


Kokomi will worry anyway, though.


As they pass the tree line, the inside of Chinju Forest turns out to be
incredibly beautiful. The place seems alive in a way that Kokomi doesn’t think
she’s ever experienced before, but…


“Hmm,” the Guuji hums. “You can feel it, can’t you. You must have some degree
of talent, then.”


“What is that?” Kokomi gasps out.


Breathing is difficult for some reason, and the air feels heavy. Every step she
takes requires fighting against an ominous force demanding she turn back.


“A rather stronger evil spirit than I had anticipated,” Guuji Yae says,
scowling. “It won’t be a problem for me, but with a spectator along to
protect…”


“I can go back,” Kokomi offers immediately.


She would love to go back, actually. The Guuji is perfectly welcome to handle
this evil spirit on her own, without Kokomi in the line of fire.


“Not an option,” the Guuji sighs. “It’s aware of us, and if we were to
separate then it would pick you off first. No, I shall simply have to ensure
your safety. Come along.”


Kokomi reluctantly trudges after Guuji Yae, dreading what kind of horrific
sight this evil spirit must no doubt be.


A howl fills the air as they enter a clearing, and Kokomi freezes. The Guuji
spins to face the direction of the sound, hand already rising into the air with
a paper talisman held between her fingers.


“Stay back. This shouldn’t take—” the Guuji begins, but cuts herself off as
what Kokomi assumes is the evil spirit charges into the clearing, though the
Guuji’s body blocks most of Kokomi’s sight. “No. It can’t be.”


The Guuji’s moment of surprise, brief though it is, costs her. The evil spirit,
moving almost faster than Kokomi can even see, lands a powerful kick to her
stomach that launches her through the air, and her head slams into a thick tree
trunk with a sickening thud.


She doesn’t get back up, and Kokomi’s heart sinks. She reluctantly takes in the
full sight of their attacker, no longer partially obscured by the Guuji’s body.


The evil spirit was beautiful, once, Kokomi thinks — before whatever event it
was that cost her her arm and one of the long horns that grew from her forehead.
Her face is twisted into a scowl, and no intelligence lurks behind her eyes — 
only a maddened fury.


Kokomi knows what this is, of course — an oni, mighty and terrifying… or
perhaps what remains of a once-proud oni, now fallen into madness. There’s
nothing Kokomi can possibly do against such a being, especially when the oni has
already rendered the Guuji unconscious or worse.


But.


If youkai are real… If exorcists are real…


Surely.


Surely, gods are real.


“Watatsumi Omikami,” Kokomi whispers hurriedly, memories of the rituals of
her childhood rising in her mind. “I beg you, preserve your child from the
unclean spirits of the wicked.”


Nothing happens, and the broken oni howls again, taking a step towards Kokomi
and brandishing a sword threateningly.


“Oh great Watatsumi Omikami,” Kokomi whispers again, more desperately. “I
beg of you.”


As the oni rushes at Kokomi with the same horrifying speed that had allowed her
to take advantage of the Guuji’s surprise, Kokomi understands.


No matter what it is that her parents believed, the Watatsumi Omikami is dead,
and his spirit does not linger in this world to protect them.


The Watatsumi Omikami has been dead for more than two thousand years, and she
wasted her last moments praying to a being that is much less than a corpse.


Kokomi forces her eyes to remain open, tears beginning to fall as she prepares
herself for her end. The oni is barely a step away now, sword coming down in a
swing that Kokomi knows she can’t avoid.


“Almighty Shogun,” Kokomi whispers as rapidly as she can. “I’m sorry to have
served you so poorly, and for such a short time. But please, even if it’s too
late for me… If you can hear me, please, save Guuji Yae.”


The sword falls—


And then Ei is there in front of it, and the oni that had been poised to deal
the killing blow is leaping back as if afraid.


Or rather… it looks like Ei, but it can’t possibly be: this isn’t Guuji Yae’s
hot loser girlfriend as Kokomi has come to know her during her short time at the
shrine, but rather the spitting image of the Final Raiden Shogun from the
paintings. Ei is a hopeless shut-in who doesn’t seem to have ever heard of
wearing proper clothing and is incredibly silly and sweet, but the woman
standing between Kokomi and the oni’s shadow is regal and imposing.


The woman — Ei? The Raiden Shogun? They can’t be the same being, can they? —
rakes her eyes over the scene, fury lighting in her eyes when she spots the
Guuji’s fallen form. Those same stormy eyes soften when they fall on Kokomi.


“This is the first time you’ve ever truly believed as you prayed to me,” the
god says gently. “I’m glad… though I would be gladder had you been praying
for your own life.”


She turns to Kokomi’s attacker and lets out a long sigh.


“Oh, Chiyo… I’m so sorry,” the Raiden Shogun murmurs. “If I had only had
the courage to end things properly all those years ago… You deserved so much
better from me than for me to turn out to be a coward capable only of sealing
you away.”


Kokomi can only watch silently as a single tear slips down the Raiden Shogun’s
cheek, desperately feeling as if this is a private moment she never should have
borne witness to but unable to turn away.


“Even now, you’re beautiful,” the god continues. In the sky above, the clouds
begin to release a light drizzle. “Even now, I miss you. And so…”


The twisted, broken oni snarls and lunges forward, but the god easily blocks the
swing of her sword with a raised hand.
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“This time… This time, I’ll let you rest peacefully,” the Raiden Shogun
promises, the rain intensifying into a downpour as she speaks. “Sleep well,
my beloved friend. If you’re reborn into this transient world before my Eternity
comes to its conclusion… I hope we can drink together under the moon, even
just once more.”


Kokomi has to squeeze her eyes shut as a blade that seems to be formed of
lightning itself appears in the god’s hand, and when she opens them again it’s
already over.


Nothing remains in front of her but a god with her solemn face upturned to the
heavens, cheeks slick with rain.
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    “…I can’t sense anything else here,” the Raiden Shogun murmurs after a long
moment. “Did the seal truly just fail, or did the corrosive nature of that
which consumed Chiyo overwrite a trail…”


Kokomi watches as the god heaves a sigh and walks over to gently scoop the
fallen Guuji into her arms.


[image: Ei carrying Miko.]


“I’m sure you have many questions,” the Almighty Shogun says softly, her eyes
locked on Guuji Yae’s face. “And I will be more than happy to answer all of
them, but first I’d like to put Miko in bed. She’ll be fine when she wakes,
something like this isn’t enough to be actually dangerous to her… but she’ll
be most put out about it. I can’t even remember the last time she was in a fight
with an opponent that could threaten her at all…”


“P-Please, take all the time you need, Almighty Shogun,” Kokomi stammers.


She’s still not sure what to think or feel. It’s like she’s in a dream — gods
and spirits are real, she was almost killed by an oni, the Raiden Shogun
saved her…


And, no matter how she looks at the god, Kokomi can’t reach any other conclusion
than ‘Ei is the Raiden Shogun.’


‘But when did the Raiden Shogun ever say what her idea of keeping the shrine
sacred is?’


‘You and I both know that it would be empty if I didn’t live in it.’


‘Would she really? If I weren’t here, she would be?’


The Almighty Shogun must have found her so amusing, a clueless mortal railing
against what a god chose to do with her own home, foolishly believing that her
words were in service to the very god she was unknowingly arguing with.


If the Shogun can hear prayers to her… it’s no wonder she knew how Kokomi felt
about the gods. It would have been clear in the tone of every word or thought
Kokomi had ever offered to the deity.


Honestly, Kokomi is amazed that the Shogun has been so kind to her so far, even
if the god had been laughing on the inside. Comforting her like she had…
Scolding Guuji Yae on her behalf… Doing that kind of thing for a mortal who
held such contempt for her is something Kokomi never would have imagined the
Raiden Shogun capable of.


In all honesty, she would have expected to be struck down on the spot for her
blasphemy the moment she entered the grounds of the shrine if the Raiden Shogun
had been real.


“Oh, the Shogun won’t care…”


“…she’s not the picky sort…”


“The Shogun won’t mind you hating her…”


Guuji Yae had been right, apparently… and of course she was, she’s the
Shogun’s lover. She must know her better than anyone else in the world…


But the Raiden Shogun of the legends was powerful and merciless. How can they
be the same person?


“You can just keep calling me ‘Ei,’ you know,” the Raiden Shogun says, smiling
gently at her as she breaks Kokomi out of her downward-spiraling thoughts. “I
retired from being a Shogun quite a long time ago, and I’ve never wanted to
stand on formality with my friends anyway… I’ve had precious few, but every
one of them has meant the world to me. It would pain me deeply to see you think
you had to distance yourself from me over something like this…”


‘Friends.’


Kokomi had thought that she and Ei were developing a friendship, yes, but
learning the other woman was a god had made her take a step back and wonder if
it had all been a sick joke, Ei and Guuji Yae playing a cruel trick on a poor
young girl.


But the look in Ei’s eyes is as earnest as ever, and Kokomi feels her heart
ease just a little. Whatever else Ei may be, she’s still the woman who commits
food crimes with pancakes and badly pretends to be too stupid for puzzles to
comfort a lonely young priestess.


“…Okay,” Kokomi whispers. “Thank you… Ei.”


The name is difficult to force past her lips, but once she does it feels like a
weight has been lifted off of her shoulders.


This is the Raiden Shogun, but it’s also Ei. It’s Ei.


And Kokomi has started to get to know Ei, for all that those warm feelings are
now somewhat complicated by the resentment she has towards the Shogun for
abandoning Inazuma so long ago.


‘You know, maybe if you went, you could get an answer.’


Yoimiya had been right. Ei said she would answer all of Kokomi’s questions, so
if she dares to ask… but what if the question upsets her?


“Come over here,” Ei instructs gently. “Hold on to my arm, and I’ll take us
all back to the shrine.”


Kokomi does as asked, gingerly gripping Ei’s elbow. The god’s smile somehow
softens even further, and then—


Light and sound, and Kokomi finds herself stumbling as she finds herself in the
honden of the shrine… Ei’s room by right, not merely residence.


Ei kneels, gently laying Guuji Yae in her futon and wrapping her in a blanket.


“She’ll be fine,” Ei says again, voice barely a whisper. She carefully brushes
the Guuji’s hair away from her face and presses a kiss to her brow. “Miko has
survived much worse than this, don’t worry… But even for her, a blow from…
Chiyo… will take a little while to recover from… You can feel free to start
asking your questions now.”


Kokomi bites her lip, uncertain. Ei says that Guuji Yae will be fine, and she
wants to believe that… but even so, asking questions in this situation makes
her feel a little uncomfortable. But Ei has asked her to, and she does crave
answers, so… Maybe if she starts a little safer…


“Was that the Musou no Hitotachi?” Kokomi asks softly. “When you attacked. I
thought that would do a lot more damage to the area, like it did when you…”


When you killed Orobashi and scarred the land with a gorge that holds the
record for longest and deepest in the world.


Ei laughs softly, eyes remaining fixed on Guuji Yae.


“‘The Musou no Hitotachi,’ the almighty and unblockable blade technique,” she
murmurs, the amusement in her voice obvious. “You watch too much anime,
thinking a technique like that exists. How the stories have become twisted…
No, Kokomi, there’s no such thing as an invincible special skill like that in
the real world. There’s no sword strike that can’t be blocked… not even mine.
‘The Musou no Hitotachi’ was originally simply a term for the degree to which I
had achieved perfection of martial forms, and as such any strike I performed was
‘the Musou no Hitotachi.’ I wouldn’t casually throw around the kind of power
that formed the Musoujin Gorge, both because it would be wasteful for me and
because the collateral would be unthinkable. Can you imagine if I unleashed a
blow like that inside of Inazuma City? No, the form and degree of power with
which I imbue my bladework is calculated precisely based on my estimation of
the power of the opponent… If I misjudge, or if another factor comes into
play, it can certainly be blocked or dodged, and such has happened more than
once. I simply strike again with the understanding I gained from the first
swing, and that’s the end of it.”


Kokomi hadn’t been expecting such a thorough explanation, and certainly not to
be (somewhat accurately, she must admit) teased for watching anime too much just
because she had believed in the legends of the Musou no Hitotachi.


She does have to admit that the truth makes more sense than the legends, even if
it’s not quite as exciting. Ei’s humility about her own abilities fits with what
she’d expect from the gentle woman she’s started getting to know, but clashes
horribly with what she’d expect from the fierce deity she had thought the Raiden
Shogun to be.


Perhaps it’s not that ‘Ei is the Raiden Shogun,’ but rather ‘the Raiden Shogun
is Ei.’ Ei isn’t a mask the Shogun wears around others… the Shogun is the
mask. With how she talks to Kokomi, with how kind she’s been, with how gently
she gazes at Guuji Yae…


There’s no way this is anything but her genuine self.


“What was it like?” Kokomi asks. “…The Inazuma of the past, the one you
used that power to protect…”


“The Inazuma of the past, huh…” Ei sighs. “Inazuma ruled by the Raiden
Shogun… It wasn’t nearly as peaceful as the Inazuma of today, unfortunately.
Youkai were still common in those days, and many were hostile towards
humanity… To say nothing of bandits or the potential for war with neighboring
rulers. I couldn’t be everywhere at once to deal with threats, no matter how
much I might have wished to… So for the common people, it was far more
dangerous than it is today. And on top of that, being ruled by a god, even a
well-meaning one… It’s a heavy thing, and one that can feel oppressive even
when every policy is truly good for the people… and there’s no such thing as
a ruler who never errs in their decisions, even if they’re far better with
people than I’ve ever been.”


“The stories say the people loved you,” Kokomi murmurs.


“Loved me?” Ei asks, a note in her voice Kokomi can’t quite identify. “No,
I’m afraid that’s certainly not the case… Loved ‘the Raiden Shogun,’ perhaps,
but Raiden Ei? No, they didn’t even know she existed. I was, perhaps, well-liked
among the soldiers… but even then, it was as ‘the Raiden Shogun.’ Only a small
handful of people knew me, and they were… endlessly precious to me. Of them
all, though… only one remains by my side, the one I loved most dearly.”


The longing, loving glance that Ei shoots at Guuji Yae tells Kokomi exactly who
she means, and throws into question the Guuji’s own mortality. In fact, if she
thinks of the stories…


“Is Guuji Yae the Guuji from the stories of the Final Raiden Shogun?” Kokomi
asks. “The one who was said to be her lover…”


Gazing at Ei’s face now, Kokomi notes the beauty spot under the woman’s eye in
a way she never had before. She had been aware of it, of course, and known it
helped add to her appearance… but now that she makes the connection to the
wall scrolls in the shrine…


Guuji Yae’s words stand out to her, but she doesn’t dare ask about those.


“She is,” Ei says fondly. “My dearly beloved Miko, who saw me and me alone
from the very start… That’s one thing the stories did get very right. We’ve
been married for more than five hundred years now, and I can’t imagine what I
would do without her… And to think I almost lost her because of my own
cowardice all those years ago…”


“That oni…” Kokomi asks carefully. “You seemed to know her?”


Ei takes a moment to respond, and Kokomi fears she might have overstepped. If
the oni had been someone important to her, if Kokomi is dredging up memories
best left unstirred and tearing open a scar on Ei’s soul…


“Chiyo was… very dear to me, once,” Ei finally whispers. “A friend, an
ally, a comrade-in-arms… If she hadn’t existed, I likely wouldn’t be me as I
am now. Of all those I’ve loved, she was one of the most dear, but in the
end…”


Kokomi waits as Ei takes a shuddering breath, regretting her question.


“You know of the Cataclysm 500 years ago, I’m sure,” Ei says. “Both the
legends and the explanation historians have come up with… I’m afraid that
it’s the legends that have the right of that one. Gods had already been waning
in influence all over the world for centuries upon centuries at that point, of
course… but that was our death knell, really, as far as people believing in
our divinity and ability to protect them went. And… during that time… Chiyo
was possessed and corrupted by one of the creatures we were fighting, and I
sealed her away.”


“Then, the seal Guuji Yae said was in the forest…” Kokomi whispers.


“It was Chiyo’s,” Ei confirms, making Kokomi feel a little silly as she
remembers the god’s words in the forest. “I wish I had just laid her to rest
all those years ago, like she deserved… But at least she can find peace now.”


Ei turns her head just barely enough to catch Kokomi’s eyes with her own and
offers her a fragile smile.


“Thank you for calling me,” she says softly. “For your sake, for Miko’s
sake… and for Chiyo’s sake, too, and my own as well. If you hadn’t… If you
and Miko had been lost to the world, and I was forced to confront Chiyo when
her rampage left the forest and came to my attention… with your blood on her
blade…”


Ei’s eyes are wide and haunted, and Kokomi doesn’t know what to say. This is a
side of Ei she hasn’t seen yet, and the terror obvious in the god’s demeanor
makes it more frightening by far even than the deity in all of her glory when
she had arrived to save Kokomi’s life.


How many people must Ei have lost, Kokomi wonders? She had been the guardian of
Inazuma for thousands of years, yes… but…


To have been the guardian of Inazuma means to have gone to war. Kokomi knows Ei
had lead armies, knows that the legends say she lost a dear friend in the war
with Watatsumi…


But how many others had died? How many lives had Ei felt slipping between her
fingers, for all of her power?


Kokomi is just a silly little human girl. She’s read so many books about war
and military tactics that she’s lost count… but gazing into the depths of Ei’s
ghost-filled eyes, she realizes that she knows nothing about the actual horrors
of the battlefield.


Ei does. Ei stood on the field of war for thousands of years, and if the texts
attributed to her really were penned by her hand, knew its ins and outs better
than almost anyone… and Kokomi had just found them fascinating reading, never
considering what their author must have gone through to be able to write them.


“I’m sorry,” Kokomi whispers.


It’s horribly inadequate, she knows, and she’s not even really sure what it’s an
apology for: her question, Ei’s losses, her naivety…. maybe all of them, maybe
none of them.


“It’s the past,” Ei sighs. “Old wounds that healed over long ago… but
sometimes, I suppose they still ache. Just a little.”


“…Are you happy now?” Kokomi asks, the question slipping out from her lips
almost unbidden.


Ei’s eyes refocus, and her smile becomes genuine.


“I am,” she says firmly. “Life here with Miko is everything I could have ever
wanted. I know I probably don’t seem terribly godly… but this is a life that
suits me more than being a ruling deity ever could have. I’m afraid that I’m not
really the type who enjoys power, or dealing with people…”


Kokomi swallows. That certainly matches up with her impression of Ei as a fellow
introvert, but… It also makes her original question burn all the stronger. If
Ei had never even wanted to lead, then why…?


She can no longer resist asking. It’s selfish of her, to risk hurting Ei like
this, but…


She needs to know. It’s the question she’s had since she was a child, the reason
behind the resentment in her chest that’s formed a fragile barrier between her
and the sweet and kind woman she had been starting to like quite a lot. Kokomi
can’t let that barrier remain, can’t let time and unanswered questions make it
grow stronger. She wants her relationship with Ei to be as close as it can be
to what it was before, when she was held so gently in those powerful arms as
Kokomi cried over the scars her past has left on her.


“…Why did you promise Inazuma eternity?” Kokomi whispers. “Why did you
abandon us? The Eternal Inazuma… wouldn’t it have been better than the world
we have now? A nation not ruled by the whims of cruel politicians, but by a god
who loves us all…”


Ei sighs and rises to her feet at last, offering Kokomi her hand with a sad
smile. Kokomi realizes again just how much larger Ei is than her, and wonders
if it’s because Ei is a god or if the other woman would have been such a
towering figure even as a human.


“There’s something I would like to show you, if you’ll let me,” Ei says
quietly. “We’ve got time before Miko will wake, don’t worry. It won’t be
long, and we’ll be back in time to greet her when she does…”


Kokomi takes her hand and nods, and finds herself swept up into Ei’s arms with
a squeal. She can’t help the blush that spreads across her face immediately —
not only is Ei’s beautiful face now so close to her own, but she can feel how
muscular the god’s arms are in a way she hadn’t registered even just yesterday.
She’d known they were strong, but the ease with which they lift Kokomi, as if
she weighs nothing at all…


The world flashes around them, and Kokomi lets out a terrified shriek when she
looks down and realizes they’re now high above Inazuma City. Even the largest
buildings look like toys, and the little moving dots that must be cars and
people just drive in how high up they are. Kokomi has never been a fan of
heights, and this is higher than she had ever imagined she’d find herself.


She wishes Ei had warned her so that she could have refused this trip, but now
it’s too late and—


“It’s okay,” Ei soothes. “I’ve got you. I won’t let you fall.”


For some reason, the words cause Kokomi to relax immediately, all of the fear
quickly draining from her tense body. She nods quietly.


“When you look down,” Ei murmurs. “What do you see?”


Kokomi risks another look. It’s still a dizzying sight, one that she’d never
have wanted to see, but in Ei’s arms she can handle it, if only barely.


“…A city,” she says.


What else is there to see? From this height, is she supposed to liken it to the
model it appears to be? Some kind of divine toybox? Something like it being fine
for Ei to have made and broken the promise because as a god, she’s as far beyond
a human as a human is beyond a doll… and don’t children usually abandon their
beloved dolls when they grow up?


If that’s what Ei means, then she’s really someone Kokomi can’t understand, and
she—


“I see a promise fulfilled,” Ei says softly, the words shattering Kokomi’s
expectations. “Look. Their lives may not be perfect, but they’re at peace. They
no longer have to fear the prospect of war in the same way they did so long ago,
and they’ve taken their fates into their own hands. Inazuma endures, Kokomi, and
it does so through decisions made not by an immortal choosing the path that she
believes is best for them, but through systems that they themselves participate
in to determine their own futures. The systems aren’t perfect, and it takes time
for progress to occur, but…”


Ei sighs heavily, but Kokomi sees pride in the god’s eyes. No matter how hard
she searches them, she can’t find even so much as a hint of sadness or anger.


Just pride, as if Ei really doesn’t mind what’s happened, and even approves.


“Humans don’t need gods anymore,” Ei whispers. “They cast us aside, decided
we were outdated relics, relegated us to fantasy and invented histories that
turned our deeds into the actions of mortals. Humans can live on their own, now,
in a way that they could not before. Most gods… most gods had difficulty with
this and put themselves to sleep, fearing a world where they were no longer
relevant and afraid that without their worshipers they would lose themselves to
time and age, terrified of change that left them behind. Even those who most
professed to love the changing of the world proved, in the end, afraid of change
when that change would tear them from the people they loved so much.”


Kokomi doesn’t know if she agrees with what Ei has said, if humans have really
moved beyond a need for gods rather than arrogantly casting them aside save for
when they can use interpretations of a god’s teachings as a cudgel against each
other. Surely actually having the gods around would at least prevent that,
right?


…But then, if those gods proved as callous as their supposed followers, just
what kind of tyranny might the world be suffering under? Not every god had
teachings as benevolent as what remains of the Raiden Shogun’s writings suggests
hers were, and if the cost of an Inazuma ruled by a kind god were a world where
many others suffered under cruel or uncaring gods… Kokomi doesn’t know if she
can disagree with Ei’s assessment that the future is better off in the hands of
mortals who lack divine might to back up their harmful policies.


Either way, it puts Ei’s decision in an entirely different light, and requires
Kokomi to ask a new question.


“…Then why did you stay?” Kokomi asks hesitantly.


Ei may not rule Inazuma anymore, but she’s still here. She didn’t put herself
to sleep, as she says other gods did, and she’s even truly proud of what humans
have done. Why? How could she be so glad that her very existence has been
erased, even if she is an introvert? If Kokomi had struggled so hard against
her introversion and done so much for so many people… If she had lost so much
in the process…


Being ‘relegated to fantasy’ would be a wound she doesn’t know if she would
have been able to recover from, in Ei’s shoes. It would make her feel like all
of her effort and pain had been in vain.


“Because I promised them Eternity,” Ei says simply. “Even if they no longer
need me, I will always be here — and if a time ever comes that the Raiden Shogun
is necessary once more, I will be waiting. But until then… Until then, I will
live happily with Miko as simply ‘Ei,’ and together we’ll continue to protect
Inazuma from the things that humans still aren’t ready to face, like…” Ei
takes a shuddering breath. “Like Chiyo.”


Kokomi can barely breathe. She feels like she’s drowning, every thought she’s
ever had about the Raiden Shogun in her life rushing up to overwhelm her as she
gazes into the eyes of this gentle god who cares so much. Every uncharitable
thought she’s had, every time she considered the Shogun a traitor who had
abandoned her people, an unworthy god who had broken her eternal promise, feels
like water filling her lungs. The way she’d been so wrong infuriates her,
makes her want to reach back into the past and shove this truth down her younger
self’s throat when she had so stupidly decided the Raiden Shogun was worthy of
nothing but contempt. She’s spent all of these years full of disgust at someone
who was even then protecting her from who even knows what kind of monsters.


The world seems to fade around her, narrowing only to how wrong, wrong, wrong
she had been, and—


“Kokomi,” Ei’s voice calls, a hand stretching down into the depths of the sea
and catching her as she sinks. “Kokomi. It’s okay, I’ve got you. Slow, deep
breaths, okay?”


Ei’s hand is stroking her back, Kokomi realizes, the sensation drawing her
further towards the surface. Kokomi is sitting on something soft, she’s leaning
against someone who’s hugging her. She’s not underwater, she’s…


The world slowly comes back into focus as Kokomi does her best to obey Ei’s
instructions about breathing.
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“That’s right,” Ei murmurs. “Good girl. Just like that.”


The first thing Kokomi sees when her head finally rises back above the waves of
panic and self-disgust is Ei’s beautiful, caring face, worry in her eyes but a
gentle smile on her lips.


“It’s okay,” Ei repeats softly. “I’ve got you.”


Kokomi vaguely registers the location they’re sitting as the back porch of the
shrine, but she’s finding it difficult to pay attention to anything except Ei.


Ei is a loser. She’s a god who’s turned her own honden into a filthy mess, a god
who’s had electricity added to the shrine so she can play video games. She has
an awful diet, based on what she said about cooking she can’t do even the
simplest of housework without it turning into a comedy of errors, and she’s so
dense that she hadn’t been able to pick up on the fact that Kokomi hadn’t liked
her at the start even when Kokomi had been all but glaring daggers at her.


But she’s also incredibly caring and sweet, powerful beyond imagination, more
beautiful than anyone Kokomi has ever—


Kokomi slams her eyes shut and takes another deep breath, trying to convince
herself that she doesn’t have a crush on the Raiden Shogun… who’s very taken,
anyway. This is even more hopeless than her feelings for Yoimiya, so she hopes
it’s just an aftereffect of Ei saving her and showing her so much kindness and
will fade soon.


“I’m okay,” Kokomi whispers.


The shaking of her voice does not, she suspects, make the words very
convincing… but even so, Ei smiles at her and nods as if Kokomi had declared
it with confidence.


“You are,” Ei says. “Nothing can touch you here. Not evil spirits, not the
malice of humanity, not even your own fear and doubt… I won’t allow it. This
shrine is my domain, and I will ensure your happiness.”


Kokomi’s breath catches in her throat at the certainty in Ei’s voice: the words
weren’t anything as ephemeral as a wish or a promise, they were just a statement
of fact. For the first time since Ei appeared to save her from the oni she sees
not just a woman but a god. An almighty and invincible god, confident in her
power and willing and able to use it to achieve her desires in the face of
anything that would dare oppose her…


But it’s not scary, and it doesn’t make Kokomi feel distant from Ei. If
anything, it makes her feel closer than ever before. The fact that Ei really,
truly cares about her was infused in every word, and that fills Kokomi with an
endless warmth.


Ei is a god. The Raiden Shogun.


And Kokomi doesn’t mind that at all.


For the first time since her childhood…


Kokomi believes in a god because it’s what she truly desires from the bottom of
her heart.


    
  
    
    “Thank you,” Kokomi whispers. “Thank you, Ei.”


Her heart feels light in a way she never would have imagined it could. For a god
to care for her like this, for Ei to care for her like this…


Kokomi’s faith is important to her. Kokomi’s faith has always been important to
her, even when deep in her heart she had believed the gods to be fiction. But
now… now she knows that her faith is in a deity that’s real, a deity that
genuinely cares so much. It’s entirely different from the desperate, pitiful
crutch that it had been for her before, and it’s exhilarating.


Ei continues to give her that gentle, confident smile as she brings her hand up
to stroke Kokomi’s head. It’s incredibly soothing, and Kokomi finds herself
leaning into Ei’s touch without conscious intent.


“Always,” Ei whispers.


Kokomi takes a deep breath and returns Ei’s smile. She knows hers isn’t as
strong as Ei’s, but it’s no less genuine. All of the negative feelings that had
seemed so overpowering only moments ago are as far below her now as Inazuma City
had been when Ei carried her into the sky, blown away by the sense of comfort
and safety that the god’s presence inspires in her.


“We should probably go wait for Guuji Yae to wake up now,” Kokomi suggests
quietly. “I wouldn’t want to be alone when it happened, if I were her…”


“I’ve been monitoring her condition,” Ei murmurs. “If she had stirred, I
would have taken us to her side in an instant. But… yes, I doubt it will be
long now. I’m afraid my dear Miko has a bit of a glass jaw, but she’s incredibly
sturdy. It would take far more than a single blow from an oni to do lasting
damage, even that oni…”


Ei rises to her feet, once more sweeping Kokomi into a bridal carry. The close
proximity to the god’s face makes her blush again, but Ei thankfully doesn’t
seem to pay it any mind — the world flashes like it had when Ei last teleported
them, and Kokomi finds herself being gently set down on the floor of Ei’s room.


Guuji Yae really is gorgeous, Kokomi thinks as she gazes at the unconscious
priestess. Even now, with the scrapes and bruises that being attacked had left
on her, there’s something about her beauty that’s almost as otherworldly as
Ei’s.


Ei had confirmed that Guuji Yae is the Guuji from the tales of the Final Raiden
Shogun, which means that she and Ei are the ones whose story inspired Kokomi to
be herself. To have lived this long, she can’t possibly be mortal. Some sort of
spirit, perhaps, or a human whose life Ei has extended by a means unknown to
Kokomi. Surely the God of Eternity is capable of such a thing, should she wish
it.


Kokomi watches silently as Ei kneels by the Guuji’s side and lightly strokes her
hair.


“Oh Miko,” Ei murmurs. “You really do know how to worry me, don’t you… What
would I have done if Kokomi weren’t with you…?”


“You would have found a way to save me anyway, no matter how impossible it may
seem,” a weak voice answers, and Kokomi holds her breath as the slowly-waking
Guuji Yae brings her hand up to gently grasp Ei’s. “You always do, my
beloved.”


With visible effort, the Guuji forces herself into a sitting position.


“I’m sorry,” Guuji Yae whispers. “I should have been able to handle that, but
I wasn’t expecting it to be… her, and the memories stayed my hand for just
long enough that she was able to overwhelm me. You shouldn’t have had to…”


“No,” Ei disagrees softly. “It was only right for it to be me. It was I who
failed to give her the rest she deserved all those centuries ago, not you. I
only wish I had possessed the courage to do so before now… before she became a
threat once more. The only one who bears fault here is me, for my unforgivable
cowardice and the way in which it caused me to betray the trust of a friend.”


The god turns to Kokomi and offers her a sad smile.


“I’m so sorry that my weakness put both of you in so much danger,” Ei sighs,
bowing her head.


“You’re the one who saved us,” Kokomi objects. “What you told me about
her…”


Kokomi swallows, shuddering. She can’t even imagine being in the position Ei had
found herself — fighting against the corrupted form of Ayaka or Sara or Rikka…


A corrupted Yoimiya would be worst of all, but somehow, Kokomi just can’t
imagine how that could ever happen. Ridiculous though the idea is, her gut
insists that any evil spirit that tried to ‘possess and corrupt’ Yoimiya would
just end up Yoimiya-fied instead and wander off to go force evil people to do
good or something. She’s pretty sure that’s not how it works, but, well… it’s
Yoimiya. If anyone could do it, it’s her.


The fact that Ei had been able to bring herself to fight at all, that she had
wounded Chiyo so badly before sealing her away…


That’s far more than Kokomi thinks she could have done against any of her
beloved friends. She can’t even imagine how much it must have hurt Ei, who’s
been nothing but kind and gentle, to do such a thing to someone who was
‘endlessly precious’ to her.


“You have nothing to apologize for,” Kokomi finishes quietly. “You did more
than anyone ever should have had the right to expect…”


“No,” Ei disagrees gently, shaking her head. “I’m the guardian deity of
Inazuma. Its people have the right to expect that I will protect them, even if
the threat is someone dear to me… and Chiyo, as my precious friend, had the
right to expect that I would give her the rest she deserved after her mind was
devoured. In choosing to seal her, I failed at both of those things… and the
proof of that failure is that you and Miko were placed in such danger as a
direct consequence. Chiyo would have been horrified by the very idea.”


“Yes, well,” Guuji Yae mutters, a snarl on her face that makes her look almost
inhuman — once more, Kokomi thinks she sees fangs in the older priestess’s
mouth. It can’t just be her imagination, not with how often it happens. “Maybe
she shouldn’t have gone and gotten herself corrupted if she wanted to have any
room to complain about that, don’t you think? Your kind heart isn’t a form of
cowardice, Ei, and nobody has the right to make you feel that it is. Nobody.”


“Miko,” Ei murmurs gently, voice sharpening only after the Guuji’s name has
left her lips. “Don’t you dare suggest Chiyo didn’t resist that horrible fate
with every drop of strength she had. What happened was not her fault, and I
won’t allow the suggestion that it was, even born of your love for me. I will
not be comforted by lies that denigrate the valor of the dead.”


Guuji Yae flinches, but nods.


“I’m… sorry,” she whispers.


There’s something else here, Kokomi is sure — it’s clear in the look the older
women share — but she doesn’t know what.


“From what Ei has said,” the Guuji says, eyes now fixed on Kokomi. “I suppose
I have you to thank for our rescue, little fish?”


Kokomi bites her lip and nods meekly. She supposes that from a certain
perspective it’s true, since she was the one who had prayed to Ei…


“She prayed for your life, Miko,” Ei says quietly. “Not for her own, even
with Chiyo prepared to strike her down.”


For the first time, Kokomi sees the Guuji’s expression dissolve into blank
surprise.


“For… my life?” Guuji Yae murmurs. “Surely not.”


Kokomi looks away, cheeks burning. It’s not like she can deny it, given Ei knows
the truth.


She finds herself abruptly pulled into a tight hug, her face pressed into the
Guuji’s chest. She freezes, suddenly hyperaware of the softness of the Guuji’s
body and the pleasant scent of sakura blossoms that seems to waft from her skin.
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Kokomi is much, much too gay for this. She survived Chiyo in the forest, but
she might not survive Guuji Yae’s breasts right now.


“Thank you,” the Guuji says, the words cutting through Kokomi’s thoughts and
returning some small semblance of awareness to a mind that was rapidly losing
the ability to form coherent thoughts.


The older priestess’s voice is heavy in a way that Kokomi can’t quite put her
finger on, and her hand comes up to gently stroke the back of Kokomi’s head.


“I’m very grateful,” Guuji Yae continues. “Truly. But… little fish… You
need to value yourself more. The life you should have been praying for was your
own.”


‘I’m glad… though I would be gladder had you been praying for your own
life.’


Despite herself, Kokomi can’t help but let a small smile slip onto her face.
Perhaps Guuji Yae, for all of her thorns, has more in common with Ei than Kokomi
had thought.


“I think I prayed for the right person,” Kokomi whispers.


She refuses to feel sorry for her choice. She’d truly believed that it was too
late for her, and that there was no point in begging for her own survival,
especially with how unkindly she had thought of the Shogun. But also, beneath
that…


Kokomi forcibly shuts down that line of thought and tries to gently disentangle
herself from the Guuji’s arms.


As usual, the look in Guuji Yae’s eyes is far too knowing… but it doesn’t feel
as threatening as it has in the past, so Kokomi manages to keep her head held
high despite her red cheeks.


“Since you’re both safe, the thing that concerns me most is that the seal
collapsed like it did,” Ei says. “I couldn’t find any traces of anyone who
might have done something to it, but I didn’t have time for a thorough search…
did you sense anything before you encountered Chiyo, Miko?”


“Nothing but her,” the Guuji says, turning back towards Ei. “You agree with
me that it’s unlikely to have been a failure of the seal itself, then?”


“The more I think on it, the less likely that seems,” Ei agrees. “That
seal… Well, I put enough into it that it should have been able to hold for
quite some time yet. The much more likely explanation is that someone undid
it.”


Most of the discussion of seals has gone over Kokomi’s head from the time Miko
had first mentioned them back in the forest, but the implications of that…


“Who would do that?” Kokomi asks, unable to keep the question in. “Maybe
someone you fought who still has a grudge against you for something…?”


It seems insane to her to intentionally release a corrupted oni into the world.
Had someone been trying to cause damage to the city? If they had known 
to be aware of Chiyo’s seal, surely they would have known that Ei would step in?
But if it was an old enemy…


“…I have no idea,” Ei admits, shrugging. “I’ve never let an enemy I battled
survive, so…”


Kokomi swallows. The casually factual way Ei said it is compounded with how
humble Kokomi knows the god is to make that very possibly the hottest thing
she has ever heard.


“It’s not an idea without merit,” the Guuji says, finger tapping her lips.
“Perhaps not an old enemy, but… could another god have awoken and decided
to test your control of the area? Had you failed to respond, or responded
ineffectively…”


“You think they’d want the shrine,” Ei murmurs, eyes narrowing. She glances at
Kokomi, and her eyes widen again. “Oh, I should explain… The Grand Narukami
Shrine was built here on Mount Yougou because this is where every ley line in
Inazuma converges, and it’s the single largest ley line nexus in Japan. A god
who enshrines themself into the soil here can take control of the land and draw
on that power to make up for a lack of faith, or to empower themself further
even if they have a lot of believers.”


“Is that how you created the Musoujin Gorge?” Kokomi asks. “And why you’re
able to stay awake even without faith?”


“I… Well,” Ei mumbles, looking away. Her expression is almost embarrassed.
“I’ve… never actually taken over the land like that, or been in a position to
receive faith from worshipers. The only power I possess, or have ever possessed,
is my own.”


Kokomi is desperately curious about how a god who was once universally beloved
by her people could have been failing to receive faith, but the stern,
protective look that Guuji Yae gives her ensures the question remains unasked.


“Anyway,” Ei continues after a moment. “It’s a reasonable theory, but I doubt
it. A god wouldn’t have been able to hide the fact that they’d passed through
the area from my senses, and…” She sighs. “Most of their kind… lack
subtlety. If a god had broken the seal they almost certainly would have done so
through force, and that would have left traces that even a human would pick up
on. No, this was done by someone familiar with seals.”


“The list of those familiar with the seals of Inazuma isn’t a long one,” Guuji
Yae murmurs. “We can cross the keepers of the gate of memory off the list: the
current title-holder is as pure-hearted as they come, and her predecessor was
much the same… as was her entire family for all of its history, really. The
law-keepers and masters of ceremony have long forgotten their duty and produced
descendants corrupt enough for such an act, but their knowledge of magic was
lost alongside their devotion… The guardians of Yashiori died out centuries
ago…”


“And we are, to the best of my knowledge, the last of Inazuma’s true elder
youkai alive… assuming we don’t count Ioroi, anyway, but this would be
entirely unlike him, and his skills never lay in that direction. Given very
little knowledge of true magic was passed down to the youkai of today… we’re
left with no suspects at all,” Ei finishes with a sigh.


The mood is heavy, but the Guuji cuts through it by clapping her hands loudly.


“There’s no point in worrying about it,” the older priestess announces.
“We’ll simply have to be prepared for if something happens, but I see no
reason not to carry on as usual. If this was an action by an enemy, I’m sure
that would infuriate them… don’t you think?”


“You have a point,” Ei admits, laughing softly. “I’m certainly stumped as to
anything else we could do, anyway… and it’s not like there are all that many
sealed threats around for them to release even if they wanted to. If they try a
direct attack, I’ll just put an end to them, so it’s probably not going to be
an issue.”


“Don’t worry,” the Guuji says, eyes locked on Kokomi once more. “If anything
does happen, we’ll keep you safe. You’re probably safer here at the shrine than
outside it, really, in case they try something elsewhere…”


Kokomi relaxes, a tension in her shoulders that she hadn’t even realized was
present easing. If Ei and the Guuji both think that there’s not much danger,
Kokomi believes them.


“I know,” Kokomi says. “Thank you.”


…Part of her almost even hopes that whoever opened the seal does try a
direct attack, because she’d like to see Ei in action again, but she’s well
aware that it’s a foolish and selfish wish. What would be best for everyone
would be this unknown enemy simply disappearing and never bothering anyone
again.


Ei stretches and lets out a yawn, a somewhat sheepish look on her face.


“I think I need a bit of sleep,” she mumbles. “I didn’t get any last night.”


“You’ve earned it,” Guuji Yae murmurs, pressing a gentle kiss to Ei’s lips.
“We’ll leave you in peace — I still have something to talk to our little fish
about.”


“Okay,” Ei agrees, nodding.


Kokomi follows the older priestess out of the room, unable to resist glancing
back before she exits. Ei has curled up in her futon, hugging her pillow of
Guuji Yae tightly. Despite what the pillow is… it’s honestly adorable, and
puts a helpless smile on Kokomi’s face.


“She’s really something, isn’t she,” the Guuji says as she slides the door
shut, a teasing note in her voice that has Kokomi’s spine stiffening. “The most
perfect woman in the world… It’s no wonder you’re looking at her like that.
Incredible that such an idiot can be so charming, don’t you think? Every girl’s
dream.”


Kokomi’s eyes snap to Guuji Yae’s face, and she waves her hands in protest. She
can’t let the Guuji misunderstand, can’t let her think that Kokomi has feelings
that Kokomi herself isn’t quite ready to admit might be something more than just
the bud of a crush.


“She’s very kind, and I’m very grateful for her friendship,” Kokomi stammers.
“But don’t worry, it’s not like I—”


The Guuji cuts her off by placing a finger on her lips, and Kokomi blushes at
the contact.


“I don’t mind,” Guuji Yae says. “How could you not feel the way you do?
She’s been herself to you, and I can’t imagine there’s any woman who wouldn’t
fall for my god if they had the chance to get to know her like you have.”


Kokomi is silent, her heart beating far too fast as she studies the older
priestess’s face for any hint of deception… but all she can find is honesty
and an endlessly deep fondness.


“I…” Kokomi whispers, but finds that she doesn’t know what she wants to say.
“…Guuji Yae, you’ve been with Ei for all these years… What do you think of
her?”


The Guuji examines Kokomi’s face for a moment, a distant look in her eyes that
Kokomi can’t place at all.


“Ei…” Guuji Yae murmurs. “My beloved god. Beautiful, kind, stupid, the best
in the world… Her endless kindness saved me, and gave me a home that I never
could have imagined I would find. Without Ei, I wouldn’t be standing here today
at all… or anywhere, I suspect. I would have died an ignoble death long
ago, writhing in the dirt like the filthy little thing I was… but Ei lifted
me up into the light and allowed me to become Yae Miko, the wise and
beautiful.”


Kokomi bites her lip and casts her eyes to the ground. The love infusing every
word that leaves the Guuji’s mouth is a tangible thing, wrapping around Kokomi’s
fragile heart and squeezing down painfully tight. She had known Ei was taken,
known that her crush has no future, and had done her best to push it down out of
her thoughts — forcing Kokomi to acknowledge its existence like this while also
demonstrating just how powerful and unshakable the bond she has with Ei is must
be Guuji Yae’s way of punishing her for overstepping her bounds, a cruelty
inflicted for Kokomi’s audacity in daring to allow these feelings to blossom
inside of her heart.


And Kokomi can’t blame the older priestess for it at all. If she were the one
together with Ei… Surely she would do at least as much to show anyone stupid
enough to get ideas about who the god belonged to just how hopeless their
position was. She hasn’t forgotten what the Guuji said yesterday, how Ei would
never cheat on her… and she’s sure it’s true. Ei, sweet, wonderful Ei, must
be the most loyal partner in the world.


Guuji Yae’s finger lifts her chin, forcing Kokomi to gaze into her eyes.
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“I truly don’t mind, little fish,” the Guuji whispers. “You don’t need to
cry.”


Oh, Kokomi realizes as the Guuji brings her other hand up to gently brush away
the tears falling from her eyes. I’m crying.


“Normally,” Guuji Yae continues gently. “I like seeing girls fall for my
Ei. Showing them that she’s mine, that they don’t have a chance… The despair
on their faces is wonderful. But…”


She tilts her head, studying Kokomi with an inscrutable look in her eyes.


“You’re something different, I think,” the older priestess murmurs. “A silly,
adorable little fish who would pray for my life over her own… You’re
something very different indeed, and I look forward to seeing what you become
to us.”


Kokomi shrinks back, and the Guuji lets her.


She has no idea what to think. Guuji Yae’s words are borderline incomprehensible
to her, and right now she doesn’t want to think about what they might mean.
But… the one thing that’s clear…


Is that she’s being allowed to treasure the delicate feelings that have sprung
up inside of her. The comfort Ei gives her, the way the god makes her feel so
safe…


“Little fish,” the Guuji says softly, breaking into Kokomi’s thoughts again.
“Would you like to read the Grand Narukami Shrine’s account of the Orobashi
affair? I assure you it’s entirely accurate, and you may find it…
enlightening.”


Kokomi freezes.


The true story of Orobashi’s death, likely as penned by Ei herself… a story
not twisted by politicization or resentment, and knowing Ei, one written with
great humility, no matter what had happened… As someone raised in the faith
of Watatsumi, as the last of the line of Sangonomiya, there’s only one answer
that Kokomi could give to that.


“No,” Kokomi says firmly, sure of her words for the first time today.
“Absolutely not.”


Guuji Yae leans back slightly, eyes widening in visible surprise.


“…May I ask why?” she asks. “I would have thought… Are the fictions you
were raised with truly so important to you?”


“No, not at all,” Kokomi says, shaking her head. “I don’t want to read it
because it doesn’t matter. I trust Ei. She’s not someone who would kill
without reason, and if she felt it was necessary to kill Orobashi… Then it’s
Watatsumi that was in the wrong. I don’t need to read a history of what happened
to know that. My faith in her is enough.”


The Guuji’s shock melts into an expression almost as soft as the one she wears
when looking at Ei, and she reaches out to cup Kokomi’s face.


“…Truly, truly, a special little fish,” the older priestess sighs, thumb
gently stroking Kokomi’s cheek. “I suppose I made a far better choice than I
thought when I decided to hire you, didn’t I…”


Kokomi can’t hold the Guuji’s gaze, can’t see that deep fondness directed at
her without wanting to cry again, so she lets her gaze fall to the floor.


“I was wrong about you, too, Guuji Yae,” Kokomi whispers. “I… didn’t think
well of you, at first, but now…”


It’s not like what she’s begun to feel for Ei, obviously, but… the kindness
that Guuji Yae has been showing her is enough to make her heart flutter, if only
a bit.


Kokomi might be a little weak to pretty women. Just a little.


The Guuji lets out a throaty chuckle that makes Kokomi’s legs feel like they’re
going to collapse out from under her.


“I would have been very surprised if you had,” Guuji Yae says. “Few do.”


She releases Kokomi and steps away, back towards Ei’s room.


“I’m afraid that I could also use some rest after today, so I’ll be joining
Ei,” the Guuji says. “But Kokomi? From today on…”


Kokomi’s breath is taken away by the sincere, beautiful smile that Guuji Yae
gives her.


“To you, I’m just ‘Miko,’” the older priestess says.


She disappears into the honden before Kokomi can recover from her smile, leaving
the younger priestess with red cheeks and a sky-high heart rate.


Kokomi does her best to calm down as she half-runs to her room. She practically
throws herself into her bed and hugs Junko tightly as she tries to process the
events of the day, not bothering to turn on the light. If anything, the darkness
of the room is soothing right now.


Confronting the fact that she’s got a gigantic crush on Ei, the Raiden Shogun,
is almost more difficult than accepting that the supernatural is real… but
admitting that she might have a tiny little crush on Guuji Yae — on Miko —
is hard enough to make that look easy. It’s not even like she’s historically
been the type to get crushes easily, but there’s something about these women…


It’s like they see her, and know her, in a way that she’s not used to. In a way
that makes her feel far closer to them — even to Miko — than should be possible
with how short a time she’s known them.


In a way that even her friends had needed time to see her, with the exception of
Yoimiya.


…Yoimiya.


Kokomi takes a deep breath, then slips her phone out of her pocket and lets her
hand dial Yoimiya’s number.


There’s something soothing and almost meditative about entering the familiar
digits, so much so that Kokomi never actually uses Yoimiya’s contact profile to
make calls to her. With how often she’s done this, it’s not like it’s even all
that much slower, if any.


As always, Yoimiya answers before it’s had time to ring more than once.


“Hey Kokomi,” her voice greets, and Kokomi finds herself melting against her
bed at the sound of the fondness it contains. “How are you doing?”
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“A little confused,” Kokomi admits softly. “The Grand Narukami Shrine has
been a lot to adapt to… but I like it here, Yoimiya, I really do.”


“I’m so glad,” Yoimiya sighs. “I hoped it would be good for you, but I was
worried I might have pushed you into something you’d regret, honestly.”


“I thought I might regret it at first,” Kokomi says frankly. “And the first
impression I had wasn’t great… but it was my choice to take your advice, you
didn’t push me into anything at all, and, well… Now I’m really glad I came
here. I think I would regret not having taken the chance…”


“I’m so glad,” Yoimiya repeats. “I know the Lady Guuji can be a little
overwhelming, but I don’t think she’s quite as bad as she thinks she is.”


“…You know Miko?” Kokomi asks, blinking rapidly.


“‘Miko?’” Yoimiya laughs. “First-name basis already? I’m glad you’re getting
along with her so well.”


“That didn’t answer my question,” Kokomi huffs, doing her best to ignore the
burning in her cheeks. “But yes, I… I do think we’re getting along.”


“Right, sorry! I know her a little,” Yoimiya says. “She comes in once a year
to buy fireworks. I can’t say more than that, you know how it is.”


Kokomi nods, then realizes Yoimiya can’t see her.


“Right,” she agrees verbally.


She knows how important confidentiality between the Naganohara family and their
customers is. Even if Yoimiya knows anything else about Miko, she can’t share
it without violating a reputation for trustworthiness that the Naganohara have
held for centuries.


“So… if I got closer to her,” Kokomi says hesitantly. “Do you think… we
could be good friends?”


Any other possibility is something Kokomi is unwilling to think about right now,
no matter what kind of terrifyingly enticing doors Miko might have left cracked
open with her words.


“Yes,” Yoimiya says without hesitation. “I think you two are a lot more
similar than you may realize, and she’d be good for you. She can help you open
up, and, well, I don’t think that the Lady Guuji has many people she cares
about, so she could use a friend.”


“Thank you,” Kokomi whispers. “I’m so glad you suggested that I come here…
the Grand Narukami Shrine is more than I ever could have hoped.”


“Clearly, given you keep calling it that,” Yoimiya giggles. “Only the real
old-timers use that name for it anymore, you know.”


“You do as well,” Kokomi pouts. “I was so put off by it when I first met you,
remember?”


“Oh yeah, that was so cute,” Yoimiya agrees, her giggles devolving into louder
laughter. “‘Miss Naganohara, it’s just a run-down shrine! It hasn’t been grand
for centuries!’ You were so serious about it, but look at you now.”


“Well…” Kokomi mumbles, blushing. “I’ve… come around on the Shogun. I
think she’s a god worthy of my faith… so… showing her shrine the respect it
deserves is only right, don’t you think?”


“Oh, totally,” Yoimiya agrees. “We’ve never stopped worshiping her, even if
we’re pretty low-key about it. I guess we Naganohara just aren’t the type for
the big shows of faith, you know? We’d rather just follow the teachings and do
right by people than go around bragging about our piety or something dumb like
that.”


“I wish my family were like that,” Kokomi sighs, squeezing Junko tightly.


“Your family is me,” Yoimiya says softly. “Me, and Ayaka, and Rikka, and
Sara: the ones who love you. I know my pops considers you another daughter,
too.”


Kokomi tears up, but immediately rubs at her face with her sleeve. She’s cried
enough today already.


“Thank you, Yoimiya,” Kokomi whispers. “I love you all so much.”


Yoimiya is right. Kokomi’s real family is made up of the people who have shown
her so much kindness over the years. Though, even then…


“That still means only two members of my family have that kind of faith,
though,” Kokomi teases, a giggle slipping past her lips. “I love you and I
love your dad, but you’re still in the minority here.”


“Aw, damn,” Yoimiya grumbles, pout audible. “I guess you’re right.”


After a moment of silence, Kokomi and Yoimiya both break down in laughter.
Kokomi’s not even quite sure why they’re laughing, it wasn’t that funny,
but there’s something freeing about laughing without holding back, even if it’s
over something so small.


“Crap, I’ve gotta go,” Yoimiya says. “Dad’s calling me for dinner, but if
you want me to stay on the line, I can ask him to keep it warm for me.”


“No, it’s okay,” Kokomi denies. “I just wanted to talk to you a little. You
should go eat.”


“All right,” Yoimiya agrees easily. “I’m never more than a call away, so
make sure to keep me updated, okay?”


“I will,” Kokomi promises. “I’ll talk to you later!”


“Later!” Yoimiya chirps.


Kokomi stares at her phone after hanging up, a soft smile refusing to leave her
lips.


She’s gotten so lucky, she really has. She’s surrounded by such wonderful
people…


Kokomi forces herself up so that she can grab her energy journal and add a new
entry for the day. Normally all of the excitement would be the kind of thing
that would see a significant energy penalty, but right now it feels like it’s
not even worth recording. No, all she feels right now…



Ei and Miko are so kind. Energy +10.

It’s not just Ei. Miko made a terrible first impression on me, but she’s
actually nothing like I’d stupidly imagined. I’m so glad that I came to the
Grand Narukami Shrine.



    
  
    
    When Kokomi next wakes, the sun is already high in the sky. She’s not really
surprised by that — for all that her emotional state is better than she thinks
it’s ever been, yesterday had still been an exhausting day.


She dresses and stumbles her way to the kitchen, nearly crashing into Miko as
she rounds a corner. The older priestess catches her shoulder and steadies her,
preventing her from tripping over her own feet as she clumsily tries to dodge.


“Oh, sorry,” Kokomi mumbles sleepily. “Didn’t see you there.”


“That’s quite all right, little fish,” Miko reassures her. “Ei and I just
woke up as well, and I was planning to bring breakfast to our room… Would you
like to join us?”


“That would be nice,” Kokomi agrees quietly, rubbing at her eyes to clear away
the last of her sleep.


“Excellent,” Miko says. “Do you have a preference for what to eat? I was
planning to make french toast for Ei and I, and I would be more than happy to
prepare some for you as well.”


“If it’s not too much trouble,” Kokomi says, biting her lip. “I’m okay with
making something myself…”


“No, no, it’s not a bother at all,” Miko scoffs, waving her hand airily.
“Another few slices will hardly be noticeable. Do feel free to take a seat,
unless you would prefer to go wait with Ei?”


Kokomi hesitates, then sits down at the table. As much as she would like to go
and be with Ei… she also wants to start truly getting to know Miko, now that
she’s started to see past the older woman’s spiky outer layer. And besides…


“I’ll help you carry everything,” Kokomi says, smiling.


“Thank you,” Miko accepts, nodding absently. “I certainly won’t turn down the
company of such a cute little fish while I work… and if you happen to have any
remaining questions, I would be more than happy to answer them.”


Truthfully, Kokomi has a lot of questions left, but… she’d prefer to learn
the answers to most of them over time, as she gets to know Ei and Miko better.
Still, some of the lighter ones might make for good conversation while Miko
works.


“Is your exorcism business the only way the shrine makes money?” Kokomi asks.


She can’t picture Miko being willing to spend every day out and about like that,
even if each appointment is as quick as they were yesterday. While the amount of
money she charges might allow for a comfortable lifestyle…


“Oh no, of course not,” Miko laughs. “Like I said, that’s community service,
nothing but a little additional fundraising that I do a couple of times a week.
No, our main source of income is licensing.”


“Licensing?” Kokomi repeats.


She can’t even begin to imagine what Miko is referring to. What exactly does the
shrine own the rights to for it to be able to license out?


“We own the rights to all depictions of the Raiden Shogun,” Miko says, the
smirk in her voice audible. “As well as to Yae Masako.”


Kokomi’s brain halts.


Yae Masako is the most popular mascot in Inazuma. The fluffy little pink fox
appears on everything, to the point that she’s practically considered the
symbol of the prefecture. Products ranging from dango milk, Inazuma’s most
famous food export, to plushies and even clothing brands all make use of her
adorable face.


It should not, Kokomi reflects ruefully, come as quite as much of a surprise
as it has that the one who invented Yae Masako was Yae Miko, she of the similar
name and identically pink hair.


What is a surprise is that she’s managed to keep ownership of the copyright
all this time, as Yae Masako has been appearing as an Inazuman mascot for well
over a hundred years. That suggests that someone in government is aware of
Miko’s longevity, which is… interesting.


More incomprehensible, however, is…


“How do you have the rights to the Raiden Shogun?” Kokomi asks. “I mean, I
know Ei is the real Shogun and everything, but… surely a historical figure is
public domain? You can’t own a copyright to someone who actually existed, can
you?”


“A very, very good lawyer,” Miko chuckles. “Supernaturally good, one might
say. She stayed in Inazuma for some time while traveling the world to master
the concept of ‘law’ itself, and I had the pleasure of making her
acquaintance… I wonder how she’s doing these days. Perhaps I should ask Ganyu
if she could pass along a message…”


“How long ago was this?” Kokomi asks.


“Oh, somewhere around the turn of the last century,” Miko says. “Not long
after copyright was established.”


Another immortal or long-lived person, then… maybe two, if this ‘Ganyu’ would
know both. Kokomi feels a little overwhelmed by how vast the world apparently
is. Just how much is hidden from the sight of normal humans?


“Ganyu and Yanfei — the lawyer — are Adepti,” Miko explains casually, as if
confirming the existence of the legendary illuminated beasts of Liyue is as
simple as discussing the weather… though Kokomi supposes that to Miko, that
really is an everyday thing and her words weren’t meant as some kind of
revelation. “Only half illuminated beasts, but the distinction is quite
frankly a meaningless one. Ignore anyone who tells you otherwise.”


“I don’t think that’s likely to be a problem,” Kokomi says dryly.


She can’t imagine she’s going to be talking about Adepti with anyone else any
time soon, let alone as a real existence rather than the stuff of fantasy.


“No, I suppose not,” Miko agrees. “Humans these days have forgotten almost
everything, after all… The march of time is cruel.”


Kokomi nods silently. That much she and Miko agree on completely.


“Do you have much contact with the Adepti?” Kokomi asks. “Or… others like
them.”


“Only a little,” Miko admits, shrugging. “I keep in touch with Ganyu and a
few others, and Ei has a number of close friends among the Adepti, but that’s
about the extent of it. I had a wider network even just a few centuries ago,
but now… Well, many of our kind have died or gone into seclusion. There’s not
much space for us in the world of humans.”


“I’m sorry,” Kokomi whispers.


“It’s certainly not your fault, little fish,” Miko dismisses. “If all
humans were like you… Oh, but come to think of it, it might be nice to
have a gathering with everyone again. Tracking down Rex Lapis since his
retirement borders on a fool’s errand, but Guizhong and Streetward Rambler
should be easy enough… I suppose Cloud Retainer would turn up if the
invitation were from Ei, but she’s quite the buzzkill… Though on the other
hand I have been wanting to meet Ganyu’s wife, and having Cloud Retainer
there to tell embarrassing baby stories could make that very entertaining…”


The older priestess shakes her head as she lets her words trail off.


“At any rate,” Miko says. “The food is ready, so we should hurry along.”


“I said I could help carry it, and I meant it,” Kokomi says, hopping to her
feet.


“Well, if you’re offering…” Miko says.


Kokomi almost stumbles as she finds the entire tray Miko had been carrying
abruptly shoved into her hands. She can’t help but laugh as she trails after
the now empty-handed Miko: it just figures that the older priestess would use
the offer of help to get out of doing any work, but Kokomi isn’t offended at
all.


She did offer, after all. It’s not Miko’s fault that Kokomi didn’t think
things through enough to realize what would happen, given the result was so
predictable.


Thankfully the walk to the honden isn’t a terribly long one, and Kokomi’s arms
don’t even have time to begin to get tired.


“Oh, Kokomi!” Ei greets when she enters. “Good morning!”


“Good morning,” Kokomi returns, carefully lowering the tray to the floor.


She would have preferred to set it on a table or something, but Ei doesn’t have
one, so… eating on the floor it is.


Ei wastes no time in snatching up her plate and beginning to messily devour her
breakfast with her bare hands. It’s almost fascinating to watch the lack of
grace on display, especially given what Kokomi now knows about Ei’s divine
status.


Her attention is drawn to Miko when the older priestess settles herself down,
takes her own plate, and…


[image: Kokomi, Ei, and Miko eating.]


Proceeds to do the same as Ei.


Kokomi gapes. It’s the first time she’s seen Miko eat, and it’s not at all what
she would have expected from the elegant woman. Quite the opposite, in fact.


Kokomi nervously looks down at her own plate and breathes a quiet sigh of
relief at the presence of a fork. She feels a little silly being the only one
eating carefully and properly, but feeling a little silly is a small price to
pay to avoid getting syrup and powdered sugar all over her hands.


…It’s definitely the sweetest breakfast Kokomi has ever had, to the point
that she half-wonders if it actually counts as food. It’s definitely nothing
like her usual healthy breakfasts, but it probably won’t hurt just this once.


Ei and Miko trade a look, and then Ei speaks up through a mouthful of french
toast.


“Do you hab any more queshions?” she asks. “We drobped a lot on you.’


Kokomi’s resolve to learn the answers to most of her questions over time
remains strong even with Ei asking, but after what Miko had just been saying
there is one question that stands out above the rest.


“So… gods are real,” Kokomi mumbles, pushing a bit of french toast around
her plate with her fork. “And… youkai, obviously. And Miko was talking about
Adepti… Is every legend true?”


Ei hums and nods as she swallows the last of her breakfast.


“A good question,” she says. “The literal answer is no, there are plenty
of legends that are just bullshit… but you’re asking about the big ones
right? So the answer is: ‘most of them are, at least for a certain definition
of true.’ Youkai, gods, Adepti, fairies, spirits of all kinds… they’re all
either real or used to be real. A lot of us have died out now, though, so it’s
not like you can meet any old mythical creature you want… but I’d be happy to
introduce you to some others if you’d like. More of the youkai in Inazuma these
days are tolerant of humans than aren’t, and Miko and I have some friends among
the Adepti who I’m sure would love to visit…”


“I was just saying that earlier myself,” Miko chuckles. “It might be better
to start with some of the local youkai, though — I’m not sure poor Kokomi is
quite ready
for some of the… idiosyncracies… of the Adepti.”


Ei pauses, then nods slowly, eyes distant.


“Yeah,” she agrees faintly. “Yeah, I think you’re probably right. Guizhong
and Streetward Rambler’s love is beautiful, but…”


“A little much for our cute little fish just yet,” Miko says firmly.


For her own sanity, Kokomi decides she won’t pry into that one any further
right now. If all supernatural beings are as quirky as Ei and Miko…


Well, it definitely explains the legends, at least.


She finishes up her meal as she chews on this new information. The confirmation
that most mythical creatures are real — or were, at least — isn’t a surprise,
exactly, given what she’s already encountered, but there’s still a distinction
between thinking it likely and knowing it’s true.


“You’ve got a little syrup on your cheek,” Miko says.


“Oh! Um, which cheek?” Kokomi asks, searching vainly for a napkin.


“I’ll get it for you,” the older priestess dismisses, and the next moment—


Kokomi feels something warm and wet against her cheek and she freezes, barely
able to force herself to keep breathing calmly.


“Mm, delicious,” Miko murmurs into her ear. “All clean now, little fish.”


“U-Um… Thank you?” Kokomi squeaks, unable to think of any other words.


Miko pats her on the head, an action which initially causes Kokomi to cringe at
the thought of the Guuji’s sticky fingers ruining her hair, but she doesn’t
feel anything syrupy at all on her head. Another look reveals that all of the
sugar and syrup that had been coating Ei and Miko’s hands and faces has
apparently vanished somehow.


Kokomi is crazy jealous. If only she could clean herself that easily.


She watches as Miko settles herself back next to Ei, snuggling up to the god
and resting her head on her shoulder.


…Kokomi is crazy jealous of that, too.


Miko gives her a knowing smile and beckons her closer. Against her better
judgment, Kokomi obeys… and promptly finds herself yanked into Miko’s lap.
The priestess’s arms squeeze around her with surprising force, ensuring no
escape is possible.
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“What kind of hobbies do you have, little fish?” Miko asks.


Hobbies… Kokomi bites her lip. She’s not a terribly interesting person,
really, not like Ei or Miko, but…


“I really like reading,” she admits. “Especially about military strategy and
tactics… Um, my favorite book is Records of the Unification.”


She doesn’t dare look at Ei’s face right now. Records of the Unification is
one of the texts attributed to the Raiden Shogun, and contains a thorough
retelling of what is claimed to be every battle fought during Inazuma’s
unification, complete with an analysis of the military choices made on both
sides. It’s considered at least a semi-fictional text given its many references
to youkai and magic, but Kokomi now suspects those things were just as accurate
as the rest.


The most infamous aspect of the book, however, and the thing Kokomi most
respects about it, is the enormous number of names it contains.


The chapter for each battle is prefaced with a long, long list of names and a
brief poem honoring them. Those names, according to the text and confirmed with
some degree of confidence by historians, are said to be the names of all of
those who fell during the battle… ally, enemy, and civilian alike, all
counted together as if their respective statuses needed no distinction.


If Ei really did write it…


“Ah,” Ei sighs softly. “Yes. It was Miko who convinced me to write that, you
know, a little less than a century before the Cataclysm. She thought it would
help me… and she was right, of course. She usually is.”


“So it really is your work,” Kokomi whispers.


“It is,” Ei confirms.


The confirmation that Ei wrote it, and of the time frame in which it was
written, puts the lists of names in an entirely different light. If Ei
remembered all of those names to list them out thousands of years after
Inazuma’s unification…


Kokomi shudders, and feels Miko squeeze her more tightly.


“It’s really good,” Kokomi offers weakly, keeping her eyes fixed on the
ground.


“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Ei says.


Kokomi feels the god’s large hand come up to pet her head, and
half-subconsciously leans into it.


“You don’t need to be so nervous,” Ei murmurs. “I published it so that
people could read it. When I say I’m glad you liked it, I mean it. The fact
that my work is your favorite is a high honor.”


“Ei and I are quite the readers ourselves,” Miko cuts in. “Though our own
tastes are…”


She waves her hand vaguely at the bookshelves lining the room, and Kokomi
realizes with a start that maybe all of those light novels and manga volumes
aren’t just Ei’s.


It makes sense, really, that the room is a combination of things belonging to
Ei and Miko, but…


She squints at the nearest titles and covers, and realizes she recognizes almost
all of them.


“…I’ve read a lot of yuri manga too,” Kokomi admits.


Miko’s laughter is silent, but obvious nonetheless in the way her body vibrates
against Kokomi’s back. Ei is much less reserved, letting out a loud chuckle.


“I would be very surprised if you hadn’t,” Miko says, a dangerously smug note
in her voice.


“D-Do you have any multiplayer games, Ei?” Kokomi asks, changing the subject
as quicky as she can.


She may not be very good at games, but now… she doesn’t mind. She knows Ei
won’t think any less of her for it, and playing together sounds fun.


“Loads!” Ei agrees cheerfully. “Miko sucks at them, but I play online with
Streetward Rambler, Guizhong, and Cloud Retainer a lot. Sometimes Guizhong
or Cloud Retainer make new games for us to play, too… Guizhong’s are really
fun, but Cloud Retainer’s are, um…”


Kokomi watches as Ei fumbles for words.


“I’ve never seen even a tiny bug in one,” Ei finally says. “But Cloud
Retainer could probably stand to learn a little more about storytelling and
creative gameplay…”


She had thought it when Miko mentioned ‘Cloud Retainer’ earlier, but there’s
something oddly familiar about that name. Kokomi frowns in thought as she tries
to place it.


“If the name is familiar to you, Cloud Retainer was probably mentioned in all
of your science textbooks,” Miko says. “She’s too proud to use a pseudonym
within her primary fields, so they would have called her by her proper title as
an Adeptus when talking about her work.”


Now that Miko says it, Kokomi realizes she’s right, and that makes her head
spin. An Adeptus is a world-famous scientist…? Just how many figures of
legend has she unknowingly brushed up against in some manner?


It’s dizzying to think about.


“Were you in the mood for anything specific?” Ei asks.


“Something relatively simple?” Kokomi suggests.


“Hmm,” Ei mumbles, stroking her chin. “Maybe Tetris?”


“Absolutely not,” Miko denies immediately. “I am not playing that abomination
of a ‘game’ ever again.”


Kokomi gives Miko the most confused stare she can from her position.


“I know how to play Tetris,” Kokomi says. “It is relatively simple…”


“It’s a horrible game and I refuse to touch it,” Miko sniffs.


“Miko thought she was supposed to stack blocks to the top,” Ei whispers
loudly. “I didn’t realize she was doing it on purpose, and it took her a few
years to figure out the truth.”


Kokomi can’t help it: she bursts out laughing.


“I-I’m sorry,” she wheezes. “But that’s—”


It’s very possibly the funniest thing she’s heard in her life. The wise and
beautiful Yae Miko, defeated by Tetris. For years.


“Right?” Ei giggles.


“I hate both of you,” Miko says flatly. “So much.”


“Love you too,” Ei laughs, pressing a quick kiss to Miko’s cheek. “No Tetris,
then. A fighting game definitely wouldn’t be ‘simple…’ Oh. Wait. When you
say simple, do you mean like… in terms of controlling it or in terms of
mechanical complexity?”


“A little of both?” Kokomi says. “More the former than the latter though.
I’m okay with learning mechanics.”


“Oh awesome, perfect,” Ei says, clapping her hands. “Guizhong actually made
a neat little competitive tower defense a few months ago. You’ve gotta balance
spending resources on building up your defenses and sending attacks against
the other players. It’s really fun, wanna try it?”


“It actually is a lot of fun,” Miko agrees. “I can play games like that.”


“That sounds neat,” Kokomi agrees. “Let’s give it a try.”


“I’ll text you an invite link to a match… Oh, but I don’t have your phone
number,” Ei says. “Here, do you wanna add yourself?”


Kokomi quickly enters her contact details into first Ei’s and then Miko’s
phones. The promised link arrives almost immediately, and she finds herself
presented with a title splash for ‘Archon War’ followed by an instructions
page.


“I’d recommend reading the instructions carefully,” Ei advises. “They go
over all of the important stuff, and reading about the available options for
offense and defense in advance saves trying to read all of those details in the
moment.”


“Take your time with it,” Miko agrees. “We’re more than happy to wait.”


Kokomi smiles at them, then does her best to read quickly. The available
defenses seem to be themed around legendary creations attributed to gods, like
the Guizhong Ballista (and oh boy does Kokomi feel very stupid when her mind
finally connects the name she’s been hearing all day to the wise God of Dust
renowned for her myriad inventions) and Kamujima Cannon. The offense, on the
other hand, is composed of all kinds of monsters and legendary figures.


It’s a lot to take in, but Kokomi doesn’t want to make Ei and Miko wait too
long. She’s sure she can figure the rest out as she goes. As many options as
there are, their actual effects seem very simple — it seems like a game that
was designed to be easy to pick up and play.


“I’m ready,” she announces.


Ei smiles at her, and the game begins.


The first match goes horribly — she focuses primarily on her defenses, which
she only realizes was a mistake when she’s constantly swarmed by attacks from
Ei and Miko and finds herself eliminated. The god and older priestess are
clearly not strangers to cooperating to take out the competition… and their
own duel is a fierce one, Kokomi watching Ei’s phone screen and taking mental
notes as the god and priestess struggle for a win.


In the end, it’s Miko who throws her arms into the air in victory, and Kokomi
pats the god’s arm as she pouts.


“Rematch,” Ei demands immediately. “And maybe we should hold ourselves back
a little this time… Sorry Kokomi, that’s how Miko and I are used to handling
other players.”


“No, please don’t hold back,” Kokomi disagrees, shaking her head. “I can take
it.”


“I’m sure you can,” Miko agrees, hand coming up so her fingers can gently
stroke Kokomi’s cheek. “You do seem like a very sturdy little fish… More
than capable of handling both of us at once.”


Kokomi does her best to resteady her breathing, and round two begins. She does
better this time, but learns that the downside to facing two opponents who
seem to act as one is that even if she sends an attack against one of them, the
other will be able to quickly force her back onto the defensive.


Kokomi doesn’t win any of the matches they play, but it’s fun.


The time flies by, and all too soon they’re breaking for lunch. At Kokomi’s
insistence they play more after they’ve eaten, but while she continues to
visibly improve, it’s just not enough.


Still, she goes to bed that night with a huge smile on her face.





This proves to be the pattern of the next two weeks: she and Miko will chat
about inconsequential things in the mornings as they prepare breakfast, then
they’ll eat and relax with Ei. Kokomi continues to accompany the older
priestess when she goes out to perform exorcisms, her interest growing every
time there’s something real to deal with.


It’s… nice. Kokomi feels welcome in the Grand Narukami Shrine in a way she
never would have imagined she could.


“I’m never going to beat you at this,” Kokomi laughs as she sets down her
controller and snuggles more firmly into Ei’s side. “But at least I’m not in
last anymore, right?”


The racing game they’ve been playing is a lot of fun, even if Kokomi isn’t very
good at it.


“Yeah, you’re doing great!” Ei agrees brightly. “Isn’t she, Miko?”


Miko looks up from the laptop she’s been relentlessly typing on to offer Kokomi
a smile.


“She is,” she agrees. “I’ve certainly never come so close to first.”


“Let’s play something else so Miko can join,” Kokomi suggests. “How about
Archon War? I think I almost had you last time…”


“You were super close,” Ei says, nodding rapidly. “I bet you’ll be able to
win soon!”


“It’s very possible,” Miko agrees, moving across the room to resettle herself
on Kokomi’s other side. “Maybe even today, hm?”


“Maybe,” Kokomi agrees, trying not to let herself be distracted by the
beautiful women squished up against both sides of her as the match begins.


She loses the match as hard as she loses the struggle not to notice Ei’s
muscularity and the softness of Miko’s body.


“Again,” Kokomi demands.


This time, she focuses as hard as she can. She doesn’t abandon defense, but she
lets it come in second to sending small but frequent attacks to interrupt Ei
and Miko’s own plans. It’s a bitter struggle, but in the end…


“Aw,” Ei pouts, dropping her phone into her lap and leaning over to peer down
at Kokomi’s phone. “Good job, Kokomi!”


“Just you and me now, little fish,” Miko says, voice and expression as smug
and unflappable as usual. “Do you have what it takes, I wonder?”


Gazing up into Miko’s superior smile, Kokomi decides she has to win.


“She does,” Ei says confidently, before Kokomi can answer. “She’s going to
win this one.”


The faith in Ei’s voice has Kokomi’s determination firming even further. She
can’t lose when Ei is expecting her to win.


Miko alone proves to be a frighteningly ruthless opponent who’s somehow managed
to build up near-impenetrable defenses — it quickly becomes clear to Kokomi
exactly why it is that Miko wins most of the matches they’ve played. She doesn’t
go in for any of the trickery Kokomi would have expected (that was actually
Ei’s playstyle), instead focusing on brute force in a way that seems to
render the idea of overcoming her with clever strategy ridiculous.


Playing against Miko is terrifying, overwhelming… and absolutely exhilarating.


It takes everything Kokomi has, and she ends the game with only a single point
of health remaining… but somehow she manages to emerge victorious. It’s not a
feat she thinks she could repeat, but right now…


Ei lets out a loud squeal and hugs her tightly, and Kokomi is only too happy to
return it.


“A very well-earned victory, little fish,” Miko says, tugging Kokomi into
another hug when Ei finally lets go. “I wonder… are you such a fast learner
for everything? I’d certainly like to find out…”


“I’m sure she is,” Ei says, hugging Kokomi again, from behind this time.
“She’s so smart…”
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Kokomi’s cheeks are redder than she thinks they’ve ever been, and her heart
rate is far too high.


At first it had been easy for her to dismiss things like this as just reading
too much into harmless teasing — no matter what Miko had said, Kokomi had
trouble believing that she could actually be okay with the idea of Kokomi…
joining them in some way.


But now, after it’s continued in this vein for a few weeks…


Kokomi screws up her courage and asks, voice shaking:


“Um. Are you… flirting with me?”


There’s silence for a long moment, and then Ei and Miko pull back. Kokomi is
afraid that she misstepped, that she shouldn’t have asked: they’ve only known
her for a few weeks, after all, and being able to tell for sure when someone is
flirting with you is probably much more normal than needing to ask, and if they
weren’t, then—


“Of course we are,” Miko says gently, petting Kokomi’s head and snapping her
out of her downward-spiraling thoughts. “You’re an adorable little fish that
we’ve found ourselves to be very fond of. When you get to our age, you find
that wasting time second-guessing your feelings is enormously unpalatable.”


“We’d never even considered letting someone else in,” Ei says softly. “But
you… We’ve found ourselves liking you a lot.”


“I—” Kokomi begins, shrinking in on herself. “I need… time. If. That’s
okay?”


“Of course it’s okay,” Ei promises immediately. “Take all of the time you
need.”


“Your perspective of time is very different from ours,” Miko agrees. “We’ve
ceased to see much difference between a year and a day, but you…”


“We’ll wait until you find an answer, however long that may be,” Ei finishes.


“Thank you,” Kokomi whispers.


She likes Ei and Miko. She likes them a lot, and at this point she’s not afraid
to admit to herself that she’s got crushes on both of them. But…


As she walks slowly back to her room, lost in thought…


She just doesn’t know. There are so many factors to consider. Is she ready to
go on a date with women she’s only known for a few weeks? Immortal beings like
Ei and Miko may be able to view the passage of time as a curiosity with little
bearing on their choices, but Kokomi can’t.


Kokomi pushes down her instinctive desire to call Yoimiya for advice — this is
a decision she has to make herself. She can’t rely on others to choose her life
for her.


“What do you think, Junko?” Kokomi mumbles, hugging her jellyfish tightly as
she lays down in bed and stares up at the ceiling. “I like them a lot, but…
Are things moving too fast?”


Junko doesn’t answer, of course, and Kokomi has to ponder the question herself.


She really likes what she has with Ei and Miko now, the comfortable way they’ve
begun to fit together as residents of the shrine… and she’s not at all sure
she wants to risk ruining that. Quite the opposite, in fact. If it were to turn
out that she doesn’t fit as well in a relationship with Ei and Miko as they
seem to think she would…


And of course that’s not even getting into the fact that it’s not like she’s
told them she’s trans. If they were to stay as just friends that would be
absolutely none of their business, but she’s heard too many stories about
coming out causing a relationship to go bad not to worry, no matter how kind Ei
and Miko seem.


“Dating is meant to help people see if they’re compatible in the first place,
right?” Kokomi mumbles, burying her face in Junko. “If… they ask me on a
date… I think I’ll say yes.”


It’s a scary decision, but… reaching it makes her heart feel much lighter.


Yoimiya has told her that dwelling on fears and what-ifs serves only to blind
her to how brightly the future is shining… that caution is a good thing, but
too much caution will prevent her from living the happiest life she can.


So Kokomi is going to seize onto this with both hands, and see how it goes.


If she’s lucky, it just might be the best thing that’s ever happened to her.


    
  
    
    There is something rather unusual, Miko thinks, about looking out the kitchen
window and seeing an adorable little shrine maiden industriously sweeping
leaves in the yard, a task that has generally been delegated to some of Miko’s
shiki for many, many years now.


Kokomi is, after all, the first shrine maiden they’ve had in over four
centuries, and Miko certainly wasn’t going to be doing the sweeping. Even
back during her training as a shrine maiden she had always found a way to con
her fellow trainees into doing her work for her, and as she rose in the ranks
she had learned she was allowed to describe such slacking with the rather more
socially-acceptable term of ‘delegation.’


But after everything had fallen apart, when faith was at its lowest, when the
shrine slowly emptied and Miko found herself the last of its staff…


Well, Miko had very quickly mastered the art of using shiki, previously
pointless in her eyes, in order to return to her lazy ways. The bother of
subduing wicked youkai and pressing them into her service and of delicately
crafting servants from paper had been very worth it when the alternative was
sweeping.


Miko had once sworn to the Saiguu that if anyone handed her a broom with the
expectation that she’d use it, she’d break it over their damn head. Nothing
that’s happened since has changed her mind in the slightest.


…On that score, anyway. Kokomi’s presence has certainly made her reconsider
many other things already.


Miko smiles as she feels Ei step up behind her and wrap her in a hug, and when
her god rests her chin on Miko’s shoulder the kitsune nuzzles her head.


“What are you thinking about?” Ei asks.


“Oh, nothing much,” Miko sighs. “Just pondering what to make for dinner,
really.”


“Chocolate cake,” Ei says immediately.


Miko laughs and shakes her head, enjoying the way that the motion doubles as
another nuzzle to her silly god.


“That’s a dessert, Ei,” she chides playfully. “And far too much bother for
tonight. How about some udon?”


“Oh, fine,” Ei mumbles, pout audible in her voice.


“I’ll use syrup for yours,” Miko promises.


“You’re the best, Miko,” Ei says, hug tightening.


“Naturally,” Miko huffs, tossing her head. “Let’s see…”


Cooking with Ei hanging off of her had once been a difficult task, but after so
many years together they move seamlessly as one, Ei matching Miko’s motions
almost before she’s even begun to take them. It’s a good thing, too, because if
Miko needed to ask Ei to let go of her in order to cook…


Well, the cooking would never happen. She would much rather starve while
cradled in her god’s arms than leave them for something as minor as food.
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“How has that new game of yours been going?” Miko asks casually as she slices
vegetables.


“Pretty well, actually,” Ei hums. “A certain someone isn’t distracting me
every time I reach a boss in this one, so I’m almost done with it already.”


“Kokomi’s cuteness is remarkably distracting,” Miko agrees blithely,
laughing when Ei gently swats her side.


“No blaming your crimes on our cute little fish,” Ei scolds, her playful tone
taking any bite out of the words. “She always cheers me on. I wish a certain
little pink fox were as good for moral support, but she seems more interested
in seeing me lose…”


“Oh, please,” Miko scoffs, grinning. “Since when did the biggest, baddest
youkai in Inazuma need to worry about little old me?”


“Since the day I met you,” Ei says, her suddenly serious tone draining Miko’s
mirth away in an instant. “I’ve been helpless against you since the moment I
first saw you struggling in the snow, Miko.”


“Oh, Ei,” Miko murmurs, blinking away the tears that prick at her eyes, but
unable to prevent the lump forming at the back of her throat. “…I’ve been
helpless against you for even longer than that.”


“It’s not a contest,” Ei chuckles, but her tone is soft and her arms squeeze
down tightly.


“Says you,” Miko replies, doing her best to paste a smirk on her lips as she
turns her head to gaze challengingly into Ei’s eyes.


Ei’s laughter is loud and infectious, and Miko needs to set down her knife as
she doubles over with her own laughter.


“I love you, Miko,” Ei manages.


“I love you too,” Miko wheezes back.


It’s these moments that Miko has lived for all these years, the way that teasing
Ei (and being gently teased in return, after Ei had finally started to osmose a
little bit of her cleverness) gives her so much happiness a blessing that she
never could have imagined experiencing back in her youth.


Of course, basking in the glow of Ei’s love won’t do anything to help Miko fill
her cute god’s stomach, so… she reluctantly refocuses on the cutting board
and picks up her knife once more.


“I’ve always wondered a little, but the way Kokomi helps out around the shrine
really brought it to the forefront of my mind…” Ei murmurs. “Why don’t you
delegate the cooking to some of your shiki?”


Miko pauses for an instant, quickly resuming her chopping.


How much would be too much to say…?


Miko remembers a foolish young fox, fingers covered in cuts and burns from her
reckless attempts to learn to cook with a human body that had never felt quite
right to wear. She had been oh-so-clumsy and oh-so-poor at the improvisation it
required… she followed recipes as best she could, but so many of them went
over her head or required skills she hadn’t yet developed.


But she had persisted through failure after failure and injury after injury,
through burnt dish after burnt dish, because she had wanted to see the god she
loved take a bite of a meal she’d prepared and smile at her. She had wanted to
be all that Ei needed, a refuge for her in every way, even as she had sought
that same kind of refuge in Ei herself.


Being human isn’t easy for a kitsune. Oh, learning to put on the body wasn’t
truly that difficult, and even a filthy orphan wandering the wilds would be
able to figure it out on her own, so Miko certainly hadn’t had an issue with
that part. But the rest…


Miko has always found it interesting how much humans take their motor skills
and command of their bodies for granted. How quickly they forget the awkward
fumblings of their childhood, how easily they look with disgust on those who
find themselves with conditions that make such control difficult for them
despite once having been little better. Perhaps it’s a function of the limits
of human memory, or perhaps it’s simple arrogance, but…


Miko had struggled with learning to walk on two legs, and then again to run.
She’d struggled to learn how to use her hands for every new task, whether it
was putting on clothes, opening doors, cooking…


Every trial and failure is burned into her mind, and even now, after all these
years, these acts are a painstaking performance where one lapse in focus can
lead to the clumsiness of the past returning with a vengeance.


She’s not ashamed of this, not at all — such is simply the life of a youkai.
Any attempt to learn something new is a cycle of failure and persistence until
success is achieved in a way that humans, so obsessed with their own perfections
and easily frustrated and insulted by lack of achievement, often seem to her
unable to grasp.


And yet it’s still intensely personal, intensely private. The struggle to
become, especially in the new ways that had become a goal for her only after
she had met Ei and learned what it was to truly feel something other than
boredom or amusement for the first time, since her world had exploded with
light and sound and color and taste and all kinds of impossible sensations as
she wrestled with learning what it meant to love and all of the overwhelming,
composure-stealing emotion that came with it and shattered her very conception
of who she was…


“Is it so odd that I might want to spoil my cute little fox with home-cooked
meals?” Miko asks lightly. “You certainly seem to enjoy spoiling yours…
though not with your cooking, thankfully.”


“No,” Ei laughs. “I suppose it’s not odd at all. It’s very cute, though.”


Miko huffs, but lets a small smile slip onto her lips as she brushes the
vegetables into a bowl with a casual sweep of her hand.


She does use a shiki to bring her a block of tofu from the fridge, which she
swiftly pares down into perfectly-thin slices that she tosses into a pan, her
focus narrowing to ensuring a perfect result to the point that she’s entirely
unaware of the rest of the time passing before she’s done preparing the meal,
Ei thankfully knowing to remain silent in order to avoid shaking her
concentration.


Udon without impeccably fried tofu would, after all, be simply unacceptable.





“—and Ayaka—” Kokomi continues excitedly, gesturing with her chopsticks.


Ei nods along, visibly invested in the story, her own food forgotten as she
focuses entirely on the cute little priestess.


Miko smiles gently as she watches them.


It’s good that Kokomi sounds like she has wonderful friends, though the winds
of fate having brought the young woman together with a Naganohara, a Kamisato,
and a Kujou is… curious. Oh, Miko has kept close tabs on every clan that
used to be of importance to Inazuma, so she’s well aware that even as the
Kamisato clan fell from glory and eventually produced its current disagreeable
heir they had retained their ties to the Naganohara. But that all of those
families had ultimately settled in Watatsumi after everything that had
happened, and that their children had befriended a Sangonomiya heiress who
would one day end up at the Grand Narukami Shrine…


Miko smells games in that, and for once only two or three of them were hers.
It’s unlikely that the others are dangerous if the origin of them is what she
suspects, but…


Snakes that have been dead for two thousand years should have the decency to
rot in peace and keep their noses out of the lives of their descendants, Miko
feels, even if the result is one she finds herself enjoying very much. The
nature of the interference is one that suggests the benevolent nature Ei had
once insisted Orobashi possessed remains intact even after death, seeking only
to help Kokomi find happiness… but if Miko ever gets the chance, she’d like
to interrogate whatever remains of the scaly bastard about just why that
happiness was determined to be best created through Ei and herself.


If it’s something stupid like ‘Ei and I were friends before the war, and I
trust her to treat my granddaughter right’ then Miko will be choking out a
ghost for being disgustingly sappy.


It wouldn’t be the first time… though if whatever remnants of Orobashi’s
spirit cling to this world are of similar size to what he had been in life, her
hands might not quite reach all the way around his neck.


But she can make do.


“—iko?” she hears. “Miko, are you paying attention?”


Miko blinks and refocuses, offering the pouting Ei an apologetic smile.


“I’m sorry, I was lost in thought,” she says. “What was the question?”


“I wanted to visit home soon,” Kokomi replies softly. “We’re coming up on 
two months since I arrived here, and it’d be nice to see my friends in person
again. Can I have some time off?”


“Oh, yes, that can certainly be arranged,” Miko hums, flapping her hand
dismissively. “Consider yourself to have unlimited pre-approved paid time off,
just make sure to let Ei or I know when you want some… and where you’ll be
going so that Ei doesn’t worry her silly little head about you the whole time
you’re gone.”


“You would be just as worried,” Ei grumbles, rolling her eyes and giving Miko
a sharp poke in the side. “Don’t even try to deny it.”


“I might express some concern if she were late in returning, I suppose,” Miko
agrees casually, doing her best to ignore the sharp pang in her chest at the
idea of not knowing if something might have happened to the precious little
shrine maiden who has managed to wriggle her way into her heart faster than
anyone save Ei herself. “You are the one who would attempt to follow her to
ensure her safety though, my love.”


Ei shrugs, expression entirely unashamed. Kokomi’s giggles, Miko decides, must
surely be entirely at Ei’s expense.


“I was thinking maybe Monday, then,” Kokomi says. “And staying for the week.
If that’s okay?”


“I can’t see any reason why it wouldn’t be,” Miko agrees.


Kokomi beams at her, and Miko gives the girl a soft smile in return.


It’s presently Wednesday, so that leaves a few days to prepare. Miko will need
to press Ei to hurry things up a little bit, because she thinks that a first
date would be a wonderful memory for Kokomi to hold onto during her visit
home… but that’s a small matter, really.


“Is there anything you’re planning to do while you’re over there?” Ei asks,
leaning towards Kokomi.


“Nothing in particular,” Kokomi admits, shrugging. “Just hang out with my
friends when they’re available… and maybe cancel the lease on my apartment.
I kept it because I wasn’t sure if this would work out long-term, but…”


She looks down with an adorable blush.


“If you’ll… have me…” she continues, voice growing softer and softer until
it’s only Miko’s supernatural hearing that allows her to make out the final
words. “…I want to stay…”


“Of course we’ll have you,” Ei says forcefully, beating Miko to the punch.
“You’re welcome to stay here forever. Right, Miko?”


“Of course,” Miko concurs. “This is your home now as much as it is ours,
Kokomi.”


Miko pretends not to notice the tears beading in the corners of Kokomi’s eyes,
given the girl is so clearly trying not to let them see, but her silly god
isn’t quite so tactful. Miko can’t help snickering as Ei gently dabs at the
corners of Kokomi’s eyes with a napkin.


“You had some sauce there,” Ei says helpfully, and Miko’s snickering becomes
a bark of laughter.


It’s the most pathetic excuse Ei could have come up with, but at least it shows
she did notice that Kokomi had been trying to hide her tears. A few centuries
ago Ei would have missed that entirely.


“Thank you, Ei,” Kokomi laughs. “Having sauce in your eyes isn’t very fun.”


“No, I would think not,” Miko murmurs. “Something best avoided, in my
experience.”


When Kokomi’s eyes track to hers, Miko reaches out to squeeze the girl’s hand
gently.


“I’ll be okay,” Kokomi promises her quietly. “It just made me happy.”


“I know,” Miko murmurs, letting her thumb gently stroke the back of Kokomi’s
hand. “I know. We are, too.”


Kokomi’s blush really is one of the most adorable things Miko has ever seen. It
rivals Ei’s, and that’s something she had never thought possible before meeting
the absurdly cute priestess.


The rest of dinner passes with an endless stream of small talk, and concludes
with Ei and Miko retiring to their room while Kokomi goes off to call her
friends and let them know about her plans.


…It really is remarkable just how much her presence has come to feel like a
natural part of the shrine. It will be strange to have her gone, even for such
a short time.


Miko will miss her.


…But only a little bit, of course.





They’ll need to tell Kokomi the truth about themselves soon, Miko thinks,
enjoying the feeling of a pair of Ei’s long, fluffy tails on her cheeks as she
hugs her god from behind. Her own tails are entwined with the rest, which is
simply one of the most wonderful feelings in the world.


[image: Miko hugs a very fluffy Ei from behind.]


She’s long been used to the comfort of taking on her much more natural-feeling
fox shape to relax, or at least letting her ears and tails out to breathe and
feel a little more like herself when it’s just herself and Ei at the shrine.
Ei is the same way, and Miko knows that there’s a part of Ei that chafes even
more than Miko at guising herself in such a human form.


Her god’s close association with kitsune had resulted in her nature becoming
syncretized with theirs thousands of years before Miko had even been born,
after all, back when Ei and Makoto had been elemental spirits attempting to
figure out how they fit into this world. As unnatural as Miko had found
learning to walk on two legs, lightning-that-became-a-fox-that-walks-as-a-human
must no doubt find it even more of a trial.


It had been Makoto, not Ei, who found her home among people and became a god of
humanity. Ei has always belonged to the youkai, with few humans even knowing
she existed, and Miko wants to make sure Kokomi understands that. ‘God’ is
a title Ei possesses, yes, and one Miko very much enjoys calling her by (why
wouldn’t Miko love claiming possession of the divine, after all?), but her
true nature is that of a youkai, the greatest youkai of all. The sooner Kokomi
is aware of that, the better.


…Because Miko has very much missed being able to play with Ei’s tails all
day lately! The longer this state of affairs continues, the more fluff
withdrawal she’ll experience, and the worse her mood will get. Stolen moments
like this before bed are nice, but they’re just not nearly enough to satisfy
her after she’s had centuries to enjoy being able to stick her face into the
fur of Ei’s tails any time she wants.


Best to let Kokomi know as soon as her trip is over. It’d be a bit much to drop
on her right as she’s walking out the door, Miko feels — it’s better saved as a
“welcome home, also hi we’re foxes, aren’t our tails soft and beautiful? now
pet us and have your heart healed by our fluffiness already” gift.


“…Did you know?” Ei asks, not taking her eyes off the game she’s playing.


There’s only one thing Ei could be asking about, and the truth is…


“…I didn’t,” Miko admits, resting her head more firmly on her god’s
shoulder. “If I had…”


If she had known just how special Kokomi would become to them, then what? Would
she have acted in the same way?


Miko isn’t sure. She would like to say yes, of course, and now that she has
Kokomi she certainly isn’t about to give her up, but… Does that mean past
Miko would have been willing to invite someone here to whom she would find
herself emotionally vulnerable in a way she’s only ever been with one other
before?


Part of her doubts it.


“Well, I’m glad she’s here,” Ei says, pausing her game to turn and brush a
kiss against Miko’s cheek. “So thank you for hiring her.”


“I’m glad she’s here too,” Miko sighs, eyes drifting shut.


“…But… are we ready for this, do you think? Is she?” Ei asks quietly.
“She’s a human, Miko. Her life is so short… I was terrified to waste so much
as a second more of it before showing her how I’ve come to feel, but even if
she does reciprocate… We’ll have to say goodbye to her in the blink of an
eye. Can we… handle that? If we let her that far in… Are we ready to lose
her?”


Left unspoken, but lingering in the air nonetheless, is the simple truth that
neither Ei nor Miko has ever had deep relationships with mortals. They’ve had
mortal friends from time to time, yes, but never anybody for whom they felt
even remotely as deeply.


Never anybody whose inevitable death to age would be a constant ache in their
hearts for the rest of their eternity.


“…We are,” Miko says, projecting more certainty with her voice than she
actually feels. “Of course we are. It may be only the blink of an eye, but it
has the potential to be the most blissful blink of our lives… and I would much
rather spend what little time she has enjoying her presence than watch her fade
away without daring to touch her for such a ridiculous reason as ‘we’ll have to
say goodbye,’ wouldn’t you?”


“…Of course I would,” Ei agrees, eyes slipping shut. “I’m just scared,
Miko. We’ve never felt like this for anyone else, and for it to be a mortal…
It’s not fair, is it?”


“It’s not,” Miko murmurs. “But I won’t let that stop me from living my life
to the fullest.”


“You’re right,” Ei sighs. “Of course you’re right. But… do you think she’ll
respond positively? She still hasn’t said anything…”


“Oh, Ei,” Miko laughs, shaking her head. “That girl is as smitten with both
of us as she could possibly be, and I certainly think what she asked of us
tonight counts as ‘saying something.’ Although… it’s very true that I think
she’s still rather more comfortable with you than me…”


“I know that look, Miko,” Ei says, insistently prodding Miko in the arm with
her finger. “What are you scheming, and exactly how badly is it going to end
up embarrassing me?”


“Not one bit, as long as you don’t do anything stupid,” Miko says, smirking at
her silly god. “…So quite a lot, I expect.”


“I figured,” Ei sighs, pouting. “So… what is it that you want me to do?”


“Ask Kokomi on a date for this weekend,” Miko says simply. “And give her the
time of her life before she goes back home.”


She takes great pleasure in the way Ei’s eyes widen and her cheeks turn red,
and her god’s incoherent spluttering is like music to her ears.


“D-d-date? Just me?” Ei finally manages. “Why not both of us? Or… You’d be
better at it, right? If there’s a reason it should just be one?”


“It’s like I said,” Miko hums as she leans into Ei’s shoulder. “Our cute
little fish is still more comfortable with you than me right now, so it only
makes sense that you ease her into things. I would, I think, be a little much
for her first date.”


Given how much Miko longs to devour the adorable little shrine maiden… Well,
it would probably be best to leave the delicate parts to Ei for now even if
Kokomi weren’t so visibly, preciously attached to Miko’s cute god. Miko will
have time to feast on a twelve-course fish dinner later, once Kokomi is more
prepared for such things.


Miko wants to wait as little as Ei does, but sacrifices must be made for
Kokomi’s comfort. The girl’s short, mortal lifespan warrants haste so as not
to waste it, yes, but allowing haste to override caution to the point that they
risk losing her would be even more foolish than failing to recognize the need
for haste in the first place.


The panic fades quickly from Ei’s face, replaced by a considering look.


“I think you’re right,” she says thoughtfully. “I’m sure she’d still enjoy
a date with you even now, but… I do get the feeling that you’re probably not
wrong about this being her first real date.”


“I would be stunned if it weren’t,” Miko says flatly. “And when you combine
first date nerves with how flustered I still make her, I’m concerned that she
might not be able to relax enough to fully enjoy it, and might worry overmuch
about embarrassing herself in front of me.”


If they’re fortunate enough to have Kokomi stick around with them long-term
the young priestess will no doubt eventually grow as used to the embarrassment
of Miko’s teasing as Ei is, but there’s no need to compound an already
stressful situation at the outset here. It’s better for her to learn how to
relax and enjoy herself on a date by going on one where she’ll be pampered by
Ei first.


Miko firmly believes that Kokomi contains within her the seed of someone who
will be capable of standing as her equal and challenging her once she’s spread
her wings a little more, but it seems clear that her life to date hasn’t
provided her with that opportunity.


But once she’s grown just a little more into the woman Miko is certain she can
become…


Well, Miko is very much looking forward to that. The hints of that woman that
she’s seen in the times that Kokomi stood up to her, in the way that the cute
little priestess had managed to claim victory in Archon War, in the steel she
sees in the depth of her precious little fish’s eyes… they’re breathtaking.


And Miko would very much like to demonstrate to the ones responsible for
Kokomi’s lack of opportunity to learn to stand with her head held high in pride
a lesson.


Maybe someday.


“…Everybody embarrasses themselves on a first date, though,” Ei mumbles,
brow creasing as she frowns, oblivious to Miko’s deeper thoughts. “It’s just
part of how it goes.”


“It is,” Miko agrees. “And she is without question more relaxed about the
idea of embarrassing herself in front of you than me right now. She’s seen just
how embarrassing — and accepting — you yourself are, my love.”


After a moment, Ei nods.


“All right,” she agrees. “I’ll ask her tomorrow. I have a few ideas for what
we could do, too…”


“Make it an all day one,” Miko instructs. “Really spoil her.”


She deserves it, Miko finishes silently. Part of her still can’t believe that
Kokomi had prayed for Miko’s life over her own, even though she knows Ei
would never lie about such a thing. It’s incredibly foolish, especially given
that it was only earlier that very same day that Miko had apologized for
treating her so poorly… but it’s becoming clear that Kokomi isn’t terribly
good at holding grudges and prefers to judge people by their level of apparent
commitment to their repentance.


It’s admirable, really, and far wiser than most of the attitudes Miko has seen
in humans over the years… but for Miko, who carries countless grudges from
centuries ago deep within her heart, it’s an almost incomprehensibly pure way
of living.


Ei is the same way as Kokomi, but Miko could never be.


“Still…” Ei sighs, shaking her head. “To think we’d fall for the first
miko we’ve had in so long… There’s a joke in there somewhere, probably.”


Ei isn’t wrong at all, but…


“A joke?” Miko asks, raising her eyebrows. “My, my, Ei… Are you saying
there’s something funny about the relationship of love and devotion between
a god and her priestesses?”


The sudden panicked look on Ei’s face is delightful, but Miko suppresses her
smile and continues to give her silly god a harsh stare.


“Um, well,” Ei stammers. “Of course not! You know I would never…”


“I know, silly girl,” Miko laughs, tapping Ei’s nose with her finger. She
glances at the clock and stretches, letting out a yawn.


“We should get some sleep,” Miko says. “We don’t want poor Kokomi thinking
we’re just a pair of useless sleepyheads if we stay in bed all day tomorrow…”


Ei laughs and nods, and Miko abruptly finds herself looking at a fluffy little
purple fox. She smiles, stretches, and yawns, then performs her own
transformation and snuggles up with Ei.


Ei licks her cheek, a gesture Miko happily returns… as she does the following
nuzzle, subsequent nose lick, playful swat…


Miko lets out a huffed laugh — it’s clear that Ei is in a playful mood rather
than a sleepy one, but she’d meant what she said. Poor Kokomi will be very
disappointed if they miss out on spending time with her tomorrow because they
slept too late, so Miko dodges her wife’s next paw swipe and gives her a chomp
on the ear.


Ei whines pitifully, giving Miko such adorable pleading eyes that she almost
gives in… but she manages to hold firm with a stern glare, and Ei finally
settles down. Satisfied, Miko hugs Ei’s tail between her paws, rests her head
against it, and lets her eyes slip shut.


Cuddled up to her beloved, sleep claims her in no time at all.


[image: Foxes go to sleep.]


    
  OEBPS/Images/c2-sad-kokomi.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c7-kokoeimiko-eating.jpg
AECCZUMIT





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
" Dream
= of |
*tE%termty





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Chapter 1
        


        		
          Chapter 2
        


        		
          Chapter 3
        


        		
          Chapter 4
        


        		
          Chapter 5
        


        		
          Chapter 6
        


        		
          Chapter 7
        


        		
          Chapter 8
        


      


    
  

OEBPS/Images/c1-kokomi-miko.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c8-eimiko-fingering.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c8-eimiko-fox-sleep.jpg
@egﬁiﬂm;f






OEBPS/Images/c3-kokoei-gaming.jpg
Ef’/,////(/(/////"//(/////






OEBPS/Images/c5-kokoei-comfort.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c3-kokomiko-kabedon.jpg
@ cqgeumi





OEBPS/Images/c1-loser.jpg
o9
eGGEUMII






OEBPS/Images/c4-tears-of-a-god.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c7-kokoeimiko-snuggle.jpg
@ﬁﬁﬁ%ur\'?lu





OEBPS/Images/c4-miko-kokomi-exorcism.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c2-ei-pancakes.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c8-eimiko-snuggle.jpg
VAQABOI‘

=
=
N
3
i
;S






OEBPS/Images/c8-ei-attend-me.jpg
@ eggzumif





OEBPS/Images/c8-miko-miko-bow.jpg
(@ eggwmii






OEBPS/Images/c6-kokomiko-comfort.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c7-kokoeimiko-sandwich.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c6-kokomi-yoimiya-phone.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c5-eimiko-carry.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c8-eimiko-cooking.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c8-eimiko-worship.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c4-ei-vs-chiyo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/c6-kokomiko-boob-squish.jpg





