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We all looked at the master with moonlight-filled eyes. But I didn’t entirely understand what he had just told us. I said, ‘Wait, are you sure? Doesn’t everyone already know that?’


A black cat – Luna – was suddenly by my side. She murmured, ‘When it comes to that, a lot of people do seem to know, but they hide it deep within.’


‘Huh,’ I said, letting out a breath.


This is what the master had said: ‘A fun way to know yourself is to know your true wish.’
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The Full Moon Coffee Shop has no fixed location.


It might appear in the middle of a familiar


shopping arcade, by the station at the end of the


railway line, or on a quiet riverbank.


At the Full Moon Coffee Shop, we don’t take


your order; instead we bring you desserts, meals


and drinks – selected just for you.


The feline messengers of the stars meet below the Moon


to study the movements of the celestial bodies.


Soon, they will apply their learnings at the café


to help those lost souls seeking solace


at the Full Moon Coffee Shop.


I wonder where the master – that large tortoiseshell cat – is tonight …









Introduction
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A clear, bright half-moon hung in the night sky, and nights like this, with a young moon glowing in the sky, are for study.


The power of the half-moon as it moves towards a Full Moon pours into everything and is helpful for all manner of improvement. That is why our Full Moon Coffee Shop was holding a study session that night. The café’s food truck sat beneath the moonlight in the large clearing of a park illuminated by gentle lamplight. Tables were arranged in a fan shape around the truck, while all our companions gathered around the large tortoiseshell cat: the master.


He was both the person in charge of the café and a reader of the stars.


The sky was dyed a deep navy as the sun had now completely disappeared below the horizon, and an early winter wind blew through the park. Yet the area around the food truck was pleasantly bright and warm, meaning we had no trouble studying.


Everyone there that night was what is called ‘a connected one’. They are the servants of the stars, but know very little about anything other than themselves, which is why they sometimes came to the master as his students.


Each student was given their own table with a glass of Moonlight Lemonade. It was made from lemons soaked in moonlight, giving the drink a sweetly sour taste that flowed through the body and soul. This drink was recommended for people returning home after a long day at work to help sweep their fatigue away, but it also energised students just starting a study session.


‘This lemonade is the exact same colour as my hair,’ I chuckled and stroked my hair as I took a sip of the lemonade, then turned towards the master and raised my hand. ‘Master, I have another question.’


‘What is it, Venus?’


‘The age changed from the Age of Pisces to the Age of Aquarius in the year 2000, but things are only suddenly becoming unstable now, in 2020. Why is that?’




The master nodded in understanding and looked around at the other students. ‘Can anyone answer V’s question?’


In response, a young man with red hair put his hands on the table and pushed himself to his feet. ‘The Age of Pisces ended in the year 2000, and gave way to the Age of Aquarius. But the reason the feel of Pisces has stuck around is that it was still an era of element Earth. That’s now ended too – just recently, in 2020. Well, more accurately, in December 2020 – and now we’re in Air. So we’re now seeing the full effects of Aquarius.’


With that, he sat back down.


He’s Mars. He has strong masculine features and glossy red hair, with eyes of the same colour.


‘I’m surprised how much M seems to be studying …’ muttered a silver-haired boy. That’s Mercury. He’s famous for his androgynous good looks.


‘Could you actually call me by my name?’ said Mars, with a hard look. ‘You’re “M” too, you know.’


Mercury smiled and said, ‘I guess so.’


The master watched their exchange with a gentle smile, then chuckled and got the conversation back on track. ‘Mars, you’re absolutely correct. The world was in element Earth for over two hundred years, including throughout the nineteenth century.’


I frowned. I was getting even more confused. ‘So, the Age of Pisces started after the previous age and continued for basically two thousand years until the year 2000, right?’ I asked. ‘But what are these eras of Earth and Air?’


As I spoke, I was getting more confused than ever.


Mercury – who was sitting beside me – gaped and said, ‘What? You don’t even know that? But you always look so smug when you’re giving customers advice.’


‘I pretty much get horoscopes,’ I said. ‘I understand the characteristics of the houses and the planets and that sort of thing. But, it’s sort of like I’m just passing on this great revelation I’ve been given. Like I’m just a conduit, you know?’


‘So, you’re just going with your gut?’


‘It’s not just gut! I’m expressing the will of the Universe,’ I retorted firmly, but hesitantly at the same time, feeling uncomfortable.


Mercury sighed with exasperated acceptance. He’s always such a snarky boy.


Mars glared at Mercury because of what he said. ‘V’s the planet of intuition. You need to respect her more.’


Mercury responded with a noncommittal sound of acknowledgement.


The master guided us back on track and picked up a pocket watch. Normally it was just an average pocket watch, but sometimes it could do something special.


The images of Pisces and Aquarius appeared in the night sky.


‘Like Mars said,’ continued the master, ‘it was the Age of Pisces for approximately two thousand years up until the year 2000. It is now the Age of Aquarius. When we say it is now the age of a particular constellation, we’re really talking about the Spring Equinox. The Spring Equinox was in Pisces, but it has now shifted to Aquarius.’


‘The Spring Equinox …?’ I responded, participating in the conversation even though I still didn’t understand.


‘As the seasons change, people change what they do and wear, yes?’ said the master. ‘You could even say they are changing how they live. In the same way, as the ages change, so do various other things.’


I resisted the urge to ask further questions and instead listened to his explanation. Here is what he said: the four elements – Fire, Earth, Air, Water – have been rotating in and out throughout the Age of Pisces. Fire is the beginning. It is associated with the signs of Aries, Leo and Sagittarius. Earth is the build-up, associated with Taurus, Virgo and Capricorn. Air is the turning point, associated with Gemini, Libra and Aquarius. Water is the conclusion, associated with Cancer, Scorpio and Pisces. The change from one element to another is called the Great Mutation and it occurs about once every two hundred years.


‘And these mutations happen …’ said the master as he strode over to a middle-aged man in a smart suit – Saturn – and a kind-looking middle-aged woman – Jupiter – and put his paws on their shoulders. ‘Because of these two. Saturn and Jupiter are planets with a very powerful influence on society. Approximately every twenty years, they align in what is called the Great Conjunction.’


‘Conjunction’ is an astrological term meaning ‘coming together’.


I nodded and wrote ‘Great Conjunction’ in my notebook. ‘Which means Saturn and Jupiter are all nice and cosy with each other once every twenty years.’


Saturn grimaced. ‘I’m not entirely sure about that phrasing …’


Jupiter laughed beside him and said she thought it was fine, while the master nodded in agreement with me.


‘Saturn and Jupiter overlap once every twenty years,’ he said. ‘And where they are when they overlap changes once every two hundred years or so. For example, changing from an area of the Fire element to an area of the Earth element. They have been meeting in Earth areas – Taurus, Virgo, Capricorn – since around the nineteenth century until the year 2020.’


He paused a moment to tap his pocket watch’s crown twice.


‘However,’ he continued, ‘they overlapped in Aquarius, an Air element, in early December 2020. From that point onwards, they will meet at the constellations of Gemini, Libra and Aquarius – all associated with Air – for around the next two hundred years.’


As he spoke, the pocket watch lit up and two diagrams appeared in the night sky.


Finally understanding, I stood up and said, ‘All right, I get it now. Basically, it’s like this, um, if you don’t mind me using my favourite example of the stage as a metaphor.’


I gathered my thoughts before starting.


I began here: as the tale of Pisces unfolds on the stage, the spotlights that are Fire, Earth, Air and Water shift depending on what is happening in the performance. It’s the same stage, but a change in the lighting can transform the atmosphere.


The story of Pisces came to an end under the same lighting setup Earth had had for the past two hundred years, ever since the turn of the nineteenth century. Pisces’ performance is now done, and Aquarius’s has begun, but Earth is still providing the lighting. This means the audience has a hard time noticing the performance is a whole new show, because the atmosphere up on stage feels the same. But, at the beginning of December 2020, the spotlight suddenly shifts. Now it’s Air’s lighting setup, and the audience finally realises it’s a different play.
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Description

An arrow indicates the movement of the spring equinox, and a black dot marks the current position of the Earth, at the point where Pisces turns into Aquarius. The larger diagram indicates that in early December 2020, the Saturn-Jupiter conjunction shifts from the Earth sign of Capricorn to the Air sign of Aquarius. A note indicates that the Spring Equinox moved from Pisces into Aquarius while the planets moved from Capricorn into Aquarius. They move in opposite directions.








‘And so, the performance waits until it’s under Air’s lighting to go full-on Aquarius, right?’ I said.


The master nodded, amused at my take on it, and said, ‘And continuing with V’s metaphor, we can consider 2020 – the year leading up to the moment when the lighting setup changed to Air – a year of transition. When the nature of the age changes, the construction of society changes. That’s why so many things that defy logic have happened lately. The world will remain somewhat chaotic for several years after the change, as well, and I hope that we messengers of the stars can guide those who have become lost, lighting their path forwards.’


I nodded quietly along with the master.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘It’s nearly December – a special season for all sorts of people. I was thinking we might open the Full Moon Coffee Shop again for special holiday hours on Christmas Eve.’


Our faces immediately brightened at that. Normally, we only opened on nights when there was a full moon or a new moon, but we often opened on Christmas Eve too, even if the moon wasn’t quite right.


‘And the banquet afterwards too?’ I said.


‘Yes, the end-of-year party!’ added Jupiter, and we broke into laughter.


Mercury shrugged slightly and said, ‘What are you ladies on about? Banquet? End-of-year party? Call it what it is: a Christmas party.’


Saturn was the only one among us to remain as calm as always. His expression indicated that he had no interest in partying, but he cared so much about proper decorum that he never failed to attend.


The master watched us, his eyes narrowed in amusement. ‘One more thing: I believe this year we’ll be able to fulfil those two requests – the one from him, and the one from her.’


My eyebrows knitted together as I wondered what he meant by that. Luna, though, seemed to know. She gasped and said, ‘By her, you mean the little one from twenty-one years ago, don’t you?’


‘What?’ I asked. ‘What happened twenty-one years ago?’


‘My friend. She had one request before she made her journey. I suppose it nearly is time.’


The master nodded. ‘And he is the one who made a request fourteen years ago. Oddly enough, both are multiples of seven.’


Uranus grinned and rested his cheek against his fist. ‘But Master, seven and its multiples are numbers deeply connected to the Universe. It isn’t that odd, is it?’


‘You have a seven-year cycle, after all,’ said Mercury, and Uranus nodded. ‘And old man Saturn drops a trial on people every seven years.’


‘Old man …?’ Saturn objected huffily. ‘And it’s not a trial. It’s a challenge.’


‘But, for some people, a challenge is a trial,’ I said, but the master told us all to calm down as we were starting to get worked up.


‘Let’s get back on track,’ he said. ‘I’ll explain those requests later. But considering them, I believe we may have to be open more nights than usual this December, more than just the extra night on Christmas Eve. I’d appreciate help from all of you.’


Everyone chorused a yes in response.


‘I don’t really get what’s going on, but I know I’ll have to work hard,’ I said, clenching my fists. Mercury gave me a cool glance.


‘Working hard is all well and good, but are you sure you can handle this, V?’ he said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘You didn’t even know the most basic of astrology basics. Have you been slacking on your studies?’


I winced in response. He’d hit a sore spot. ‘Come on. It’s like what Mars said before – I’m more of an intuitive type. Besides, I’ve always been better at tarot cards than at studying the stars …’


Jupiter giggled beside me as I made my excuses. She has long, wavy, chestnut-coloured hair and kind of gives jazz-singer vibes.


‘Mars did mention it before,’ she said, ‘but V’s job is using fun and intuition. She’s not like you, Mercury. She doesn’t have your love for studying.’


‘Oh, Jupiter!’ I cried as I stood and flung myself into her arms.


‘That’s what’s good about you, V,’ she said.


‘Thank you, Jupiter. You’re right. I love fun! That’s why I’m hoping the next time we set up shop, it’ll be somewhere even sparklier!’


‘That does sound fun. And winter is in full swing, which makes me want to go somewhere with lots of pretty Christmas lights.’


Saturn sighed and looked at us with exasperation. He adjusted his glasses, appearing just as grumpy as always. ‘Jupiter, must you always be so easy on V?’


‘Well, we’re friends,’ she said.


‘Right?’ I said, chiming in with her.


Saturn and Mercury looked at each other with resigned shrugs. Mars, on the other hand, added a quiet, ‘I don’t see what’s wrong with them being friendly.’


He may be a young man, but there are some things about him that make him seem more like a boy going through puberty. His tone was blunt, but he was always there to support me.


I raised my head, wanting to show him the best of me. ‘By the way, Master,’ I said, ‘how should people live their lives in this never-ending Age of Aquarius?’


‘Hmm,’ the master said as he thought. ‘The most important thing is for them to know themselves.’


There was a chorus of agreement from everyone, and Mercury said, ‘Life is easier when they study their natal chart so they understand the attributes they have as a person.’


‘I know that, of course,’ I said. ‘But is there an easier way to explain it? I sometimes set up on street corners and give out advice, as a sort of apprentice astrologist, and people often tell me they don’t really understand what I mean when I start talking about natal charts and attributes.’


Saturn quickly jumped into say, ‘Then they should know their challenge.’


‘By “challenge”, you mean “trial”, right? I don’t like that. It’s not fun,’ I said, looking away in disgust.


‘Not fun …?’ His eyes grew wide. He appeared lost for words.


Everyone chuckled at us.


The beautiful woman with perfectly straight black hair – Luna – giggled too and said, ‘Perhaps the first thing you need to know in order to know yourself is the Moon’s position.’ She spoke in a very quiet voice, like she was whispering. Her voice, staggering when singing opera, was otherwise quiet like this.


‘The Moon’s position …’ I said. ‘That reminds me, for Miss Serikawa, the Moon was in her fourth house, the Home.’ As I took notes, I remembered the woman who had visited before.


Luna nodded. ‘The houses are important, of course, but also the constellation.’


‘You mean the Moon sign?’ I added a note about Moon signs also being important.


‘And a fun way to know yourself …’ said the master, as the moon’s light seemed to grow stronger.


It had reached its zenith, transforming us into cats. Luna was a black cat, Mercury a Siamese, Mars an Abyssinian, Jupiter a Maine coon, Saturn a black-and-white tuxedo cat, Uranus a Singapura and me a white Persian cat.


We all looked at the master with moonlight-filled eyes. But I didn’t entirely understand what he had just told us. I looked at him with my brows furrowed and said, ‘Wait, are you sure? Doesn’t everyone already know that?’


A black cat – Luna – was suddenly by my side. She quietly murmured, ‘When it comes to that, a lot of people do seem to know, but they hide it deep within themselves, to the point that they don’t really understand it.’


I blinked in surprise, and Luna nodded.


Jupiter smiled and added, ‘Like the cave the sun goddess Amaterasu hid in.’


‘Huh,’ I said, letting out a breath.


This is what the master had said:


‘A fun way to know yourself is to know your true wish.’










Prologue



It was a surprisingly warm day in autumn. All sorts of people had gathered in the Science Expo Memorial Park in the city of Tsukuba for the Year End Harvest Festival. There were rows of stalls selling every famous regional food, from Hitachi wagyu beef steaks to lotus-root chips to hoshi-imo dried sweet potato, while a troupe of foreign musicians provided cheery music.


They were a quartet composed of a blonde woman and a silver-haired boy playing violin, a red-headed youth on viola and a woman with perfectly straight black hair strumming a cello. Tsukuba was famous for its businesses, including those involved in education and administration research, meaning there were quite a few non-Japanese researchers there. So none of the festival-goers found the quartet of foreign performers odd.


This particular group, though, was very odd. They were as beautiful and brilliant as Hollywood stars, entrancing onlookers.


The only Japanese person in the group seemed to be the conductor. He was a middle-aged man with black hair wearing a suit and a somewhat irate expression shown by the furrow between his brows as he waved his baton.


‘That conductor looks intense,’ I said, then let slip, ‘Maybe he’s angry …’


Next to me, my seven-year-old daughter Ayu shook her head. ‘He looks angry, but he’s actually really happy. He’s having lots of fun.’


Her voice carried well, and the man seemed to hear. He gave an awkward smile, and the musicians’ shoulders shook with laughter while they continued playing. I bowed my head several times in apology, then tried to make our escape. As we left, the conductor turned to Ayu and waved goodbye with his empty hand. He smiled shyly, which made me feel like he’d shown me something incredibly rare and precious about him, and that made me happy.


‘He seems nice,’ my daughter said.


I nodded.


Ayu was like that. The other day, for example, we had seen an elderly man on the bench in the park next to our house. He came occasionally. He always looked grumpy and only scowled in response when mothers with children like me greeted him.


I didn’t like him one bit.


He reminded me of my estranged father. My father was always taciturn and unsociable, but, when he did open his mouth, it was to have his way like some dictator. It was his fault our family fell to pieces. And I imagined this old man was the same sort of person. Why did he come to that park if he hated seeing children?


At some point, I stopped saying hello to him and only gave a curt nod as we passed. Ayu, though, turned to face him and gave him a lively ‘Hello!’


He didn’t say anything. He just scowled.


One shouldn’t respond to a child’s greeting like that. I was angry and quietly told Ayu not to worry about it, but she just looked at me in surprise.


‘Don’t worry about what?’


‘The fact that he didn’t say hello back,’ I said, feeling uncomfortable putting it into words, but Ayu shook her head vigorously.


‘You just can’t hear him because he talks really quietly. He said hello.’


‘You could hear him?’


‘No. He mumbled it. I think he’s just shy.’


I couldn’t imagine that being the case. But when we were on our way home, the man came over to us and held out a sweet without saying anything. Actually, not without saying anything. He did in fact mumble something.


Ayu looked at me to check it was all right for her to accept the sweet, and I nodded.


She took it and said, ‘Thank you.’


The corners of the old man’s mouth turned up when he saw Ayu’s huge grin. Seeing that, I decided that perhaps Ayu was right, that he really was just shy and socially awkward.


Perhaps my father was that sort of person, too.


But then I brushed that thought aside with a chuckle as I stroked Ayu’s hair.


There was something mysterious about Ayu. She could sense how a person really was, even when others couldn’t tell at first glance.


‘Hey, Daddy!’ called Ayu, pulling me out of my reverie as I looked at her.


There was my husband, a short distance away from the bustle of the crowd. He gave us a big wave with a huge grin on his face. ‘Junko!’ he called out to me.


At one point, he’d been the sort of cheerful young man you might see in a painting. Now he was a cheerful middle-aged man.


‘Turns out Satomi isn’t going to make it today. She’s too busy with work,’ he said.


Satomi was his younger sister, making her my sister-in-law. We might not be related by blood, but I didn’t see my own family much and had always wanted a little sister, so I loved her as if she were my real sister.


‘Oh, that’s a shame, as she’s the one who organised the event!’ I said.


‘I think, to her, it’s just one of all the many events she’s involved in,’ said my husband. Satomi was an event planner with an advertising firm. She’d left Ibaraki Prefecture for her busy job at the office in Shibuya.


‘Oh, Auntie Sato isn’t coming?’ said Ayu with a disappointed pout. She really admired her aunt. ‘That’s sad.’


‘Ayu, you see that over there? Aunt Sato worked hard on that,’ said my husband, pointing towards a row of cages in the plaza.


‘Puppies!’ Ayu’s eyes lit up.


I shaded my eyes with my hand. ‘Oh, you’re right. There are a lot of dogs and cats over there.’


The animals seemed uneasy in the cages. I looked at the setup, wondering what it was for, and it made sense when I saw the sign: ADOPT A PET – ADD A FURRY FRIEND TO YOUR FAMILY!


‘They’re running an adoption event,’ said my husband with a nod. ‘Satomi said she wants to reduce the number of animals in shelters being put down as much as possible, but she isn’t in a position to adopt. She decided she could at least help introduce these animals to potential owners.’


By the cages stood an employee in an animal mascot costume and a kind-looking woman. She was talking to the animals, telling them it was all right.


‘Mum, Mum, can we go and look?’ said Ayu as she tugged at my hand.


I frowned. ‘We can look, Ayu, but we can’t adopt one. It’s a big responsibility taking care of another living creature.’


It was important to help these stray cats and dogs, but we couldn’t take one in if we couldn’t handle it.


Out of nowhere, a memory flitted into my mind. I was in primary school, back in my family home in Kamakura. I was running alongside the tracks of the Enoshima Electric Railway all the way home. When I got there, I called loudly to my mother, ‘My friend’s dog just had puppies! They’re looking for homes for them. Please, Mum, I want one.’
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