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‘Welcome, Fujiko. Please take a seat,’ the cat says, its eyes half-closed in a smile.

How is a cat talking? And how does it know my name?

The situation confuses me, but I quickly realise what’s going on: Of course. I’m dreaming.
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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.

I look up into the stunning star-filled sky

and wonder if the master – that large tortoiseshell

cat – is off somewhere smiling tonight …




Introduction

[image: ]
The ocean is like a mirror, reflecting the twilight sky at the moment when the sun seems to melt into the water, and the boundary between sea and sky starts to blur. Looking at it gives me an odd sensation, as if I’m floating in space.

The universe uses the sky as a canvas, constantly creating new awe-inspiring paintings. No two are alike and each one is incredible. Still, the masterpieces the universe shows us at sunset and sunrise are of a different calibre. The orange sky becomes tinged with pink, which slowly transforms into a pale purple. The full moon hangs in the sky to the east, casting its silvery-white light.

That light is the same colour as my hair. Sitting on the sandy beach, I touch my silken, silvery tresses, long enough to fall to my waist.

I pick up the hardback book in my lap, and my heart aches when I think about this being his final story.

‘Good evening,’ a voice says behind me, causing my shoulders to jerk slightly in surprise.

It wasn’t really that I had been caught off guard. It isn’t uncommon for me to fall into a reverie, only to be jolted out of it when someone speaks to me.

I turn to face the source of the voice and see a large tortoiseshell cat. He is standing on his hind legs and wearing an apron, with his front paws clasped in front of him. Our eyes meet and he smiles, his large eyes crinkling into crescent moons. He gives me a slight bow.

I find myself smiling at the sight of him.

‘Hello, Master,’ I say and stand up, brushing the sand off me.

This large tortoiseshell cat manages the Full Moon Coffee Shop. He also reads the stars.

‘It’s nice to see you after so long, Neptune,’ the master says.

I blink in surprise. ‘Has it been a long time?’

‘It has.’ The master nods with a slightly amused smile.

‘Oh. Well, I guess it has been a long time, because it feels so odd to hear that name.’ I have less of a grasp on the concept of time than others do.

‘Ah yes, you don’t like being called by your name.’

I shake my head. ‘Names have no meaning. If you want to get my attention, just think of me. That should be enough.’

‘But there are many objects and concepts that may become undefined if they don’t have names.’

He’s right about that. But still …

‘Nothing in existence is defined,’ I say as I look back towards the blurred boundary between sea and sky.

‘By the way, Nep—’ The master stops himself out of consideration for my feelings. Once he’s collected his thoughts, his eyes move to the book I’m holding and he asks, ‘What are you reading?’

My heart aches as I give a small nod. ‘This is his home town, and this book is his last story.’ I sigh and look down at the cover. It’s all so incredibly unfortunate.

‘His last?’ the master asks.

‘He’s given up on life.’

‘Ah …’ the master says quietly, then he looks at me with surprise. ‘I didn’t expect something like that to cause you pain. You don’t place any value on a person’s life.’

To the people of this world, death is a huge and terrifying thing, but to us, it’s just a step in the journey to the next world.

‘It’s not his death that upsets me,’ I say. ‘It’s that I won’t be able to read any more of his books. His depictions of this place are beautiful. His stories make me think that there is a point to this world after all, but they’re all so sad and heartbreaking that they made me wish I could read a happy story by him someday.’

I sigh. I’d believed he could still write beautiful stories, and the fact that I thought that meant the possibility had been there. But one wrong step along the way meant that path had been closed off.

I hang my head, feeling sad again.

‘Would you like to try the Full Moon Coffee Shop’s newest drink before you go?’ the master asks sympathetically.

‘A new drink?’ I look up.

There is a pop-up café behind the master, right in the middle of the sandy beach, with a sign in front of the truck that says The Full Moon Coffee Shop.

‘That’d be nice,’ I say. ‘What sort of drink is it?’

‘Let me pre-empt you by saying it’s non-alcoholic. You and alcohol are a dangerous combination,’ the master says firmly.

I’d once told the master that I wanted to drink alcohol as limitless as the ocean and forever stumble around dancing in a drunken haze. And I had in fact on several occasions let myself get a bit carried away until I was in a state close to that. The master rarely serves me alcohol anymore.

‘It’s only dangerous sometimes,’ I mutter as I watch the master walk towards the truck. Then more loudly I add, ‘That’s unfortunate. I would have liked to sip some crisp, chilled champagne while gazing out at this beautiful sea and sky.’

‘That reminds me of the time you said you wanted to swim in an ocean of champagne and then drank enough to bathe in.’

He must be thinking back to one of the times I’d been absolutely hammered. Despite his exasperated shrug, however, his tone is amused.

Feeling guilty, I look towards the Full Moon Coffee Shop without saying anything. It is exactly as it has always been. In front of each of the two windows is a small counter just big enough for one person to eat at, and a light designed to look like a full moon hangs from the side of the truck, glowing dimly.

In front of the truck there is a small table with two chairs.

‘Please,’ the master says, indicating a chair, and I take a seat.

The gentle sound of the waves is the café’s background music. I look up into the sky, letting my body rest in the rhythm of the ocean, which feels like the Earth’s heartbeat. The pale purple sky has now changed to a deep blue. It will shift to indigo eventually. Welcoming the night is like sinking into a deep ocean, isn’t it?

While I am lost in thought, there’s a clink as a glass is set on the table. I jump in surprise again. The master looks amused by this reaction of mine.

‘It’s because I’m always zoning out …’ I pout. Then I look at what’s in front of me on the table.

It’s a tall, thin glass of soda. The drink is an aqua colour at the top but it grows gradually darker until it’s a deep shade of indigo at the bottom of the glass, where vibrant, jewel-like jellies lie submerged.

I lean in close to examine the glass. The master clears his throat and says, ‘This is Diving Soda.’

‘Diving Soda?’

‘Yes. Soda of the deep seas, where jewels are said to lie hidden. Enjoy the changing flavours and aromas the further down you go, but please do remember to take a breath before diving too deep.’ The master chuckles.

It’s almost as if the entire ocean is held within the glass. The deeper you go, the darker it gets, which may make you uneasy, but there is treasure to be found at the bottom.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say. ‘And I like the name. I can’t wait to try it.’

I drink some of the soda through the straw. The flavour is powerful but still refreshing. I’ve never experienced anything like it, yet there is something nostalgic about this drink that makes my heart yearn for long-gone days.

‘Mm, this is amazing. You’re as good as ever, Master,’ I say.

‘Thank you,’ he says with a bow.

‘Beautiful scenery, a beautiful drink and beautiful thoughts … There’s nothing better than this. I prefer being in a pleasant environment, surrounded only by the things I like,’ I murmur as I let the delicious drink suffuse me.

The master nods as if something has started to make sense to him. ‘I’ve been wondering …’ he says.

‘Yes?’

‘Do you not like your name?’

My eyes grow wide. ‘What?’ I say without thinking.

‘You are always trying to put yourself in a pleasant environment and surround yourself with only the things you like. The one thing of yours that you don’t seem to like is your name. That’s why you don’t like it when people call you by it.’

‘Do you really think so?’ I look at my drink, taken aback.

The gem-like jellies at the bottom glitter as if begging me to notice them. Just like my deepest subconscious. I see my reflection in the glass. Long white hair, pale skin, eyes as blue as the sea. The colour of the planet Neptune. Before I knew it, people had begun calling me Neptune.

Neptune, or Neptunus as he’s called in Latin, is the Roman god of the sea. In Greek mythology, he’s called Poseidon. And sometimes people conflate him with Consus, the ancient Roman horse god, for some reason.

As you may be able to gather from all that, the god of the sea has a very masculine identity. My energy is far more feminine than that. But I’m not a woman. I’m not a man either. Like the boundary between the sea and sky, I resist definition.

That’s why this bold, ferocious name never felt right to me. Every time someone calls me that, part of me thinks, That’s not really me. And when you add up all those moments of ‘not quite right’, it turns into one big distortion.

I use a long-handled spoon to scoop a jelly from the bottom of the glass and pop it into my mouth. A bubble seems to burst as something falls into place inside me.

‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘I don’t like my name.’

I’d been given that name, so I’d been bearing the pain it caused without even realising it was hurting me. I feel my eyes grow hot with tears as I take another sip of my soda. The flavour is changing into something gentle, soothing the hurt I’ve only just become aware of.

‘If that’s the case, shall we change it? Even if it’s just between us,’ the master says.

My mouth drops open as I look at him. ‘Change my name?’ I’d never considered doing that, and the suggestion leaves me off balance. But the master doesn’t seem to mind my reaction. He nods, then folds his arms and strolls around the table.

‘Ah,’ he says finally, punching one paw into the other in a moment of inspiration. ‘What about Sala?’

I know immediately why he has suggested that. Salacia, the goddess of the sea, is Neptune’s consort.

‘Sala?’ I say. ‘I like it.’

‘I thought you might,’ the master says, looking proud of himself.

‘But won’t V be angry?’ I ask, picturing adorable little Venus. Some people believe Salacia and Venus to be the same goddess.

‘V admires you,’ the master says. ‘I think it’ll make her happy.’

‘Oh, good.’

Being given such a beautiful name makes my heart soar, even though I’ve just been muttering about names having no meaning.

‘Even I had buried something so deep down inside me I had absolutely no clue it was there,’ I say. ‘It must be even harder for the people of this world …’

‘It may well be,’ the master murmurs.

‘I care a lot about belief. If you imagine beautiful things, it leads to beautiful things and events manifesting for you, and that creates a chain of beauty.’

Just as someone else had helped me realise something important, I could be the thing that made someone realise something important as well. That would be a sort of chain of beauty too. Then our feelings would be connected and vast, just like this ocean …

I look towards the waves as they wash ashore and then recede again. My eyes crinkle softly in a smile.

‘Master, on the next new moon, do you think you could set up the Full Moon Coffee Shop right here on this beach? It’s a special one. The Lion’s Gate Portal will be open, and I’d like to help out at the coffee shop.’

The master looks at me with a smile. ‘I’d appreciate that very much. And if that’s the case, I should start getting ready.’

I stand and snap my fingers. A mist shrouds the previously clear sky. It begins to drizzle as a figure appears in the mist.

‘This rain …’ murmurs the master, looking up into the cloud-covered sky.

‘It’s a reflection of his heart,’ I say. ‘First things first, I need to clear up this sky.’

Then I walk towards the figure in the mist.




Prologue

Leo season is a special time for the world. Every year, around 8 August, the Lion’s Gate Portal opens. This is the time when three celestial bodies – the Earth, Orion’s Belt and Sirius – come into perfect alignment, allowing a cosmic energy that wouldn’t normally reach Earth to pour in. It’s called the Lion’s Gate Portal because it occurs when the Sun is in Leo.

The portal is open for eighteen days, and the new moon during that period is particularly special. The energy coming in is so powerful that unusually sensitive people might feel unwell, but it’s not a bad thing. It’s a sign that you’re taking all that energy in.

This year, during the Lion’s Gate Portal, we planned to gather in Shikoku under the new moon.

Why, you ask? Because the master wanted to, I guess.

At the last full moon, he’d said he wanted to be somewhere that looked like the salt flats of Salar de Uyuni in Bolivia. He went all the way to Chichibugahama Beach in Mitoyo, Kagawa Prefecture, and opened the Full Moon Coffee Shop there all by himself.

He must have liked the place, because he decided to open the coffee shop here again this new moon.

‘If he wanted to see something like Salar de Uyuni, couldn’t he have just gone to Salar de Uyuni?’ Uranus muttered, and I, Venus, agreed with him.

But it all made sense the moment we arrived. The master hadn’t chosen Chichibugahama Beach just for the scenery. He’d chosen it because he knew someone very special was visiting today.

‘Hey, V. It’s been a while. Your golden hair is as lovely as the light of the stars, as usual,’ said a beautiful person with a smile, his long, silver hair was fluttering in the wind.

‘N-Neptune!’ I cried, my voice jumping high in sheer shock as I pressed my hands to my cheeks.

Saturn sauntered up to us, looking at Neptune with obvious disdain. ‘Ah, Neptune. Long time no see,’ he said.

‘Hello, Saturn. You look as grumpy as ever,’ Neptune said.

‘Even you’re calling me Saturn instead of Cronus now?’ Saturn grumbled. Then he looked into Neptune’s eyes and said, ‘And you seem as airheaded as ever.’

These two people (we were in human form at the time) are essentially polar opposites. Saturn is the messenger for Saturnus, who rules over trials (or ‘challenges’, as Saturn insists they be called). He’s all serious and sincere.

Neptune, on the other hand, is the messenger for Neptunus, who rules over things like dreams and creations, mystical phenomena, hidden things and the undefined. Neptune is always dreaming, living way up high somewhere in the clouds, as if his feet never quite touch the ground.

It’s obvious to everyone that these two just don’t click. But they are both adults and they keep their dislike for each other from public view. Though as far as I can tell, it’s Saturn who doesn’t like Neptune; Neptune isn’t that bothered. I think they are so different that everything Neptune says and does rubs Saturn the wrong way.

There may also be some feelings of inferiority. Neptune’s energy is way more powerful than Saturn’s.

Uranus was the next to drift in. ‘Oh my gosh, Neppy!’ he cried out in surprise and rushed over. ‘It’s been ages!’

Neptune smiled and touched the tips of Uranus’s hair. ‘It has been a long time. That’s a pretty hair colour.’

Uranus regularly changed the colour of his hair and his glasses. Right now, his hair was blond on top and bright blue underneath, maybe to match the ocean tonight. His glasses were the same shade of blue.

‘Thanks,’ Uranus said with a grin that showed his canines. ‘I’m surprised. Wasn’t expecting to see a trans-Sat here.’

‘You’re one as well,’ said Neptune.

‘Eh, I just happen to have some things I need to take care of here.’

In case you’re wondering, ‘trans-Sat’ is short for ‘trans-Saturnian’. The various planets that have an influence on Earth are Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and Pluto. The further away they are from Earth, the greater the energy they have. There are three planets that can’t be seen from Earth with the naked eye: Uranus, Neptune and Pluto. They’re called the trans-Saturnians, and their influence is so great it operates on more of a societal scale than an individual one.

And as Uranus said, he happened to be in the neighbourhood because the Earth had just entered the Age of Aquarius in the Wind element. It was a time of revolution.

Uranus, the planet, is in charge of world changes, meaning Uranus, the messenger, is deeply involved with Earth. He is also the closest of the trans-Saturnians to Earth, so we interact with him more often than with the other two. We rarely see Neptune.

Neptune has pale skin as lustrous as porcelain, and long, perfectly straight hair as white as starlight. His eyes are as blue as the ocean and dotted with specks of golden light. His fine, delicate features are perfectly balanced. He has the beauty of a work of art combined with an intense, powerful aura, like an ocean that could swallow everything up. To me, nothing could be more perfect. Every time I meet him, I find myself trembling. His beauty makes me aware of the miracles the universe gives us.

‘By the way, is it just the three of you? Venus, Saturn and Uranus? Where’s everyone else?’ Neptune asked, craning his neck to look around.

Mercury’s face popped out from behind the master’s back. ‘I’m here too,’ he said. He’s a beautiful boy with silver hair and aqua eyes, but his expression was cool as he raised his hand in greeting.

Then the master added, ‘This is everyone that is connected tonight.’

‘What about Luna?’ Neptune asked.

‘She’s elsewhere at the moment.’

‘Oh.’ He seemed a little disappointed to hear that, but then he looked at all of us and said, ‘Well, when you see the others, can you tell them that I’d like to be called Sala from now on? And my pronouns are they/them.’

‘What?’ said Saturn with a frown. ‘You’re changing your name? But Neptune is the name of the god of the sea, a symbol of the awe and respect people have for you.’

‘I’m not really changing my name. I’d just like my friends to call me something else. Neptune is an incredible name, of course, and I am proud to have it, but it just never really felt quite right. So, the master gave me an amazing new name to go by: Sala.’

Saturn continued to grumble discontentedly, but Uranus and Mercury seemed completely unfazed.

‘What does it matter?’ Uranus said. ‘Sala’s easier to say than Neptune anyway.’

‘Sala comes from the name of the goddess Salacia, doesn’t it?’ I said. ‘I think it’s great.’

I thought back to how Neptune had always looked away whenever we’d called him — them, I mean — by that name. I’d always wondered about it. It made sense when they said it just didn’t feel right.

‘Sala …’ I said. ‘I think it’s a wonderful name. It suits you perfectly.’

Sala smiled softly. ‘Thanks
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