
  
    
      
    
  


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  Gu Jie’s Covert Maneuvers


  Gu Jie, alias Jiedo Heigu, had kept an eye on Japan for many years, watching carefully for his opportunity.


  The anti-magic organization that he acted as leader of, “Blanche”, had fabricated the organization “Egalite” within the First High School, to cause an uproar about a revolution.


  In the previous year’s Nine Schools Competition, Gu Jie used the “No Head Dragon”, an international crime syndicate created with the support of Richard Sun, to send “Generators”, living weapons that used the bodies of magicians, to the competition grounds. (Furthermore, he also provided dangerous magical supplementation devices known as ‘Sorcery Boosters’, which amplified the destructive power of magic).


  Gu Jie’s last disciple, Zhou Gongjin, provided guidance to the Great Asian Union Demolition Squadron, responsible for the Yokohama Disturbance, and he also caused the previous year’s “Parasite Doll” incident at the Nine Schools Competition, causing chaos.


  Finally, the “puppet terror” at this year’s family conference grounds was brought about by corpse-manipulation magi Jie’s specialty.


  All this for the purpose of revenge against the Yotsuba Family, and the Japanese magical world. But the motives for such actions were not yet clear, even to himself. The Kunlunfang Institute had been hostile towards Gu Jie as a result of a difference in thinking between ancient magic and modern magic, and the Yotsuba Family had pursued the Institute until its destruction. The Yotsuba Family should have instead been the "enemy of his enemy", but… Perhaps it was because of his patriotism, or perhaps it was because he bore an unreasonable grudge at having the target of his revenge stolen away from him… As assessed by Zhou Gongjin while he was alive, the only thing that could be known for sure was that Gu Jie's mental state was delusionally fanatical, like that of a vengeful spirit.


   


  Gu Jie’s Special Abilities


  Gu Jie's specialties included techniques for creating "Sorcery Boosters", magical devices that utilized humans as the components, a technique for creating human tools such as "Generators", and "Necromancy" that allowed him to manipulate corpses. He was also skilled in the "Surgery of Perpetual Youth." However, he could only preserve 'apparent' immortality and not actually extend one's lifespan. Gu Jie developed these immortality techniques at the Kunlunfang Institute, and this surgery was one of the reasons that the ancient magicians were banished from the Kunlunfang Institute.


   


  What’s “Ichijou Masaki’s Transfer Student Diary”? 


  A secret diary kept by Ichijou Masaki, the eldest son of the Ichijou family and the next family head. Known as the “Crimson Prince” as a result of the New Soviet Union’s invasion of the island of Sado, he was a student of the Third High School.


  This diary was composed of his uniquely genius thoughts on advanced magic theories that he came up with between his studies, tactics for magical warfare, thoughts about the future of the Ten Master Clans, and more… or so the rumors go.


  Thanks to arrangements made by his father Gouki and Principal Maeda of the Third High School, he is currently attending the First High School, where Tatsuya and Miyuki are enrolled. For this reason, it is thought that the incidents occurring there are also recorded within his diary.


  Incidentally, even his best friend Kichijouji Shinkurou nickname “Cardinal George”, does not know of its existence.


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


   


  


  Chapter 11 


  In an intersection between the station and First High, Humanists were activating Antinite, something inaccessible to civilians. With it, they were releasing Psion noise that interfered with the activation of magic.


  Minami’s expression contorted at the sound of Cast Jamming.


  She grasped her chest and fell, facing down.


  Her slender shoulders rose up and down as she struggled to breathe properly.


  Her suffering figure reminded Miyuki of the memories from that summer day, five years ago.


  August 11th, 2092, the events of Great Asian Union’s assault on Okinawa.


  During their insurrection, soldiers attacked while seeking refuge in the territory of the National Defense Force.


  From her memories of that time, in order to “stop” an enemy, to “stop” all of their enemies, Honami was shot, her mother was shot, and even Miyuki herself was shot and was about to die.


  At that time, the three of them were saved by Tatsuya’s “Regrowth”.


  However, in the end, Honami didn’t make it.


  At this moment, there was Minami, the spitting image of Honami, suffering under the events of Cast Jamming. Suffering just like Honami had. The sight of her figure replaying the same scene as that day before Miyuki’s eyes──


  “…I won’t allow it.”


  Miyuki murmured softly in a voice quaking in anger.


  ──To once again make “her” suffer.


  ──To once again take “her” away.


  ──I won’t allow it.


  ──This time, I will stop them.


  ──This time for sure, I will stop all of them.


  In a world where past and present blended together, Miyuki lost sight of herself. Driven by the regret and anger of the past, Miyuki tried to release her powers.


  “Miyuki-sama, please stop!”


  In the midst of pain, Minami’s strained voice stopped Miyuki’s rampant magic.


  “Do you wish to defy Tatsuya-sama’s orders?”


  Tatsuya’s words repeated in her heart, which had begun relinquishing all self-control.


  ──It would be bad if you, as the successor of the Yotsuba Family, used magic to act against a non-Magic using citizen──


  Those were the words of Tatsuya last night. To Miyuki, Tatsuya’s orders took precedent, and suppressed the memories of “the scenes from that day”.


  Miyuki’s magic, “Cocytus”, that could even “stop” the spirit, heart, and body was on the verge of being invoked, but dispersed with the mention of Tatsuya’s name.


  “…Minami-chan?”


  As if she had just woken up from a nightmare, Miyuki called out Minami’s name with an uneasy voice and expression.


  “…I’m fine, Miyuki-sama.”


  Minami forced a smile, trying to pacify her master despite the danger of that moment.


  Giving up on casting “Deceleration” on the wall that shook from the effects of Cast Jamming, she concentrated on “Isolation”.


  The hands of the attackers struck against an invisible wall. It was a sight that would arouse instinctive fear in any weak, young girl, but Minami ignored it, directing a firm gaze at Miyuki as cold sweat ran down her forehead.


  Minami looked at Miyuki protestingly to tell her that she was fine and to keep her from doing anything rash.


  At such a look, Miyuki gave a smile that seemed to say “I’m fine”.


  Miyuki returned the CAD in her left hand to her breast pocket.


  “Miyuki-senpai …?”


  While frowning at the Psion noise, she asked Miyuki in a wondering tone.


  There was no way that Miyuki couldn’t resist the Cast Jamming.


  Izumi believed so for no reason.


  Unfortunately, Izumi herself had difficulty using magic, but if it was the “respected Miyuki Senpai,” then small fry of this level would be easily defeated. That was how much Izumi admired Miyuki.


  Miyuki then nodded and gave a look that said “Don’t worry” to Izumi.


  She then cast down her eyes and crossed her hands on her chest.


  A tender radiance emanated from Miyuki’s body.


  It was a light that the self-proclaimed humanist thugs could not see.


  It was a non-physical light that only people of magical disposition could see. The Psion light radiated from Miyuki.


  The light possessed no “power of influence”. Rather, it didn’t contain any intention. The light that Miyuki released was a “pure psion light” that held no qualities.


  Psions that had no interference strength had no effect on phenomena.


  Without harming Minami’s wall or the men trying to harm them, the radiance spread outwards.


  Wrapped in the gentle light, Minami suddenly noticed that the pain from the Cast Jamming had lifted.


  Cast Jamming was, first and foremost, a tool to hinder the activation of magic, but not to inflict damage on magicians. In the case of magicians with high Psion sensitivity, Cast Jamming caused a nauseating and dizzying effect.


  No, a noise that could hinder the magic activation was no ordinary noise.


  Magic activation was not related to the object of operation, but rather to the origin of the operation, more specifically, the Magic Calculation Area in the subconscious of a magician.


  Even if the sensitivity to Psions wasn’t strong, the instant that the route of magic activation opened, the effect of the noise could not be avoided.


  For barrier magics, small cycles of renewal were required to continue the (seemingly) continuous magic. Therefore, Magicians who use this kind of magic suffered more damage from Cast Damage.


  Minami could feel the sickness caused by the noise of Cast Jamming on her mind and body subsiding. The effects were still there but her discomfort was half gone.


  “Miyuki-sama…?”


  Minami watched Miyuki’s face and figure with renewed intensity. The only thing she knew was that this change was brought about by her master.


  “Miyuki-senpai, amazing! You’re using thick Psion curtains to drown out the waves from Cast Jamming!”


  Izumi betrayed a voice of admiration, and Minami expressed her agreement, too. Psion clouds that had no interference could not stop magic, but against the Cast Jamming which had a similar nature and no phenomena interference, it acted as a thick cushion.


  Izumi’s voice was heard by the villainous men.


  “Impossible! There is no magic that Cast Jamming can’t penetrate!”


  The leader of the humanists shouted with impatience. Unwittingly exposing his own ignorance, his words were humorous to Izumi and Minami. Since they felt this way, the two stopped hiding their amusement. Rather, the two never had the intention to do so.


  Minami wore a faint smile without any intent behind it. In contrast, Izumi grinned widely, making it a point to mock the men.


  It was indeed true that Cast Jamming was effective against most magic.


  Though, the technique that Miyuki just performed wasn’t ‘true’ magic.


  Rather, it was a technique that released and controlled external Psions, which in a sense could be considered magic.


  It was a magic that was not magic, that obstructed techniques meant to obstruct magic.


  The degree of difficulty in the technique that Miyuki displayed, coupled with her talent as a magician, were both things that the ignorant members of the cult could never comprehend.


  Of course, there remained the fact Cast Jamming was ineffective on other magic as well.


  For example, magic that decomposed the structure of the Psions that interfered with magic activation.


  Suddenly, the Antinite that had been releasing the Psion noise dissolved.


  The irregular noise of Psion waves became uniform waves of Psions.


  “Onii-sama!”


  Miyuki opened her eyes and looked over.


  There, Tatsuya stood with a Noh mask on his face, but both of his eyes were burning fiercely.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Today, Tatsuya had reached a dead end with his investigation and had decided to head towards Kamakura to try and track down the mastermind of the terrorist attack, Gu Jie.


  He had already informed Katsuto that he would not be attending the meeting today. After Kamakura, he planned on heading towards Zama to once again check if any clues had been left behind.


  If he got serious about finding Gu Jie, there was a more efficient and reliable way to do it.


  Although it was only once, Tatsuya had ‘seen’ Gu Jie.


  To clarify, Tatsuya did not have the power of clairvoyance. He was not adept at finding the presence of people that he did not have a connection with.


  Since they never came into close contact, there wasn’t much of a connection between them. The fact that Tatsuya had fought his student, Zhou Gongjin, would not serve to deepen the connection between Tatsuya and Gu Jie. Tatsuya also did not consider the fact that Maya was attacked to be an incident of much importance. If he allowed himself to form connections for such trivial matters, his sight would soon be clouded by the immense amount of information.


  To track down an opponent that he had only ‘seen’ once, he would have to focus his perception on that target alone. He would have to remove his ‘sight’ from other targets that he was observing.


  Which means, he would have to remove his ‘sight’ from Miyuki.


  For Tatsuya, Gu Jie did not have that much value.


  However, if there was something left behind that had a strong tie to Gu Jie, he could use that as a clue to track down the trail of information. If such a clue had been left behind, the other investigators would have found it long ago, but the current situation was so dire that even such a remote possibility had to considered.


  In spite of that, he turned back while he was on the way to Kamakura.


  Not towards his house, but towards the school.


  He did not have the power to see the future. His "eyes" could only allow him to look back in time only to a very short extent ── to be precise only up to 24 hours ── from the present.


  That is why, this was just intuition. ──That someone was attempting to harm Miyuki.


  However, Tatsuya did not have the option of ignoring this feeling.


  Because, compared to Miyuki, the matter with Gu Jie was meaningless to him.


  He switched his bike into semi-automatic drive mode, transferred half of his sight into the information dimension so that he could rescue Miyuki at any time, and sped towards First High.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Although now, the sight of a group of ruffians keeping Miyuki trapped came into Tatsuya’s view.


  Tatsuya neatly parked his bike, removed his helmet and slowly let out a breath.


  If he did not calm himself down in this manner, he risked being unable to rein in his murderous intent against these insolent people.


  An attempt to harm Miyuki was not something he could ever forgive.


  Just knowing that his opponent had such thoughts would make Tatsuya want to erase them.


  If he perceived any real threat to her, Tatsuya would not hesitate to kill.


  He had the ability to completely destroy a person without leaving any evidence, after all.


  Even if Antinite was used, he knew that it would only make Miyuki feel slightly uncomfortable, so he didn’t have to pull the trigger in his heart.


  The fact that Minami was suffering wasn’t enough to elicit his killing intent.


  Even so, Tatsuya couldn’t just stand by and do nothing while a younger girl was in pain. Especially if the person in question was someone who was almost family. He activated a decomposition magic meant to erase the cast jamming that was causing Minami’s suffering.


  He didn’t even need to use the circular-shaped CADs that he had on each wrist. ‘Decomposition’ is one of the two magics that he could wield freely. He did not even have to use the gestures that magicians used to settle their aim, such as ‘pointing his fingers’, or ‘stretching out his arm towards his target’. Just by focusing his senses, he could set the target of his magic.


  Gram Dispersion.


  The magic that decomposes information bodies erased the complex structure of the Psion waves that interfered with the ability to use magic.


  The structure of the jamming waves had been destroyed, and the waves turned into dull ripples then faded away.


  “Onii-sama!”


  He heard the voice of his sister calling out to him from within the crowd of people.


  He could see Miyuki looking at him with eyes widened in surprise through the gaps in the crowd.


  Tatsuya wondered why she was so surprised, and felt strange for a bit.


  No matter how trivial it was, there was no way that he wouldn’t come running whenever he sensed that Miyuki was in danger.


  But his consciousness was instantly overwritten with rage.


  Although it was faint, there were unmistakable traces of fear and unease on Miyuki’s face.


  A high school girl was surrounded and confined by a group of unknown men. Regardless of how much power she had, it was natural for her to be afraid.


  He glared at the crowd of people and sucked in a breath.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  “Out of the way!”


  Tatsuya spoke in a sharp and angry tone.


  The men were staggered by the force contained within Tatsuya’s voice, and the crowd split into two halves.


  This was not the effect of a magic that affected the mind.


  The men’s bodies reacted faster than their minds when they heard the roar of a creature far more powerful than themselves.


  Tatsuya walked briskly in a straight line.


  He didn’t even need to push his way through the crowd of men.


  No one obstructed Tatsuya’s way. No one even stretched a hand towards him.


  “Minami.”


  Standing in front of the magical barrier, Tatsuya called Minami’s name.


  “Yes, Tatsuya-sama.”


  Minami responded to his voice while keeping the barrier active.


  “Can you move while keeping that barrier up?”


  “It is possible.”


  Tatsuya should have known that Minami was capable of that. Minami took it to mean that Tatsuya was concerned about her present condition.


  “I see. Then follow me as you are, you three.”


  Tatsuya turned around. As he looked from one side to the other, the Humanists, frightened of that gaze, took one or two steps back.


  “W-What are you doing! Jamming team, one more time!”


  As expected, the Antinite rings were given to the most proficient members selected from among the group. At their leader’s shaken voice, the men gathered up the courage that had been broken by Tatsuya, poured Psions into their Antinite, and released Cast Jamming.


  However, the structure of the Psion noise could not be maintained for even half a second.


  Tatsuya just turned around while looking annoyed. He didn’t even wave his hands.


  That was all it took for the cast jamming to lose its effectiveness.


  It was a Psion noise that could inhibit all kinds of magic.


  It was not something chaotic that was made by chance.


  The noise from Cast Jamming was a wave pattern of Psions that followed a complicated set of rules in order to take shape.


  As long as it has a structure, it cannot escape Tatsuya’s ‘Decomposition’. Even more so if it was simply a bare information body. Against Tatsuya, the Cast Jamming that could neutralize magicians didn’t even slow him down, so forget about it being a trump card.


  “What!?”


  The bearers of the rings shouted in dismay.


  “Don’t falter! Once more!”


  The fanatics’ leader repeated his meaningless order.


  Tatsuya didn’t even turn around anymore.


  As expected, the noise that impeded magic didn’t even last for half a second.


  Cast Jamming was not a continuous emission of noise. It was a repetitive invocation wherein each burst of noise occurred before the previous one faded away.


  It was a property of Antinite to convert the Psions injected into it into jamming waves that were released. However, continuously injecting Psions without the help of a mechanical device, like the one used in flying magic, is difficult even for regular magicians. This was why Cast Jamming was only used intermittently.


  For non-magicians who were not used to controlling Psions, even injecting enough Psions to produce an effective jamming wave would take a considerable amount of mental concentration.


  The noise was quashed as soon as it was invoked.


  After doing this twice already, these young people did not have enough training to be able to immediately repeat it for a third time.


  Tatsuya stopped walking and had the other three people go ahead of him.


  They were already outside the crowd of Humanists.


  “Minami.”


  “Yes, Tatsuya-sama.”


  “Well done. You can release the barrier now.”


  Minami obeyed Tatsuya’s words and cancelled the barrier magic.


  “Miyuki.”


  After hearing Tatsuya call her name, Miyuki replied, “Yes, Onii-sama” with a meek voice.


  “Go back to school with the both of them.”


  “Yes, certainly.”


  Miyuki gave Tatsuya a graceful bow, put a hand each on the backs of her underclassmen, and urged them to head back to First High.


  At this point, the leader of the Humanists regained his senses.


  “W-What are you doing! My comrades, do not allow those wicked people to escape!”


  However, that only served to bring them to an unfortunate conclusion.


  The group of Humanists ignored ── no, avoided Tatsuya, and ran past him.


  However, not one of them managed to take more than three steps ahead.


  There were a total of fifteen men. Not all of them started running at the same time. At that time, only a third of the group, that is five people, had started to run. And now, the only ones who remained on their feet were the two-thirds who had not yet started to run.


  Needless to say, the person who had caused one-third of the group who were guilty of capturing people and attempted violence (regarding their act of capturing people, it could be said that they were caught red-handed) was Tatsuya. However, this was not due to his magic.


  The first person to step forward received a fist to the solar plexus and fainted while experiencing immense pain.


  The second person was struck in the temple by the base of Tatsuya’s palm as he attempted to take a second step.


  The third person had his neck grabbed from behind just as he took his second step, and was pulled backwards.


  The fourth person received a blow to his chin as he was taking his third step.


  The fifth person had his wrist grabbed as soon as he took his third step, and fell on the road after spinning one full circle in mid-air.


  After experiencing Tatsuya’s barrage of fluid techniques, none of the men were able to get off the ground, let alone stand up.


  “You bastard! Do you think you can get away with such violence!”


  The leader of the ruffians threw a selfish outcry at Tatsuya.


  To this, Tatsuya replied with a smile filled with hostility, provocation, and ridicule.


  “I was just preemptively stopping an attack on women. The data captured by the street cameras should prove that these people attempted to assault female students of First High.”


  Tatsuya deliberately directed his gaze at the camera installed on one of the streetlights. He then turned to the leader of the Humanists with a smile filled with scorn.


  Even from afar, it was clear that the leader’s face had turned red.


  Of course, this was not because he had realized the folly of his actions and felt ashamed. It was due to rage.


  As expected of a fanatic, his eyes became bloodshot from his madness and he screamed while pointing at Tatsuya.


  “Finish this guy off first! Divine punishment!”


  His lackeys shouted “Oh!” with raised spirits. Rather, it blended into a strange clamor.


  Their bodies understood that they could not stand against Tatsuya, and automatically withdrew.


  However, their minds had been poisoned by fanaticism, and they were unable to comprehend the danger signals called “fear” that was being sent throughout their bodies.


  “Realize your sins!”


  The young man who was standing in the front ranks attempted to assault Tatsuya. He was holding a collapsible baton that had already been expanded.


  Tatsuya used his left hand to strike from the inside at the man’s descending right hand. His sword-like hand hit the fingers holding the collapsible baton.


  “Aargh!”


  The baton went flying out of the young man’s hand. He bent forwards and cried out in pain while holding his right hand.


  Tatsuya’s extended his right hand towards the young man’s face. He wasn’t moving at a speed that was too fast to follow. Rather, he was moving quite slowly.


  From the side, Tatsuya thrust his thumb at the area directly below the man’s ear.


  The man ceased his cries of pain and his body crumpled to the ground.


  “I’m warning you. If you keep attacking me, I can’t hold back.”


  Without even sparing a glance at the young man sprawled at his feet, Tatsuya said so while looking around at the ruffians.


  He didn’t mean these words as a provocation. These were words of warning.


  After Miyuki’s safety was assured, Tatsuya had calmed down. He lost the will to proactively engage in violence.


  Of course, that didn’t mean he would try to avoid a fight. If he was attacked, he would surely neutralize his opponent. The reason he said those words was mainly in order to provide an alibi for the cameras that were recording the situation.


  However, the people he said those words to took it as provocation.


  “Stop messing around! You’re just a tool!”


  The leader of the Humanists thus acted in a detestable manner. However, his comrades were secretly exchanging looks amongst each other. At this point, the fear of fighting was starting to overcome their blind faith.


  Even so, they didn’t try to flee the scene. They had yet to recover enough to make sound judgement calls. They weren’t under the impression that they would be given pardon for attacking a magician, rather they hadn’t come to realize they were inferior in a fight.


  This stalemate would probably work in Tatsuya’s favor. On the way here, he saw that a crowd had formed near the police box as well. It was probably to stall the police. However, it was around time for the police to start showing up.


  “The police will be here soon. Why don’t you just run away? You perverts who attempted to assault women.”


  Tatsuya gave them a warning once again. This time, however, it seemed like he was inciting them. Tatsuya himself didn’t see any reason to be careful of how he worded his sentence.


  The fanatics easily flew into a rage.


  “This brat!”


  The leader let out a shriek as he himself rushed to attack Tatsuya.


  Tatsuya narrowed his eyes at the weapon he took out from an inside pocket of his jacket. It was a stun whip that was approximately fifty centimeters in length. By passing electricity through it, not only would it produce an electric discharge from the tip, but it could also become more resilient and take the shape of a flexible leaf spring. However, once the switch was turned off, its state would change to something similar to a leather belt that could be wrapped around one’s hand or body, allowing it to be carried discreetly and unnoticed from the outside.


  This was the cane sword developed by Erika’s family (A club made from shape-memory alloy that transforms into a short sword). It was just beginning to be adapted by the police, and was not yet commercially available to the general public. It wasn’t something that could be obtained unless you had connections with the police or the manufacturers themselves. Perhaps, he had stolen it from a policeman.


  Investigating this could yield interesting results. While thinking of such things at a corner of his mind, he dodged the stun whip that was being swung down. Along with taking a step, he spun his body and got behind his ‘enemy’.


  From his opponent’s perspective, it must have seemed like the weapon passed right through Tatsuya’s body.


  “Over here.”


  Tatsuya called out to the young man before he could discover Tatsuya’s location.


  The Humanists’ leader spun around in a panic. He must have thought that he would be attacked in return if he didn’t do anything. He recklessly waved the stun whip about.


  Tatsuya raised his arm and pretended to block the whip. Just before the whip made contact, he withdrew his arm.


  To begin with, Tatsuya had already retreated beyond the range of the stun whip. The exaggerated attack from an unstable position ended in failure, and the young man lost his balance and fell on his behind.


  Tatsuya let out a chuckle. It was not meant as an insult. Rather, at least, Tatsuya had no such intention. He just naturally laughed after seeing this display of excessive clumsiness. Tatsuya had no intention of deliberately insulting the young man before him, but he also didn’t have any obligation to control his expressions out of consideration for his opponent’s feelings.


  It couldn’t be helped, even if the leader of the Humanists took Tatsuya’s chuckle as an insult.


  “I’ll kill you!”


  However, he had gotten into a fit of excessive madness. What’s more, the young man’s hostility wasn’t restricted to his words alone. He threw the useless whip aside and stuck his right hand into his coat pocket.


  Just as his hand left his pocket, Tatsuya’s right leg moved at lightning speed.


  Tatsuya stomped down on the fanatic’s right hand instead of kicking it away.


  Tatsuya’s heel swung succinctly downwards and knocked the weapon out of the fanatic’s hand.


  Instead of putting his right foot back on the ground, he shot it forwards.


  After taking a front kick on his face, The Humanists’ leader’s head snapped back and he fell down forcefully. It wasn’t clear if he lay there without moving due to the impact of the kick, or because of the extreme impact inflicted on back of his head the moment he fell down.


  However, even if he had been hit at a bad place, the police probably wouldn’t blame Tatsuya.


  Lying on the road was a small gun with two barrels positioned one above the other. Even now, at the end of the 21st century, the palm-sized gun had continued to inherit the name ‘Derringer,’ and this was the latest model of it. Of course, for regular civilians, carrying around one of these was a crime with no room for excuses.


  In fact, the Humanists were the ones who were in a daze as they looked at the gun lying on the road. All of them who were standing and were conscious had a look of disbelief on their faces. It looked like they never imagined that their leader was carrying a gun.


  Tatsuya turned to look at the remaining fanatics.


  All the fight had gone out of them. Not only that, it appeared that they didn’t even have the energy to run away.


  Tatsuya judged that the matter was done and relaxed his fighting stance.


  However, his expression immediately stiffened as he turned around and prepared to fight.


  “Onii-sama!”


  He didn’t even need the warning from Miyuki, who was watching him from the end of the street, he had already finished his preparations to use magic.


  The leader of the Humanists was standing up.


  He was supposed to have been unconscious. Even now, he didn’t look like he had regained consciousness.


  Although, that was a trivial issue.


  What Tatsuya had reacted to was not an outward abnormality.


  The expressionless Humanist had both arms outstretched, and a SB ── a so-called spirit, was floating over them. No, it was more appropriate to call this ominous purple flame an ‘evil apparition,’ instead of a ‘spirit,’ or so Tatsuya thought.


  “Miyuki, stay hidden!”


  “Yes!”


  Rather than because of Tatsuya’s command, Miyuki retreated from the corner of the street because she was frightened of his menacing attitude.


  Tatsuya stuck out his opened hand. A violent stream of Psions were released from his palm.


  The purple flames that were hovering over the fanatic’s hands were erased by the gale of Psions.


  Gram Demolition. After being hit by this non-systematic magic that was said to be one of the strongest counter magics, this was the obvious result.


  “What!?”


  However, a startled cry escaped from Tatsuya’s mouth.


  That was because the flames of the evil apparition once again flickered on the fanatic’s hands.


  It was definitely not impossible to reactivate a magic right after the magic sequence has been blown away by Gram Demolition. Gram Demolition simply struck the target with a high-density stream of Psions. Its effect ended as soon as the stream of Psions stopped. The effect of erasing magic did not persist.


  However, recreating the magic required early preparation on the part of the caster. No matter how fast the magician was, they couldn’t omit the step of building the magic sequence. Even people with ‘supernatural abilities’ who didn’t need an activation sequence couldn’t overwrite a phenomenon without a magic sequence.


  This process was not detectable within this man.


  (This power is not his. A third party is supplying him with SBs) The spirits, no, evil apparitions were being delivered to the young man’s hands by a different caster, ignoring the limits of physical distance and moving along the connection formed by ‘association.’ In short, this meant that the anti-magic faction had become underlings of Ancient Magicians. The person might have had the magic cast upon them without their notice. In fact, the probability of that was high.


  Tatsuya once again erased the flames of the evil apparition ── rather he didn’t actually do that. A person who initiated violence against Magicians because of a terrorist attack presumed to be carried out by Ancient Magicians was, in fact, under the influence of an Ancient Magician. There was no way that this could be a coincidence. Tatsuya used these flames as a foothold, and focused his “eye” on the real body of the caster.


  “A-A Magician!?”


  “Leader is… a heretic!?”


  Seeing the fireballs floating over the young man’s palms, his comrades groaned with shocked voices.


  The flames this time weren’t something that only Tatsuya could see. The SB that had been summoned by ── or rather, had been forcefully pushed onto the young man, took the shape of a purple flame. Since the flames were stained with a dark color, it wasn’t possible to see what was happening to the hand underneath. Perhaps, it didn’t just look like a flame, but also possessed the physical properties of it.


  “Uh… Uwaaah!”


  The young people who were supposed to be his comrades ran away in all directions like a nest of disturbed spiders.


  Tatsuya didn’t chase them. Or rather, there was no need to chase them.


  At that moment, the purple sphere burst open.


  Instead of a large flame, it became compressed into a small fireball and shot out, then it multiplied into around ten fireballs of the same size, which scattered from the young man’s hand.


  The fireballs could not penetrate into buildings. Forget the walls, even the purple flames that came into contact with the window glass vanished without leaving a trace.


  However, the trees by the roadside that came into contact with the fireballs were charred black and looked like they would break at any time.


  No, the word ‘charred’ was probably not the right way to put it.


  The parts that were exposed to the purple flames were dried out and became black with decay. The effect wasn’t like applying a high temperature to them, rather, it was more like their warmth of life was being seeped away.


  What would happen if a human came in contact with these flames?


  Tatsuya shot down the fireballs that came at him with Gram Demolition—but only the ones that headed directly towards him. He couldn’t deny that he had focused too much of his attention on discovering the true identity of the caster, and as a result, he was falling behind in neutralizing the magic.


  Looking at the results, the fireballs weren’t aimed and fired at a particular target. The fireballs that Tatsuya didn’t shoot down passed on either side of him and flew off into the sky. A portion of them also rained down upon the young ── comrades ── subordinates.


  Several of them let out screams in what could be described as agony in death.


  Tatsuya didn’t turn around, but behind him, there was a mysterious phenomenon of human bodies undergoing localized desiccation. Rather than becoming dried out and mummified, only the portions of the body that were hit by the purple flame appeared to be experiencing rapid aging.


  Tatsuya didn’t see this condition as it occurred on their bodies, but he recognized that it would be dangerous to ignore this magic. Although he felt that it was a little too late, he cancelled his tracking of the caster and switched his focus to obliterating this magic.


  If this magic was being summoned by the leader of the Humanists, then the matter would have been settled simply by knocking him unconscious. However, this young man was just being used as a medium to launch the magic. Besides, it wasn’t possible to knock out someone who was already unconscious. The only thing you could do was to kill them.


  That might have been the most efficient way to settle the issue. It was possible that the enemy could control the corpse and use it to relay the magic, but Tatsuya’s method of killing turned flesh into dust. No corpse was to be left behind.


  However, he couldn’t use that method now. It would count as excessive self-defense no matter how anyone looked at it, and would only serve to needlessly incite the mass media.


  (…The caster who is using the purple flame magic won’t be able to send SB’s here unless he uses that man to relay it.) If the caster could freely launch fireballs at this location while staying hidden somewhere, he wouldn’t go to the trouble of using that young man as a medium. If he made use of other fanatics as well, and created a free-for-all fight, he might have been able to injure Tatsuya.


  (There must be some reason why he has to use that man in particular.) ──For instance, he might have a sign carved into him that would serve as a marker to turn him into a medium.


  Tatsuya thought of this and focused his ‘eye.’


  (This is in the way.)


  Once again, Tatsuya used Gram Demolition to blow away the flames hovering over the young man’s hands.


  The purple flame SB Magic was reactivated immediately.


  (──Found it.)


  The seal was carved into the young man’s hand. It was a pattern drawn by Psions that pierced the back of his hand and ran onto his palm. Even momentarily extinguishing the flames was enough for Tatsuya to see through the trick behind relaying the magic.


  There was a tattoo drawn on the back of the man’s hand. A pigment similar to his skin color was used to try to hide it. It had a different pattern from the engraving magic that Tatsuya was familiar with, but it had similar properties that allowed one to produce a magical effect by running Psions through it.


  Ancient magic still had the edge when it came to such versatility. While thinking of such pointless things, Tatsuya used ‘Decomposition’ on a portion of the tattoo.


  Some of the pigment was removed from the center of the tattoo, which was so complex that it seemed impossible to have been drawn by hand.


  The pigment was separated from the underlying layers of the skin by the use of decomposition magic.


  The last two purple fireballs that shot towards him from the front were shot down using Gram Demolition. By distorting the Psion pattern that served as a marker for the magic relay, it became impossible to remotely operate the SB magic.


  The tattoo must have also served to remotely control the leader of the Humanists. The man froze like a statue, his body sitting on the ground with his torso erect and both hands sticking forwards, before falling over backwards.


  The young man didn’t get up. It looked like he was really disabled this time.


  Tatsuya waited for ten seconds, then relaxed.


  From the corner of the street, the voices of policemen could be heard, yelling, “Nobody move!” Tatsuya, at least, did not think that they were useless for arriving after the matter had been settled.


  He looked at the trees on either side and furrowed his eyebrows. He then looked back at the condition of the fanatics, and let out a small sigh.


  Tatsuya was honestly glad that the policemen didn’t get caught up in the fight. All the policemen stationed in police boxes near the Magic High Schools were magicians who were trained in physical combat, but it was doubtful whether the policemen from the one near the First High School train station could have defended against that SB magic, or neutralized it.


  Tatsuya complied with the order to “not move” and stood motionlessly at the same spot. There was no reason to move about now. He didn’t need to move his body to follow the trail of data.


  He had obtained the necessary information from the tattoo, which had been the enemy magician’s magical medium, while he decomposed it.


  Tatsuya was now following the enemy’s trail in the information dimension.


  The effects of the magic had already worn off, but the person who had come into direct contact with the caster and acted as a medium for the magic was lying just a few feet away. In gathering data, there was both temporal proximity, since the magic had been used recently, and spatial proximity, since the medium used to remotely activate the magic was close by. There was also a cause-and-effect relationship formed due to the fact that Tatsuya himself was the target of the caster’s magic.


  With so much information to work with, and the fact that information related to the magic was close at hand, it wasn’t hard for Tatsuya to track down the owner—in other words, information on the magician.


  He was here because he acted on a vague premonition that something bad was drawing closer to Miyuki. It wasn’t due to his search for Gu Jie, so finding a clue here was a complete coincidence.


  It was because of this that Tatsuya had no intention of letting this chance slip away, even if he had to take some risks for it.


  Right now, the search for the terrorist by the Ten Master Clans was at a dead-end. Even the Yotsuba Family were unable to uncover any new clues, so people were now starting to get impatient.


  However, it wasn’t like Maya was demanding results from him, and Tatsuya himself felt little, rather, no impatience at all. He thought, in private, that it was alright to leave Gu Jie to the police or the Information Division. He also thought that the activities of the anti-magic faction were, to some extent, unavoidable.


  It was an irrefutable fact that to non-magicians, magic was as dangerous as a weapon or a bomb. Magicians in their vicinity armed themselves with magic, so it was only natural for unarmed citizens to try and keep them at a distance. Tatsuya felt that this couldn’t be helped, and the only option was to give up and accept it. ──Until just now.


  If an enemy magician was taking advantage of the hatred and fear of the anti-magic faction towards magicians in order to use them as pawns, he couldn’t ignore it. Though, perhaps, he hadn’t realized that he himself had become a “magician’s pawn,” but in his case, he was more of a “tool” rather than a “pawn.” On the other hand, from the perspective of a hostile observer, there wasn’t any real difference between being a “pawn” and “tool.”


  A wristband with white and red stripes was around the wrist of the Humanist who was used as a magic relay device earlier. It was proof that he was a member of “Egalite,” a lower branch of the national anti-magic organization “Blanche” that Tatsuya had a deep history with.


  Controlling Blanche from the shadows was Zhou Gongjin, and Gu Jie commanded Zhou Gongjin. Tatsuya had heard this from various sources.


  Looking at the chain of command, the members of Egalite had been pawns of Gu Jie from the start. However, it seemed that the closer one got to the top, the more they resonated with the ideologies of humanism ── or perhaps, brainwashed ── and were included in the organization.


  This leader didn’t look like he was acting when he shouted about the creed of humanism, either.


  As expected, they were being duped. The tattoo used to relay the evil apparitions was probably placed on him without his knowledge.


  It would be dangerous if people armed with guns and magic infiltrated unarmed groups of demonstrators again and attacked Miyuki, like what happened just now. That was what Tatsuya was worried about. If he could constantly stay by Miyuki’s side, there would be nothing to fear, but until he captured Gu Jie, he couldn’t do that. Due to the mission, there would be times when he would have no choice but to work away from her.


  In order to carry out his mission of exterminating the terrorist, he had no choice but to feel the fear of exposing the one he loved to acts of terrorism. It wasn’t just limited to terrorists. Even if his opponent was a criminal organization, or on a larger scale, a civil war, or even an international war, it would result in the same sense of irony. The only difference between war and terrorism was whether or not direct attacks on noncombatants were permitted. Perhaps, it was right to say that war and terrorism meant different things only in the modern times because some people differentiated between combatants and noncombatants. Although, it was a different matter whether or not that rule was always followed.


  Still, Tatsuya didn’t have the option of stopping his search for Gu Jie.


  Even if he withdrew here, Miyuki’s safety wouldn’t be assured. In the end, the only option that he had was to find Gu Jie as soon as possible and suppress him. There was no other way.


  He divided his consciousness into two parts, and sent one half into the large ocean of information. The other half was on the lookout for anyone who might attempt to harm Miyuki, as the other followed the trail of the magician, who had used the purple flame magic.


  Information was always attached to an event. If something underwent a change, there would always be traces of information left behind to indicate the “event of a change.” This didn’t change, even if magic, a “technique to manipulate information,” was used. Even information manipulation designed to wipe out the information would leave traces of its own. Even if they tried to paint over the fact that “SB was used,” even if they used ink of the same colors as the background to overwrite the black ink, the unnatural shade of color would remain behind. In addition, although faint, it would not disappear and could still serve as information about the event.


  (…There.)


  Information about the magician floated up into Tatsuya’s field of vision.


  (It isn’t Gu Jie, but…)


  The information that Tatsuya perceived was unfortunately not that of Gu Jie, whom he had encountered in Zama. If the person he had encountered after tracking the information had been Gu Jie, he could have just used Mist Dispersion from here and the matter would be settled. If he could only ‘see’ him clearly, physical distance was of no consequence.


  (At this level of clarity, maybe I could gain some detailed information on his location as well?)


  One after the other, Tatsuya “read” the information about the magician at the distance. His name was Oumi Kazukiyo, his pseudonym as a magician was “Dollmaker,” and his current location was in Kamakura at…


  (Tch!)


  All of a sudden, a drastic change was introduced to the information that he was observing. In order to avoid damage from that backlash, he reflexively cut off the connection. Tatsuya’s vision returned to what was observed through his normal sight. The distance between him and the oncoming police had barely changed since he shifted his perception to the information dimension. Less than one second had passed.


  (In other words, he killed him as soon as I destroyed his magic.) The change in information was a transition from the state of being alive to death. Tatsuya had began to track down the information a little over ten seconds after destroying the purple flame magic. This was just about the amount of time it would take for a person near the magician to realize what had happened. It was a coincidence that he had been killed while being observed by Tatsuya, but the killing itself might have been premeditated. One of the reasons he could think of for the falling out was that the enemy knew he had the means to track down information, or that they had inferred as much.


  “He’s a troublesome opponent…”


  Tatsuya let out a sigh a he raised his hands and showed a posture of submission to the approaching police.


  Perhaps he could no longer afford to nitpick over his methods.


  That’s what Tatsuya thought.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  In Oumi Kazukiyo’s mansion, Gu Jie finally began to reflect upon the fact that he was running out of time as he gazed upon the corpse of the owner of the house whom he had just killed.


  The reason why Gu Jie killed his friend, an Ancient Magician, was because he had sensed a retaliatory technique. It didn’t fit into any category of magic that he knew of, but he sensed the intent of someone backtracking along the trail of the SB Magic that had been used and was approaching at a frightening speed.


  Almost reflexively, Gu Jie had killed Oumi, and thereby cut-off the trail of magic. However, he wasn’t confident that he had managed to entirely block off the enemy’s technique. Even though the risk of being exposed to counter-magic was abated, Gu Jie thought that there was a possibility that his location had been revealed.


  He had sensed Tatsuya’s “gaze,” but Gu Jie didn’t know that it was an ability capable only of seeing, not attacking. However, after spending nearly fifty years living a life on the run and conducting his secret feud, Gu Jie was immediately able to detect that momentary observation in the information dimension. ──It was hostility directed towards him.


  “I had originally hoped for one more day and night, but…”


  Gu Jie murmured as he gazed towards the next room where two human bodies laid. One of these bodies had more potential than any other body he had handled before. It was enough to make Gu Jie feel that it was a waste to use it as a disposable pawn. If he had just one more day, he wouldn’t have had to turn it into a soldier of death ── not a soldier who was prepared to die ── a literal undead soldier. Instead, he could have turned it into long-lasting Generator.


  “It’s a waste… though being too greedy is foolish as well.”


  Gu Jie shook his head as if to dispel any lingering regrets, then moved towards the next room while holding the elaborately decorated dagger, which he had used to take the life of his old friend, the Ancient Magician, Oumi Kazukiyo.


  


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  (My own vanity will probably end up destroying me someday…) Izumi put on a depressed expression to hide her bitter thoughts from the adults before her. She was actually depressed, so it wasn’t that hard to put on an act.


  “…So, apart from Sakurai-san, who used barrier magic to shut out the violence, no other magic was used?”


  “Yes.”


  Izumi returned a short affirmative to the question raised by the teacher in-charge of her class, Class-1B.


  “Is it true that the opponents used Cast Jamming?”


  This question was put forward by the Vice-Principal, Yaosaka.


  “Yes.”


  Izumi once again answered succinctly, but, even for her, it wasn’t easy to deal with four teachers including the Principal and Vice-Principal by herself.


  Why did she have to go through something so bothersome? Such resentful thoughts ran through Izumi’s mind. However, Izumi herself was responsible for being in this situation. Since she was aware of that fact, her anger and irritation continued to smolder under her skin without the flames getting bigger.


  Female students from her school had been harassed by a group of young men. Besides, there was a chance that it might have escalated enough to cause injuries, so it wasn’t strange that the matter didn’t stop at the Vice-principal, and that even the Principal got involved. It was also reasonable that she was being questioned regarding the incident because she was involved in it.


  The problem was, why was she being made to do this alone?


  No, even Izumi knew why this was the logical conclusion, and that her current situation was unavoidable.


  The opponents were armed with Antinite, a precious military resource.


  Not only that, they also tried to use a gun meant for assassinations.


  In the end, the ruffians, who were supposed to be anti-magic supporters, used magic to cause damage to both people and property. The police wouldn’t be able to write this issue off with a simple interview at the police box, either. Not only were the assailants being taken to the Hachioji police station, even Izumi and the others, who were the victims, had been asked to go there as well.


  Since it was such a serious situation, someone had to immediately inform the school, too. In other words, someone had to return to the school.


  Minami had been asked to come by the police since she was the person who used the barrier magic. Tatsuya couldn’t refuse to participate as he had used violence, even though it was in self-defense. As for Miyuki, she didn’t really use magic, but the large amount of Psions she had released were detected by the sensors.


  In the process of elimination, Izumi was the only person left to go back to school to report about the incident. From a logical perspective, Izumi understood this as well. However, as the saying went, “Logic and feelings are different things.”


  “Saegusa-kun.”


  Principal Momoyama, who had been silent until now, spoke up.


  “Yes.”


  Izumi looked at the principal and answered nervously.


  “Is it true that the thugs changed their targets to you and Shiba-kun after recognizing both of you?”


  While being apprehensive of Momoyama’s sharp gaze, Izumi replied in an unwavering tone.


  “I am sure of it, Principal. They looked at me and called me ‘a member of the Saegusa Family’, then, after looking at President Shiba, they said, ‘First High’s Student Council President’. They confirmed this among themselves before approaching us.”


  “Which would mean that your group had a higher priority to them, compared to the other first years from our school who were being harassed.”


  “I think so, as well.”


  Momoyama replied, “Fumu…”, and drifted into thought while folding his hands inside the sleeves of his Japanese-style clothes.


  Izumi patiently waited for him to resume speaking. The ones who were unable to withstand the pressure of the silence were the other adults.


  “Principal.”


  Vice-Principal Yaosaka spoke to Momoyama in a reserved, or rather, frightened tone.


  Momoyama looked at Yaosaka without giving any indication that he was annoyed at the interruption of his thoughts.


  “Vice-Principal. The school will be temporarily closed starting tomorrow. For now, the period of closure will be until Saturday, the 23rd.”


  “Principal, temporarily closing the school on such short notice…”


  Yaosaka unintentionally retorted at the Principal’s sudden decision. He immediately shut his mouth and put on a chastised expression, but the scolding he expected from Momoyama did not come.


  “Do you need a reason?”


  “Ah, yes, about that…”


  Instead, Yaosaka was directed with a gaze filled with contempt that seemed to say, “Can’t you understand even this much?”


  “If our students were being attacked at random, that would have been just some discontented elements going on rampage.”


  Even so, Momoyama gave an explanation. Maybe it was because he was a teacher, but he liked to explain things.


  “However, it appears that our students are being assigned priorities, and are being targeted based on that. Rather than a spontaneous outburst, there is a high probability that this is an organized and planned crime.”


  “Organized crime, you say…”


  Yaosaka wasn’t the only one who went pale. The class adviser of Class-1B, the teacher in-charge of all first-year students, the other adults who had gathered around the Principal’s desk, and even Izumi, went pale in the face.


  “Unlike ordinary rioting, there is a chance that their methods might get more radical. We need to wait out and observe the situation for a while.”


  “Yes… I agree with you completely.”


  “I’ll leave the formalities to you.”


  After giving Yaosaka that order, Momoyama once again looked at Izumi.


  “Saegusa-kun, thank you for attending.”


  Although there was no hint of gratitude in his voice, Izumi took this to mean that she was being dismissed.


  “No, I only did what was natural.”


  Izumi wanted to leave this place as soon as possible, so she didn’t let this chance pass.


  “In that case, please excuse me, Principal.”


  She gave a courteous bow and turned towards the exit.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  After completing the interviews at the police station, it was already past 7:00 P.M. by the time that Tatsuya and the others reached home. Due to what had just happened earlier, the police escorted them home in an unmarked police car. A motorcycle police officer from the Traffic Division had driven Tatsuya’s bike to their house. The police appeared to have noticed that the cowl and tires of the bike were bulletproof, but they didn’t say anything. It was probably because they knew about his parentage.


  The personal items belonging to Miyuki and Minami were still in their lockers at school. However, there was nothing among them that would melt or spoil, so they decided to retrieve them tomorrow and planned to stay at home for the rest of the day. This meant that the long-awaited information regarding Gu Jie that was obtained from data tracking would go to waste, but Tatsuya had an idea on what to do about that.


  In any case, both Tatsuya and Miyuki intended to completely relax at their own home, but a mail arrived hardly ten minutes after they took off their shoes at the front door.


  Tatsuya had promptly changed into casual clothes from his riding jacket and trousers that doubled as fighting togs. He then sat on the sofa in the living room, and looked at the fully unfolded screen of the mobile terminal with a frown on his face. At this time, Miyuki who had taken a little longer to get changed, came down the stairs.


  “…Onii-sama, is something the matter? You have a troubled expression on your face.”


  “No, it’s nothing like that.”


  Tatsuya raised his head and responded to Miyuki, then indicated the space next to him with his eyes.


  Miyuki sat down next to him as invited, and looked at the screen of the terminal that Tatsuya turned towards her.


  “Tatsuya-sama, Miyuki-sama, the tea is ready.”


  Minami brought out the tea while wearing an apron over her uniform. As Tatsuya had requested, the tray held strongly-brewed Sencha. Minami placed the teacups on the table and looked inquisitively at Tatsuya to see if he had any other request.


  “Please wait a little.”


  After saying that to Minami, Tatsuya looked at Miyuki.


  Miyuki had just finished reading the mail that wasn’t very long, and lifted her head.


  “Onii-sama, this is… we can’t reject it, right?”


  “You’re right.”


  Tatsuya let out a small sigh and looked at Minami, who was awaiting his orders.


  “After we finish drinking our tea, Miyuki and I will be going out. We’ll be eating outside, so you can do as you wish, Minami. Feel free to go to sleep early.”


  Miyuki must have felt that her brother’s explanation was unsatisfactory.


  “We’ve been invited by the new Head of the Juumonji Family. I think we’ll be a little late in returning home.”


  She gave an additional explanation before Minami could react to Tatsuya’s order.


  “Understood.”


  Of course, Minami’s answer wouldn’t have changed, whether or not she had received a detailed explanation. She gave a respectful bow to the siblings, who were her masters.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Although Miyuki had told Minami that they “had been invited by the Head of the Juumonji Family,” that hadn’t been the full story. As Tatsuya arrived along with Miyuki, it was not only Katsuto, but also Mayumi and Masaki, who were waiting.


  The place was the restaurant that they always used for meetings. From the outside, it looked like a slightly larger detached residence, but after entering it, even Miyuki was slightly taken by surprise.


  Tatsuya had already explained the reason why he didn’t attend today’s meeting to Katsuto. The time was already past 2200. Usually, by this time, they would be finishing their meal after the meeting.


  However, they had still been summoned here. Katsuto, Mayumi, and Masaki greeted them with serious looks on their faces.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “Sorry for asking you to come on short notice. Please, take a seat.”


  In contrast to Tatsuya’s genteel apology, Katsuto responded in a tone that indicated that he truly felt guilty, and urged Tatsuya and Miyuki to take a seat.


  Katsuto and the others, who had been waiting for Tatsuya and Miyuki, were already sitting at the table. Katsuto was sitting at the end of the table in the host’s seat, and Mayumi and Masaki were on either side of him. Although this was a French restaurant, was the table set in the British-American style to say that they need not be concerned about intricate table manners? Or perhaps, they never cared about such things in the first place. Tatsuya decided that it was the latter, and made Miyuki sit in front of Mayumi, while he sat in front of Masaki.


  “Shiba-san, are you alright?”


  As soon as she had taken a seat, Masaki asked Miyuki if she had been injured.


  “Yes. At the end of the day, there was no real damage. Thank you for worrying about me.”


  Miyuki gave her answer, and smiled sweetly at Masaki. Masaki went red in the face, and relaxed with an expression of relief.


  It appeared that Masaki was really worried about Miyuki. Both Katsuto and Mayumi understood that, and didn’t berate Masaki for his rashness.


  “Shiba, it seems you’ve had a rough day.”


  Instead of reprimanding Masaki for his behavior, Katsuto spoke to Tatsuya.


  “Yes, I did. It was outside of my expectations.”


  Tatsuya didn’t act tough, and instead, honestly admitted that his expectations were naive.


  “The assailant didn’t just have a gun, but he also used magic, didn’t he?”


  After Mayumi asked this with a worried expression on her face...


  “An anti-magic supporter used magic? Or did an enemy magician infiltrate the Humanists’ group?”


  Masaki came out with a straight question.


  Instead of answering Masaki directly, Tatsuya phrased his words in the form of a report to Katsuto.


  “The one who was used as a relay for magic was a member of ‘Egalite,’ a sub-branch of ‘Blanche’.”


  “Blanche?”


  Katsuto’s raised eyebrows indicated his surprise.


  “Wasn’t that organization eradicated from Japan?”


  “The remnants must have burrowed underground.”


  At Tatsuya’s reply, Katsuto replied, “Fumu…” and folded his arms. His bearing indicated that he wasn’t convinced. After the “Blanche incident,” the Juumonji Family had also participated in the cleanup.


  Katsuto must have been under the impression that they had completely neutralized Blanche and Egalite.


  “Tatsuya-kun, what do you mean by ‘relay’?”


  Although Mayumi was also involved in the incident that took place in First High during April of the year before last, she showed interest in a different matter.


  “The member of Egalite, who was leading the group that was harassing the First High students, was not a magician. An Ancient Magician was using him as a relay, or in their terms, a ‘familiar,’ and was controlling the magic remotely.”


  “They can do something like that?”


  Mayumi appeared to be genuinely surprised. The technique of setting up a relay and controlling magic remotely was not unique to ancient magic, but it was scarcely used in modern magic. It wasn’t surprising that she didn’t know about it.


  “I’ll skip the detailed explanation, but the basic method was to put a magical marker on the relay and invoke the magic from there. It doesn’t have to be by means of projectiles, heat, or sound. There are other methods available. In this case, an SB was activated from the relay, and used to perform an indiscriminate attack.”


  “So the enemy was an Ancient Magician? Do you know their identity?”


  As Mayumi was saying ‘hee…’ while sounding impressed, beside her, Masaki asked this question.


  Although he didn’t say it aloud, Tatsuya thought that this was the most pertinent question.


  “I took a recording of the technique. I’m having it investigated right now.”


  For now, Tatsuya covered up the issue with that answer. Although, saying that it was under investigation was the truth. While he did have a name and an address, those alone weren’t of any use since they didn’t belong to Gu Jie.


  What kind of background did the Ancient Magician named Oumi Kazukiyo have? Who was he acquainted with within the country, and what places did he visit? What organization did he belong to? They still didn’t have any information that would help them find out Gu Jie’s whereabouts.


  Besides, while Gu Jie must have left Oumi’s residence already, he might have left some items behind that had some connection to him. Hoping that it was the case, he had asked Ayako and Yuuka to investigate the matter. The reason why he had called Yuuka was because he felt that the Tsukuba Family, who were skilled in Mental Interference magic, were better equipped to track down the enemy than the Kuroba Family for this case.


  “A recording of the technique? Just how did you do that…”


  The CAD’s activation sequence program was a blueprint of the magic sequence that was been stored in a digitized form. Recording the magic sequence was a technique that was currently being used, so it was definitely not impossible. However, that technique only assembled a magic sequence that would bring about the desired change and recorded it. Observing, analyzing and recording the magic sequence of another person as data in the middle of combat exceeded the current limits of Magic Engineering. It was natural that Masaki had his doubts regarding that matter.


  “…No, that was insensitive of me. My apologies.”


  However, Masaki didn’t wait for Tatsuya’s response, and instead apologized to him while bowing his head. In the magical community, prying into the nature of magic used by others was considered rude.


  Masaki realized that his question went against this principle before any of the other attendees could point this out.


  “That’s okay. However, I would appreciate it if you could keep this matter a secret.”


  “Of course. So, Shiba, when will the results of the investigation be available?”


  Tatsuya accepted the apology with a smile, and Katsuto turned the conversation back to the main topic.


  Tatsuya stopped smiling and turned towards Katsuto.


  “I think it will take all of tomorrow. I will let you know as soon as we find any leads, senpai. Of course, Ichijou, as well.”


  “Understood. I’ll leave that to the Yotsuba Family.”


  Neither Mayumi nor Masaki objected to Katsuto’s statement.


  Instead, Mayumi exchanged a glance with Katsuto, and turned towards Miyuki.


  “Miyuki-san, you’ve had a terrible day, right? I’m glad that you weren’t injured.”


  “Thank you for your concern.”


  Miyuki slightly bowed her head and waited for the next words.


  Of course, what Mayumi really wanted to talk about was something else.


  “I heard the story from my sister, and it seems that the people from the anti-magic faction were aiming for Miyuki-san?”


  By sister, she must have meant Izumi. Since there seemed to be a miscommunication, Miyuki inserted a correction.


  “Actually, they were originally harassing a different group of students, and came our way after noticing us.”


  “So, Miyuki-san, they knew about you, after all.”


  What Mayumi was probably trying to say was, “Did they know Miyuki was going to be the next Head of the Yotsuba Family?”


  Miyuki refuted that in a roundabout manner.


  “It seemed that they knew that I was the Student Council President of First High.”


  In terms of people who were connected with the Ten Master Clans, Izumi was actually the one who was tentatively identified by the mob as a direct descendant of the Saegusa Family, but Miyuki didn’t talk about that.


  “In any case, were the Humanists insolent enough to set their eyes on Shiba-san?”


  Masaki asked from beside Mayumi.


  “We think so.”


  Mayumi instantly replied as if seeking to prevent Tatsuya and Miyuki from disagreeing.


  “That’s why, would you let us assign an escort to you, Miyuki-san?”


  Mayumi’s proposal caused Miyuki to be perplexed.


  “An escort? But I already have…”


  Miyuki was about to say, “I already have Onii-sama,” but realized that those words wouldn’t be accepted due to the current situation.


  Currently, Tatsuya was returning from school separately from Miyuki due to the search for Gu Jie. Although they were physically apart, Tatsuya always kept an “eye” on Miyuki, and eliminated any danger in her vicinity. However, this was a secret pertaining to Tatsuya’s strength, and could not be explained to people from other families.


  Mayumi and the others probably wouldn’t be convinced, unless she explained Tatsuya’s abilities in detail. Especially since just today, he had rushed to save Miyuki.


  “You mean, you want to assign someone to capture the people who might come to assault Miyuki?”


  As Miyuki was struggling to give an answer, Tatsuya came to her rescue by speaking in a voice filled with displeasure.


  Tatsuya looked at Katsuto and Mayumi, and fixed his sight on Masaki.


  “Ichijou. Do you intend to use Miyuki as bait?”


  “No!”


  Masaki replied in an extremely agitated voice.


  “I won’t let them do that! I will act as the bait instead!”


  There wasn’t a hint of deception in Masaki’s words, but Tatsuya continued to look at him with a narrow gaze.


  “So, you won’t deny that there is a plan to lure the enemy out?”


  Masaki made a ‘oh, crap!’ expression and closed his mouth.


  “This must be Kichijouji’s idea.”


  Since Tatsuya hit the bullseye, Masaki wasn’t able to say anything back.


   


  


   


  “Yes, Ichijou did put forward an idea wherein he would act as a bait.”


  In the middle of the uncomfortable atmosphere, Katsuto began to arbitrate.


  “Regarding the issue of assigning an escort to the next Head of the Yotsuba, I will not deny that there was a plan to capture a group of terrorists and use them to gain a clue about the hideout of the mastermind, Gu Jie.”


  Needless to say, the “Next Head of the Yotsuba” that Katsuto was talking about was referring to Miyuki. He admitted that Tatsuya’s criticism was not unwarranted.


  “However, that is not the main reason. The escort’s main task is to act as the next head’s protector. Shiba, this is something that Saegusa came up with so that you could focus on your search.”


  Tatsuya shifted his gaze from Katsuto to Mayumi.


  Mayumi put strength into her eyes and received Tatsuya’s gaze.


  “…Understood.”


  Saying so, Tatsuya softened his gaze.


  “However, we will have to decline. The Yotsuba Family will assign an escort.”


  However, his tone of voice completely rejected Mayumi’s offer.


  Considering her personality, she probably wanted to assign an escort to Miyuki purely out of goodwill. However, the person who would actually assign the escort was her father. There was no way that it would be limited to just bodyguard duties.


  “I see… Considering Miyuki-san’s position, I suppose that is only natural.”


  “Not at all. It’s the thought that counts.”


  Miyuki gave Mayumi a courteous bow.


  As Mayumi shook her head while laughing, this discussion came to a close.


  “Juumonji-senpai.”


  As Miyuki and Mayumi looked at each other, Tatsuya spoke to Juumonji past their gazes.


  In response to Tatsuya’s voice, Katsuto looked at him.


  “I am the person who actually caused harm to the Anti-magic faction. If you need someone to act as bait, am I not the best choice?”


  The person who objected to Tatsuya’s words was not Katsuto, but Mayumi.


  “No hyena would willingly rush towards a lion, unless it was being chased by the lion and had no choice but to fight back.”


  “It could also happen if they were both fighting over the same prey.”


  Mayumi looked intently at Katsuto, who had casually made such a comment.


  “Juumonji-kun. Don’t tell me, are you really planning on using Miyuki-san as ‘bait’?”


  “Saegusa, don’t talk like this doesn’t concern you. It’s not just the next Head of the Yotsuba, but as the eldest daughter of the Saegusa Family, there is a good chance that you might be targeted by the Anti-magic faction as well.”


  Caught by surprise, Mayumi blinked at him.


  “Regarding the incident today,”


  To fill the gap in the conversation while Mayumi was at a loss for words, Miyuki began to speak.


  “I was not the only one who was targeted by the Humanists. I definitely heard them say ‘belonging to the Saegusa Family’ after seeing Izumi-chan.”


  Miyuki didn’t particularly wait for a situation where her words would have the most impact, but she didn’t waste the unexpected opportunity that came her way.


  Katsuto’s, Tatsuya’s, and Masaki’s gazes gathered on Mayumi.


  “…Eh, me?”


  Mayumi pointed at herself with a flustered expression.


  “Saegusa. What about your escort?”


  “I’ll be fine. I can look after myself, after all.”


  Katsuto repeatedly shook his head sideways.


  “I think the issue of Saegusa-senpai’s escort is what actually needs to be reviewed.”


  “Indeed.”


  At Tatsuya’s comment, Katsuto, as expected, moved his head repeatedly, this time in a nod.


  “Hey, didn’t I say that I would be fine?”


  “I don’t intend to doubt your skills, Saegusa, but this is just in case.”


  “It’s not like I’m walking around completely unprotected!”


  “Is that so? I don’t recall seeing anyone like that on campus…”


  “There’s no way I would bring a bunch of unrelated people into the campus!”


  It appeared that they would be able to avoid having an escort from the Saegusa Family assigned to Miyuki. Tatsuya and Miyuki thought that as they watched Mayumi and Katsuto arguing.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  As Tatsuya and the others finished their meeting and moved on to dinner, Kokonoe Yakumo was entertaining an unexpected visitor.


  At the back of the temple, Yakumo was wearing a monk’s stole, which was unusual, and was sitting in a respectful manner. Although he called himself a hermit, he could not ignore the customs when meeting with this person.


  The guest had a strange air about him. His muscle mass may have reduced due to age, but he was broad-shouldered. Even while sitting, it could be inferred that he must have had a magnificent body in his youth.


  His head was clean shaven like that of a monk’s. However, he was wearing an obviously expensive-looking suit. It looked very natural on him. He didn’t look like someone who was just used to having expensive things. Instead, he gave off the feeling of materialistic power that his expensive bespoke suit symbolized.


  He had thick, grey eyebrows and large, round eyes. While his features couldn’t be called handsome, his face had a dignified look. However, his cloudy white left eye gave off a strange sense of pressure to people who faced him. The strange impression he gave off was, undoubtedly, mostly due to this eye.


  “For Your Excellency, Priest Aoba, to visit a nameless temple like this, whatever could be the reason?”


  Yakumo served the guest a cup of carelessly-made tea.


  The monk, who was wearing a suit, casually picked up the tea cup, took a large gulp and returned the cup to the tatami mat. It was a way of drinking that wholly ignored propriety, but strangely did not appear to be rude.


  “Nameless temple? Being too modest makes you sound sarcastic, Kokonoe Yakumo.”


  “My apologies.”


  As Yakumo answered in an aloof manner, the elderly person called “His Excellency, Priest Aoba,” scrutinized him with his right eye.


  “Besides, there’s no way a lowly chief priest of a nameless temple could talk to me, Toudou Aoba, in such a rude manner.”


  “Oh, did I hurt your feelings?”


  “No. In fact, it makes me feel more comfortable.”


  This time, Elder Toudou drained the remaining tea that Yakumo had prepared in one gulp.


  “I request a refill.”


  Yakumo gave a faint smile, bowed, and received the cup.


  Yakumo poured the water that he had boiled on the portable stove ── this back room used a portable stove even in mid-winter, despite having a fireplace ── into the teacup, picked up the tea whisk, and asked in a carefree manner.


  “So, Your Excellency, what brings you here today?”


  Yakumo stirred the mixture of matcha and hot water, removed the tea whisk, then pushed the tea cup towards Elder Toudou instead of presenting it to him, before raising his head.


  “You just visited us last month, so it can’t be that you wanted to see the face of this humble priest once again.”


  The ‘last month’ that Yakumo was talking about was regarding the fourth of January, when Tatsuya and Miyuki had come to give their New Year’s greetings. The person who had arrived without notice and spoke to Yakumo before them was this elderly monk.


  “Kokonoe Yakumo, I wish to borrow your strength.”


  Elder Toudou’s answer to Yakumo’s question was very direct.


  “Well, I am merely a monk who is lacking strength, so will I be able to help Your Excellency?”


  “Enough of the humility. You are praised as the reincarnation of Kashin Koji due to your illusionary techniques, so if you are lacking strength, then there are no strong practitioners in this world.”


  “Well, now. Kashin Koji was rumored to be a simple conjurer. If that is the case, perhaps that gossip about me being ‘Kashin Koji’s reincarnation’ meant that my techniques were no more than a sleight of hand?”


  “Isn’t that a belief from when magic was considered to be a pipe dream? Such deception won’t work on me. I am well-aware of your true ability.”


  After hearing that declaration of confidence in a tone of voice that indicated that it was taken for granted, Yakumo scratched his head.


  “…So, Your Excellency. What do you require of me?”


  To begin with, Yakumo didn’t think that he could deceive Elder Toudou.


  Yakumo was well aware of just who this elderly man with a cloudy white eye was.


  “The unrestrained activities of the necromancer from the continent, Gu Jie, are inexcusable. The technique that uses corpses as puppets spreads enough impurity as it is. If he uses it indiscriminately like that, it will be too late to exorcise.”


  “Your Excellency. There’s no point in talking about Shinto rituals to a Buddhist monk like myself.”


  “I won’t ask you to participate in the exorcism. I just want your help in removing the source of the impurity.”


  “So, you want me to exterminate the necromancer known as Gu Jie?”


  Yakumo’s sigh was not a pretense.


  “It is enough that you remove him from Japan. I don’t care if he is dead or alive.”


  “It seems that your subordinates don’t feel that it is okay to let him escape, Your Excellency.”


  “The people of the Yotsuba are no longer my subordinates. Now, I am merely a sponsor.”


  Yakumo did not take Elder Toudou’s words seriously. It was true that this old man was once the owner of the Fourth Institute, and was now a sponsor of the Yotsuba Family, but the word ‘merely’ was false.


  Yakumo was also aware that it wasn’t just the Yotsuba Family that he was sponsoring.


  “If I dip my hands in such worldly issues, the main temple will get noisy.”


  This was not an excuse. It was a pretty shameful thing for Yakumo, but it was the truth.


  Of course, there was no point in complaining to Toudou Aoba about such a thing.


  “I have already talked to Mt. Hiei regarding this.”


  This old man already had enough influence in the shadows to easily overturn something like that.


  “Is that so…”


  Although it was rare for Yakumo, he felt like there was nothing he could do but sigh.


  “Despite what I said, I don’t intend to ask you for a very big favor. I am not in a position to do so, after all.”


  “To begin with, please tell me what it is you wish of me in more detail. I will let you know if I can accept the job after that.”


  Yakumo was the only person who could give such a reply. For example, even though Kudou Retsu was older than Elder Toudou, he would not be able to decline his ‘request’.


  “I want you to help Shiba Tatsuya.”


  “…You are worried about him, as well, Your Excellency?”


  “Although he was an accidental creation, he is still one of the extreme cases. I need him to remain useful for a while yet.”


  Yakumo felt sympathy for Tatsuya. He knew that what Elder Toudou meant by ‘useful’ was that he wanted Tatsuya to act as a lab rat in gathering more data.


  Toudou Aoba had a long reach. Yakumo thought that it would be considerably difficult for Tatsuya to escape from his clutches.


  However, Yakumo did not think that Tatsuya would have any trouble with the circumstances he was currently facing.


  “I don’t think someone like Gu Jie could do anything to him.”


  “I am not worried about Shiba Tatsuya fighting against Gu Jie.”


  “In that case, are you worried about a possibility of clashing with the STARS?”


  Yakumo was aware that one of the leaders of the STARS, the magician corps under the direct command of the USNA Joint Chiefs of Staff, had secretly entered Japan, and he also knew about his objectives. Although he didn’t know the motives behind it, he was aware that the USNA military wanted to assassinate Gu Jie with their own hands. The USNA military was trying to prevent Gu Jie from falling into the hands of the Japanese authorities. There were probably some shady circumstances that they didn’t want Japan to find out about.


  If Tatsuya drove Gu Jie into a corner, it was easy to predict that the STARS would once again get in his way. Even so, Yakumo didn’t believe that it would become a situation where his help would be absolutely necessary.


  “If we’re talking about pure combat ability, I don’t think even the second strongest member of STARS, Benjamin ‘Canopus’ Loews, could win against Shiba Tatsuya.”


  “Yes, if it were just a fight to the death with no rules.”


  “I see.”


  Yakumo understood what Elder Toudou was worried about. What he was afraid of, was going against the ‘rules.’ Toudou Aoba was trying to prevent Yotsuba’s ‘creation’ from getting dragged into a decisive fight by means outside of violence.


  “What I want to ask of you, is to hold on to his reins, and prevent him from falling into an unfavorable situation.”


  “What about searching for Gu Jie?”


  “If you are able to dispose of him, then that would be great, but that is of lower importance. In any case, even if we leave him alone, the STARS will get rid of him.”


  Basically, it was okay, even if Gu Jie was assassinated by the STARS.


  This meant that there was no need to worry about the honor of the Ten Master Clans. From Elder Toudou’s perspective, it was probably better if the Ten Master Clans were driven into a slightly difficult position.


  “If that is the case, then I will accept your request. Shiba Tatsuya isn’t a stranger to me, after all.”


  “My thanks. Is ten cushions sufficient as your payment?”


  The ‘cushion’ mentioned here is a code word from back when deals were often settled with paper money. One ‘cushion’ meant 10,000 notes, with each note being worth 10,000 Yen, so basically, it was one hundred million Yen. Ten cushions would be equal to one billion Yen.


  Yakumo gave a bitter smile and shook his head at Elder Toudou’s proposal.


  “No, no. Despite appearances, I consider myself a hermit. There is no need for monetary compensation.”


  This time, Elder Toudou shook his head with a serious face.


  “The truth is, there is nothing more valuable. At the very least, this is what I think. If you cannot accept cash, then I’ll find a statue of Buddha from somewhere and deliver it to you.”


  Incidentally, the statue of Buddha that Toudou Aoba would send would be made of pure gold.


  “Please, don’t send anything that would be difficult to dispose of.”


  “Something that you would find difficult to dispose of? Although that would be interesting to see, I doubt that could happen.”


  Elder Toudou stood up by putting a hand on his knee. It was an action befitting his age.


  A second later, Yakumo stood up without a sound.


  “The tea was horrible as usual, but thanks, anyways.”


  Yakumo smiled at Elder Toudou’s usual phrase and opened the sliding door.


  Chapter 12 


  It was 10 P.M. by the time Tatsuya and Miyuki arrived home after their dinner with Katsuto, Mayumi, and Masaki.


  Although it wasn’t a particularly late hour for a high schooler, Minami was still awake to welcome them.


  “Welcome back.”


  Minami wore her maid uniform to greet Tatsuya and Miyuki at the front door.


  “We’re back. Did any news come in?”


  Minami hesitated for a moment at Tatsuya’s query.


  “There were no calls from the Main House, Kuroba-sama, or Tsukuba-sama.”


  Tatsuya was waiting for them to contact him about the results of the investigation on the magician that he had tracked down. However, there was a hint of another matter from Minami’s tone.


  “I’ll listen to you in the living room.”


  “Understood.”


  Tatsuya, Miyuki and Minami entered the living room. Tatsuya and Miyuki sat down on the sofa while Minami stood to deliver the news of the event that transpired while they were gone.

  
  “There was an emergency message from First High.”


  “Emergency message?”


  “Yes, Miyuki-sama. Although the contents are not very pressing, it had to be sent before the end of the day so it was marked as ‘urgent’.”


  “So, what’s the announcement?”


  “The school will be closed until Saturday, the 23rd, although the closure might be extended.”


  Once Tatsuya’s query was answered, the siblings were visibly surprised.


  “…That’s quite sudden.”


  “…After the incident at Second High, such an incident took place here today. It’s understandable for the school to take these measures.”


  Tatsuya felt the same as Miyuki. So, he made up a somewhat plausible reason and settled on that.


  “I see… Still, this is troublesome.”


  Miyuki put her hand on her cheek and sighed softly.


  “How so?”


  At Tatsuya's inquiry, Miyuki subtly averted her gaze in a slightly embarrassed manner.


  “Due to the riot that happened after school, I headed back home directly from the police station… and left some personal items in my school locker.”


  Tatsuya had judged based on Miyuki’s expression that the personal item was something that she didn’t want anyone else to see.


  “Shall we get it tomorrow then?”


  Miyuki looked at Tatsuya with a surprised expression.


  “But, Onii-sama, isn’t the school going to be closed?”


  “It’s just to get some personal items. If we really can’t get in, it should be fine for us to leave it then, right?”


  Miyuki didn’t say it isn’t something that important.


  “I… see.”


  Miyuki was undeniably concerned. However, she decided to take Tatsuya’s offer to accompany her instead.

  
   


  Tatsuya didn’t go out again that night. He knew where the remote attack that used SBs originated from. Going to the scene was an option, but Tatsuya decided to use another method.


  “Miyuki, do you have some time?”


  As the hour approached midnight, when it was time to go to sleep, Tatsuya knocked on Miyuki’s door.


  “Ah, yes. Please wait a moment.”


  He received a flustered response from the other side of the door. He sensed someone moving around in a hurried manner, and Miyuki showed her face before long.


  “Please come in, Onii-sama.”


  Miyuki was slightly flushed. Probably because she found her attire, which was just a housecoat over her negligee, to be embarrassing.


  However, she hadn’t closed the front of her housecoat. It wasn’t because she didn’t have the time.


  Tatsuya candidly walked into the room with Miyuki’s invitation, even though she was only in her nightclothes.


  “Please take a seat wherever you’d like.”


  “No, I’m fine here.”


  However, Tatsuya stopped just inside the entrance and didn’t move further inside.


  “Onii-sama?”


  “Miyuki, I know this will sound strange, but…”


  “Yes?”


  Miyuki tilted her head at Tatsuya’s unexpectedly roundabout way of talking.


  “Can you wake up early tomorrow?”


  Why was he struggling so much to say just that…? While wondering about that, Miyuki naturally answered, “Yes”.


  “Yes, I don’t mind. But at what time exactly would you like me to wake up?”


  Tatsuya’s answer went beyond her expectations.


  “I’d like you to come to the underground laboratory around 4:00 AM.”


  “…That’s pretty early.”


  “Ah, I’m sorry…”


  “No, I don’t mind at all!”


  Due to her surprise, she unintentionally gave a straightforward response to Tatsuya, but she immediately took back her words that could be taken as dissatisfaction. Since she was worried about appearing as if she was unhappy with Tatsuya, she spoke louder than necessary.


  “I see.”


  Tatsuya was slightly surprised at her excited reply, but his expression soon returned to one that concealed his hesitation.


  “Onii-sama, there’s something else you want to talk about, right? Please, go ahead.”


  As she moved closer and questioned him, all she could think about was how she didn’t want to make Tatsuya hate her.


  Her untied housecoat fluttered open, and the swell of her bare breasts were visible to Tatsuya through her negligee.


  Tatsuya raised his line of sight so that he wouldn't be able to see anything below Miyuki’s shoulders, and answered her question while enduring his discomfort.


  “Before coming to the laboratory, please take a bath. Even a shower would be fine, but please cleanse your body before coming.”


  “Okay.”


  Miyuki answered in a shrill voice. However, she didn’t notice since she was worried that Tatsuya might hear her pounding heartbeat.


  “As for your attire, please wear a housecoat over your underwear, no, swimsuit.”


  Miyuki was so shocked, she felt as though her heart would explode.


  “Yes. I-Is it for tuning a CAD…?”


  Since it was the laboratory, she knew that it could be the only reason.


  However, she asked him that on purpose to suppress her excitement.


  “No, not for that.”


  Tatsuya looked away while saying that.


  His behavior astonished Miyuki.


  ──That brother of hers was actually being shy!?


  “I’ll tell you what we’ll be doing then. I’m sorry, but I’m counting on you.”


  Tatsuya said that rapidly while diverting his eyes as he left Miyuki’s room.


  As soon as the door closed, Miyuki sank weakly to the floor.


  Her hands felt hot against her cheeks.


  While strongly thinking to herself, “I must wake up by 3:00 AM,” she scolded her weak legs and headed to bed. Although she felt that going to sleep was impossible, she told herself that it would be outrageous to show up looking awful due to the lack of sleep, and forced herself to sleep.


  She might have passed out from overthinking, but this was better compared to being unable to sleep due to her excitement.

  
   


  


  Regardless of the fact that she had only slept for three hours, Miyuki woke up at 3:00 A.M. She washed her body conscientiously and put on fresh underwear. Over it, she wore a housecoat with the belt tied. After all, Tatsuya did tell her to wear a “swimsuit,” but she had a feeling that underwear would be more appropriate for this situation.


  She brushed her hair many times in front of the dressing table. Despite the fact that Miyuki’s hair never got entangled and it was enough to comb it only once, she brushed through it plenty.


  The cosmetics caught her eyes, but she decided not to use any makeup.


  This was because she thought that Tatsuya didn’t want it on her. She also used a shampoo that will leave no fragrance, and she didn’t want to put on any adornments. This was how Miyuki interpreted Tatsuya’s statement, “I want you to cleanse your body.”


  Miyuki headed for the laboratory in the basement before 4:00 AM. It was the room where they first tested the flying device.


  “It’s Miyuki.”


  “Please enter.”


  Miyuki took one deep breath and opened the laboratory door. Miyuki unintentionally stopped, but entered the room soon after and closed the door.


  Her surprise at Tatsuya’s appearance stopped her in her tracks. Tatsuya wore nothing but a tight half-pants type bathing trunks.


  Even though there was heating in the hallway, it felt even warmer inside.


  For sure, the temperature had been adjusted so that it wasn’t cold with just swimsuits alone.


  Miyuki hesitated for a moment.


  She loosened her belt, then let her housecoat slip to the floor.


  Now, it was Tatsuya’s turn to hold his breath. He had thought Miyuki would be wearing a swimsuit that was similar to a one-piece design that barely showed any skin under the housecoat.


  But in reality…


  Miyuki was wearing a set of white underwear that was made of mostly lace. Most of her skin was visible through the fabric.


  If the color had been red or black, the design would have provoked strong sexual appeal. However, white underwear gave off an elegant impression. Of course, the atmosphere that Miyuki herself created must have had a big impact too. In addition to what she had on her body.


  “…Onii-sama?”


  Miyuki, whose cheeks were blushed in embarrassment ── upon close inspection, it was not only the area around her eyes and cheeks, but also everything from her neck to her breasts had turned slightly flushed ── she diverted her gaze slightly downwards as she spoke to Tatsuya.


  “Please, tell me what you want me to do…”


  For example, even if she was commanded “take off your underwear”, Miyuki would not defy it. Her voice indicated her readiness.


  “──Before we get to the main point, listen to me for a bit.”


  “──Of course.”


  Tatsuya started talking to Miyuki while they stood about two meters apart, facing each other.


  “As you know, my ‘eyes’ can’t see the future. I do not have the convenient ability to automatically select what I want to know in the unconscious area and project it into consciousness. The law of causality dictates that I have to select everything consciously. Otherwise, it would be crazy to expect to get to the information I am looking for.”


  “I think that it is an amazing ability, being able to reliably get the information you’re consciously looking for.”


  Tatsuya didn’t show humbleness at Miyuki’s praise.


  “Certainly, but it takes time to filter information like this. Selecting information consciously is more reliable than unconsciously. Furthermore, at the rate that I have to follow the genealogical tree of cause and effect for this ‘clairvoyance’, it is certain that we will need more resources in the future.”


  “Do you mean magical resources?”


  “Attention, concentration, perseverance, multi-layered cognitive capability… these are not only related to magic. It is not inconvenient to lump them together with ‘magic-related resources.’ In fact, that would make it easier for a person to understand.”


  “OK, I will understand it as such.”


  As she was drawn into Tatsuya’s story, it didn’t take long until Miyuki stopped averting her gaze.


  After a nod to Miyuki, who looked at him with enthusiasm, Tatsuya continued his explanation.


  “Now we’ll move on to discussing the not so well-known details. Let’s start with the current mission. I ‘saw’ the target Gu Jie in Zama. Thereafter, no ties could be connected to Gu Jie, even without new cause and effect relations. Using only the information directly related to Gu Jie himself, we should be able to locate him. Even still, we need to gather sufficient resources.”


  “Are your magic-related resources insufficient? Is there any way I can assist you?”


  “No, if I pour all my resources into it I can find a specific individual using special structure information within the country. It wouldn’t even need 100% of it. I think that allocating 70% of my resources to Elemental Sight is sufficient.”


  While hearing that, Miyuki knitted her eyebrows suspiciously. But within 5 seconds, she opened her eyes with a startled expression.


  “So you can’t find him as you can’t allocate enough hyper-perception resources. Is this because you are spending those resources as my guardian!?”


  Tatsuya nodded with a bitter expression.


  “I am always allocating half of my Elemental Sight resources for you.”


  However far she is away, Tatsuya’s magic removes threats towards Miyuki.


  He is capable of such a thing because Tatsuya always “sees” Miyuki.


  ‘Always’ means twenty-four hours a day without exaggeration.


  However, he is watching her with his unconscious sight while sleeping.


  He continues to ‘see’ and check if a crisis is approaching Miyuki.


  Tatsuya is confident that he will wake up immediately, however deep his sleep may be.


  No, that has nothing to do with confidence. It is a system that works with 100% reliability.


  Because of that, what is normally possible can sometimes not be done because of a shortage of resources. This was the case right now.


  “Onii-sama, please release the resources you set aside for me right now! I am here. There is no reason to watch me with Elemental Sight now!”


  It was only natural for her character that Miyuki said this. Tatsuya was saying that he was unable to complete his mission because of her. Even if it was someone other than Miyuki, they would insist on the same thing.


  “I cannot do that.”


  Tatsuya shook his head.


  “Why? There are no enemies here. This room is in the basement and surrounded by thick walls. It’s a place difficult to penetrate from the outside, even with magic. For example, even if we are attacked with magic, because of the large quantity of sensors installed for experiments you will immediately notice that. I think you know that even better than me, Onii-sama.”


  “Your reasoning is correct.”


  Bashfully ── Miyuki stared at Tatsuya who seemed to be embarrassed with question marks in her eyes while waiting for him to continue.


  “That is correct… but I can’t do that because of emotional issues that I have.”


  Miyuki stopped breathing. The question marks floating in her eyes turned entirely into exclamation marks.


  “Miyuki. I am anxious to take my ‘eyes’ off you. Even if my ‘eyes’ leave you for one hundredth of a second, I am thinking about everything I could possibly not ‘see’ about you… that makes me crazy.”


  “Onii-sama…”


  Miyuki forces herself to breathe. She barely managed to say that one word.


  Tatsuya has only one genuine emotion left. The love for his little sister Miyuki. Miyuki also knows this from hearing it from their mother.


  But it is the first time Tatsuya himself told Miyuki that he loves her so strongly that it’s making him crazy.


  “I understand the logic. You're right next to me, so even if I were to take my "eyes" off you, I would notice right away if something happened. Moreover, you are not so weak that you would be injured just because I took my eyes off you for a second or two. It's different from that time in Okinawa. I understand that as well.”


  Tatsuya averted his eyes from Miyuki and sighed in a self-mocking manner.


  “However, even if I agree with your reasoning, my emotions are not convinced. If I leave Gu Jie alone, things like today will happen again. As a result, I know that the risk of you being exposed to violence will increase. To resolve this situation I understand that I should concentrate my Elemental Sight ability on Gu Jie. This is where my emotions get in the way.”


  Tatsuya pointed to his heart with the thumb of his right hand and shook his head as if he found himself to be in a pitiful state.


  “I feel like I learned for the first time that emotions are such a troublesome thing.”


  Miyuki rushed over to unburden Tatsuya by wrapping his right hand and squeezing it.


  “…Is there anything I can do for you?”


  Tatsuya made eye contact with Miyuki.


  Tatsuya looks deep into Miyuki’s eyes.


  “Yes. Miyuki, please lend me a hand.”


  “Yes, anything you want!”


  This time Miyuki completely forgot her shame temporarily.


  Because of this mood, Tatsuya was a little embarrassed.


  “I asked myself why I can’t take my ‘eyes’ from you and found one answer.”


  While he was questioned by Miyuki’s look, Tatsuya suppressed his bashfulness and voiced his conclusion.


  “What frightens me is probably the fact that I cannot feel certain that you are safe.”


  “…But Onii-sama. Miyuki is right here.”


  Miyuki could not understand why Tatsuya said that he couldn't feel certain about it, even though he could see that she was right in front of him.


  “The naked eye can only see light and shadow.”


  But there is no other way. What is it that Tatsuya was looking at with his “eyes”? There is nobody besides Tatsuya who knew the answer to that.


  “If you usually see with nothing but the naked eye, only seeing light and shadow would be enough to relieve the anxiety. However, this is a problem because I always look at you with my different ‘eyes’.”


  The information that can be read by Tatsuya’s hyper-perception far exceeds the signals that can be acquired through the five senses. Tatsuya is constantly observing Miyuki with that hyper-perception, his “Spirit Eyes”. Compared to other people, objects, and landscapes Miyuki is an existence with a by far deeper and overwhelming substance, that for Tatsuya can’t be perceived just by the five senses.


  It might be an exaggeration to say that Tatsuya saw people other than Miyuki as shadow figures on a cave wall, but maybe he felt that they were like superficial images.


  “By only watching with the naked eye I don’t have the feeling that you are safe. This is obstructing the release of the resources.”


  Tatsuya lays his left hand on Miyuki’s hands that are squeezing his right hand.


  “Therefore, Miyuki. Let me feel relieved.”


  Miyuki, entranced by Tatsuya’s look, was unaware she was nodding.

  
   


  Tatsuya was sitting just in his swim wear with his legs crossed in the middle of the laboratory. It was neither the full-lotus position, nor the half-lotus position. It was just a relaxed seating position.


  No, saying “just” would be an understatement. Miyuki was wearing only a bra and panties decorated with lace, so she turned her back to Tatsuya’s body and had sat down on his crossed legs.


  Tatsuya wrapped his arms around Miyuki’s body. He held her left hand with his right and her right hand with his left. As if the position was made to declare “I will never let you go.”


  Miyuki’s body was tensed and she was looking down. Her skin, not only the face but her whole body, was slightly red up to the tips of the toes.


  She is not “bright red like a ripe tomato” because her excitement and tension were keeping a miraculous balance. ──To all appearances, it looked like it was bad for her health.


  “Miyuki.”


  Tatsuya spoke into Miyuki’s ear. The heat of his breath tickled her earlobe.


  “Please relax a bit more.”


  Contrary to Tatsuya’s words, Miyuki put more strength in her hands held by him.


  “T-That’s impossible…!”


  Miyuki replied in a strangled whisper. She couldn't scream because she was having trouble breathing properly.


  The hands holding hers were big and manly.


  The arms passed by her body were tightened firmly and strong.


  From Tatsuya’s chest, that was glued to her back, the body heat of a person that is both an older brother and fiancé was transmitted.


  Is that violently pounding heartbeat coming from Tatsuya’s heart or her own? Miyuki couldn’t differentiate anymore.


  “Your temperature has increased a little. Calm down.”


  Miyuki was so embarrassed that she almost died. At least, she wanted to hide her face with both hands. In the current state where her left and right hand was restrained this was not possible. It was comforting at least that he could not see her face because she turned her back to him.


  However, it was definitely not unpleasant. Rather, Miyuki was delighted that she was hugged like this.


  Therefore she was even more embarrassed.


  ──Even though they're not doing anything particularly indecent──


  Miyuki became frantic and told herself so. She was without doubt a well brought-up girl, but as an average 2nd year student in high school ── limited as it may be, she had some knowledge about those topics anyways.


  Only wearing underwear while participating in physical contact with a member of the opposite sex was unladylike, but this was an extreme case for sure, wasn’t it? Though, she was being hugged from behind.


  Tatsuya’s hands are connected to Miyuki’s hands.


  Miyuki’s hands are connected to Tatsuya’s hands.


  There is no trace of caressing between Tatsuya and Miyuki.


  And yet──


  (My body seems to be melting away together with my heart…)

  
  Even though her mind had effectively shut down, she remained conscious.


  Tatsuya’s whispering voice crept into Miyuki’s ear.


  “The softness of your skin and the warmth of your body can even be felt with closed eyes. You are certainly in my arms.”


  “I am here. Here, where I am protected by Onii-sama.”


   


  


   


  The words crossed her lips without thinking.


  “Right, Onii-sama?”


  “You don’t need to worry about a thing.”


  “Feel free to do as you please.”


  “Please use all of your power as you see fit.”


  It might have been a kind of trance-like state.


  A prophecy given by a shrine maiden who is possessed by a god. It was something similar to that.


  Miyuki’s words pulled the trigger on Tatsuya’s “power”.


  The resources focused on Miyuki became free.


  Tatsuya’s “eyes” are dashing through the information sea to look for answers.


  He is traversing back and forth the genealogical tree of cause and effect, repeating a process of trial and error many times in one moment──


  And finally, he caught the figure of the enemy.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Gu Jie, the ringleader of the Hakone terror attack, the ancient magician who manipulated corpses coming from the former Dahan, was dragged out from the garden of sleep by a sudden piercing gaze.


  He did not know from where he was watched. It was neither from the inside nor the outside of this room.


  As if the gaze he had been seen with came not from this world, but from beyond.


  Gu Jie deployed a spell blocking formation before attempting to identify the true identity of that gaze. It was a counter magic improved by the Kunlunfang Institute to just get the result without actually tracing the Ursa Major in the ‘Pacing the Big Dipper’ Taoist ritual. This method prevents the intrusion of SBs, but it’s defense capabilities against modern magic are limited. He did not know if it would repel the attack that must certainly follow after the gaze.


  An instant after he braced himself, the defense formation was destroyed by a bullet-like Psion burst that was focused into a single point.


  Gu Jie constructed a new defensive barrier in a hurry.


  Gu Jie held his breath for a while.


  There was no follow-up attack.


  Any sign of the gaze disappeared.


  Gu Jie exhaled in a sigh of relief and checked the damage that he had taken. He felt no pain anywhere in his body, but there were plenty of magic spells that could shave away a person's lifespan without said person feeling a thing.


  But strangely, no matter how much Gu Jie, who was well-versed in such deadly curses searched, he could not find an injury caused by the recent attack. There were no signs that a delayed effect or conditional activation type magic had been used either.


  It was eerie that he couldn't understand the effect of the attack, but that would have to wait until later. It was certain that this location had been exposed through some unknown means. He immediately decided to move to a different location.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Miyuki regained her sanity when a strong magic sign was emitted from Tatsuya’s body. Before she could become captivated in shame again, Tatsuya let go of her hands and loosened his arms to free Miyuki.


  Miyuki got quickly up from him with caution so Tatsuya wouldn’t feel uncomfortable.


  Miyuki stiffened when she sensed Tatsuya standing up behind her, but the expected, or rather hoped for, embrace failed to happen. Tatsuya simply walked right past Miyuki.


  Tatsuya stopped in front of the door. He spoke without turning back to Miyuki, who was looking at his back.


  “Thank you, Miyuki.”


  The tremors that ran through Miyuki's body were not caused by the cold.


  “Was Miyuki able to help you?”


  Miyuki asked this with a voice hoarse from pleasure.


  “Yes, of course.”


  Tatsuya answered without turning around and chuckled.


  “Let’s get dressed before we have a detailed conversation.”


  Miyuki's face turned deep red, and she put her hands over her breasts and squatted down on the spot to calm down.


  Tatsuya kept his back turned to her and left the laboratory.


   


  It wasn’t even 5 AM yet, but Miyuki didn’t feel like going back to bed now. Even though she was a little sweaty, Miyuki decided to take a shower after she listened to Tatsuya. She changed into a house coat, not the uniform.


  When she came to the dining room, Tatsuya had been waiting in training wear at the table.


  “Good morning, Miyuki-sama.”


  “Morning, Minami-chan.”


  Not only Tatsuya was there. Was it because of her professionalism that Minami was completely armed in maid clothes?


  “Are you fine with tea?”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  After Miyuki sat down on the opposite side of Tatsuya, a freshly poured hot green tea was offered to her. The reviving taste cleared and awakened her mind.


  “Minami, it’s fine for now. Rest a little.”


  “I will do that, Tatsuya-sama.”


  Minami bowed and left the dining room. Tatsuya’s words were not because of worry for her. She didn’t resist because she understood that he could not talk in front of her.


  Tatsuya waited until Minami completely left the dining room, before he turned to Miyuki.


  “Miyuki.”


  “Yes, Onii-sama?”


  Miyuki’s already straight back tensed even more. When being spoken to by Tatsuya, Miyuki vividly recalled the heat of their bare skin touching.


  Miyuki’s tongue and body were tied by the tension of her embarrassment.


  “Sorry about earlier.”


  But under Tatsuya’s worried look for her, Miyuki’s tension soon melted and then disappeared.


  “…I am happy that Miyuki could help Onii-sama, no, rather not being a burden for Onii-sama.”


  Miyuki shook her head sideways with small movements without taking her eyes off Tatsuya and smiled bewitchingly.


  “Rather than talking about that. Onii-sama, what was the result?”


  To make sure Tatsuya couldn’t delay any longer, she changed the topic to the mission at hand.


  Tatsuya did not let Miyuki’s solicitude go to waste.


  “I caught him for sure.”


  “Then is it already settled?”


  Miyuki wasn't conscious of it, but she did not consider killing people to be taboo. Or rather, she did not consider Tatsuya killing another person to be taboo.


  Any person killed by Tatsuya without a doubt deserved to die.


  Her personality had grown twisted in this manner over time, without her being aware of it.


  “No, I did not erase him.”


  When he caught the information of a being, physical distance didn’t matter for Tatsuya. Both creatures and non-creatures, humans included, can be turned into dust and erased. Tatsuya understood precisely what Miyuki meant with “settled” and shook his head to that question.


  “May I know the reason?”


  Miyuki’s question didn’t criticize Tatsuya’s decision. She was purely interested in the reason. Miyuki didn’t understand the reason for the commiseration for Gu Jie.


  “The goal of this mission is not to kill the enemy. It is to show the society that the terror attack incident was settled.”


  Even though Tatsuya’s answer was indirect, but that much was sufficient for Miyuki.


  “Do you mean that it is impossible to accomplish the mission when you erase the mastermind secretly?”


  “Exactly. Oba-ue told me that she didn’t care if he was alive or dead.


  But of course it is best to capture him alive. Even if I kill him I have to show where I cornered him and need to leave a corpse.”


  “That means you will have to kill him in a manner where people can still tell that he is the mastermind behind the terror incident.”


  Tatsuya nods at Miyuki’s words.


  Miyuki was glad that Tatsuya accepted this as correct, but suddenly opened her eyes wide.


  “Then, do you have the free time to keep me company here right now? You located his whereabouts with a lot of effort. Shouldn’t we go out to capture him immediately?”


  Tatsuya showed the impatient Miyuki a composed smile.


  “It’s OK. I marked him earlier.”


  “A mark…?


  “Yes. With the method I learned when I took down Zhou Gongjin.”


  When he was in Kyoto to pursue Zhou Gongjin, Tatsuya was not able to break Zhou’s Ghost Walker by himself. Zhou Gongjin did not escape because before that Nakura was defeated in a fight with Zhou and the blood that was controlled by Nakura, to be more precise the blood having Nakura’s ‘desire’ in it, revealed Zhou Gongjin’s position.


  Tatsuya has no technique to transfer his blood. As a substitute for blood, he developed a magic technique that creates a signal bullet which can be traced over several days. The bullet consisted of a high amount of condensed Psions which he learned to make as a countermeasure against the parasites. He can keep track of the geographical coordinates with this magic and when he comes close to the them. Tatsuya can completely void Ghost Walker with the “spirit” manipulation technique he learned from Yakumo afterwards.


  “There was no opportunity in Zama, but I surely shot it earlier. I can locate the whereabouts of Gu Jie without investing more resources.”


  At last Tatsuya declared this.


  He is going to catch him.


  Miyuki didn’t doubt his words.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Tatsuya went out to Kyuuchouji Temple to train as he normally did, but he wasn’t delaying the mission due to pride or conceit.


  As he explained to Miyuki, this mission was not just about simply capturing or killing the mastermind. Arrangements to organize a search party needed to be made first. It was still too early to contact the involved people.


  Until it was time to move, he went to Yakumo’s temple for his usual training.


  However, after the usual bout of sparring, they had a slightly different conversation than usual.


  “Tatsuya-kun, how is your mission going?”


  Yakumo asked this in a small talk tone while they were drinking tea brought by a disciple on the floor in the main temple building.


  “Not good.”


  Tatsuya answered and omitted saying until yesterday.


  “In spite of that, you don't seem particularly worried.”


  Yakumo asked this not suspiciously, but cheerfully.


  “It’s none of my business after all.”


  The words he didn’t say this time were, “until the day before yesterday.” When Miyuki was attacked by anti-magic supporters, the capture and obliteration of the mastermind, Gu Jie, became Tatsuya’s top priority.


  “None of your business… Regardless, you seem to be working diligently.”


  “Because it’s my mission. I can’t refuse.”


  Ignoring Yakumo’s face that was twisted into a grin, Tatsuya asked a question in return.


  “However, this is unusual. Master cares about my mission?”


  “This is not unusual. Wasn’t I helping you with various things up until now like the ‘vampire incident’ or the ‘parasite doll incident’?”


  “In other words, does that mean that this is a situation that Master can’t ignore this time?”


  “Even if you are a monk you are not completely freed from matters of the world. It’s awful.”


  Tatsuya failed to see any degree of discomfort that could be described as ‘awful’ from the expression of the carefree answering Yakumo.


  “Then could you please help me with the search of Gu Jie, the ancient magician from the former Dahan, who is the mastermind of the terror attack?”


  Tatsuya found the idea of being led around in circles in this manner somewhat distasteful, so he brazenly tried asking Yakumo for support.


  He had said this sarcastically, assuming that it would be refused.


  “All right.”


  So when the immediate response was a nod, Tatsuya wasn’t able to respond for a moment.


  “What’s wrong with you? It seems like you are somehow surprised.”


  Of course, Tatsuya was aware that it would be his defeat if he didn't manage to stay calm. So he obediently raised the white flag. ──It was a defeat either way.


  “I was surprised. Because I thought that you surely wouldn’t agree immediately.”


  “It’s merely cooperation. Just to help a little.”


  Tatsuya could not see what Yakumo was really thinking behind that carefree smiling expression he was wearing as usual.


  “Then I will think about what I would like to request from you.”


  “That’s fine. I will lend you my power to the extent I’m capable of. Oh, but don't go asking me to teach you any techniques any more.”


  “I know.”


  At this time Tatsuya was unaware that he had been tricked into allowing Yakumo to intervene.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  After Tatsuya returned from training, he changed into his school uniform and went to school as usual.


  They hadn’t forgotten that the school was closed from today to the weekend. Miyuki’s and Minami’s personal items were left at school because they returned home immediately after the police interrogation yesterday. They were going to collect these.


  There is no need to bring textbooks and notebooks to and from school unlike one hundred years ago. But changing clothes for P.E. as well as practice and club activities were necessary.


  If they don’t want to take care of the details, they can pay a low price to the school for cleaning changing clothes. Even though female students would entrust their uniform to the company, none of them would hand over their underwear for cleaning.


  Besides, girls tended to carry various things around anyways. Male students mostly came to school empty-handed, whereas girls would bring some personal items of different sizes.


  The gates were shut because the school was closed, but the procedure to enter the school went smoothly since they were wearing the proper uniform, brought their student ID’s and had a legitimate reason. They arrived at school without being attacked nor delayed by a demonstration. In that case we’ll be home again soon, the trio thought.


  This expectation itself was not wrong. It’s just that there was an unexpected person in the school.


  “Shiba-san!”


  “Ichijou-san?”


  In the classroom of class 2A, Masaki was going to the desk by himself.


  “…Are you studying?”


  Miyuki spontaneously asked that question even though the answer was obvious. It was too surprising to see a person alone with an open terminal for online studies in the classroom while the school is closed.


  “Uh, yes.”


  Masaki also realized that his current appearance might be interpreted as strange, he replies to Miyuki’s question with a forced smile.


  “Because there are still lessons at Third High today…”


  “Oh.”


  For now, even though they were surprised by it at first, Tatsuya as well as Miyuki were convinced by his explanation. Masaki had been given a seat at First High so he could take the classroom lessons of Third High. It’s a ‘seat’ rather than “being enrolled”. Naturally, their school being closed had no bearing on the state of Third High.


  Masaki had a forced smile for Miyuki’s surprise which could be called a reasonable reaction.


  “Since Third High seems to be closed from tomorrow onwards as well, I think today I’m going to leave in the afternoon.”


  In that case, wouldn’t it have been better to take a break today? These lines were on the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t voice them after all.


  Because precisely at that time, the terminal Masaki was using made a warning sound. Masaki returned his eyes to the terminal with an ‘Oops’ expression. To not disturb Masaki, Miyuki went with quiet footsteps through the classroom to the lockers in the back and silently took out her baggage.


  Miyuki walked to a spot diagonally across from Masaki, bowed once, and silently left the classroom along with Tatsuya.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  They didn’t encounter any trouble on their way back from First High. Rather than feeling it was ominous, Tatsuya felt a sense of disappointment. Although, Tatsuya also thought that the activists had enough common sense to not cause disturbances at the same location for two consecutive days.


  Due to this, Tatsuya was able to focus on the original search activity, and there was no reason for him to harbor dissatisfaction. Based on the information that Masaki was only available from the afternoon onwards, Tatsuya made arrangements for the pursuit of Gu Jie.


  “Tatsuya-kun, you've tracked down the ringleader, haven't you?”


  “Yes. Some time ago I got a message from our parent’s house.”


  “I see…”


  Mayumi made a frustrated expression on the visiphone’s screen in reaction to Tatsuya’s lie. She was feeling immense shame in how the Yotsuba Family was one step ahead even though the incident happened in Saegusa territory.


  However, there was actually no big progress from the Yotsuba Family’s side either, but Tatsuya of course didn’t say that.


  “Gu Jie, the mastermind behind the Hakone terror attack incident, is hiding in Hiratsuka right now.”


  “Eh, Hiratsuka!?”


  “The enemy has hardly moved since this began. He was only moving in a limited range. We mistakenly assumed that the person behind a large-scale incident would not stay in a densely populated area and this was used against us.”


  “I see…”


  The irritation of Mayumi’s face was directed to herself, her father, as well as her older brother.


  The search party from the Saegusa Family commanded by her older brother Tomokazu took the current personnel from Koto City and lead them to Narita. As a result of the investigation, they were judging that the possibility of the target hiding in the districts Hakone, Izu and Miura Peninsula was low.


  However, the criminal was lurking in the area that was supposedly searched. That means that the net of the investigation was too loose.


  This lead Mayumi to feel like the Saegusa Family is not as thorough, rather, they were inferior to the Yotsuba’s Family in the Ten Master Clans.


  “Saegusa-senpai, may I continue to talk?”


  “Excuse me, please do.”


  Even though he could not read Mayumi’s heart, he could see that Mayumi was tormented by powerlessness from her expression.


  But Tatsuya didn’t comfort her and instead brought her attention back to the task at hand.


  “To not give him any time for escape preparations, I think we should move immediately to capture him. However, it’s not a good idea to resolve the Hakone terror incident on our own. We have to consider the honor of the police as well.”


  “That’s right. A large-scale bomb incident occurred in the immediate surroundings of the capital. The prestige of the police depends on the arrest of the criminal. If we solve this with our private magicians alone, it would result in leaving a sour feeling between us and the police…”


  Even if Gu Jie is caught, if the relationship with the police and the Ten Master Clans deteriorates because they caught Gu Jie, it is a loss for magicians at the end of the day.


  As the Saegusa Family was also active in having acquaintances other than magicians, Mayumi understood immediately what Tatsuya was trying to say.


  “Therefore, Saegusa-senpai. Can we mobilize the police for the capture of Gu Jie?”


  When she was asked by Tatsuya, Mayumi frowned.


  “Under what pretext? I'm sure you're aware, but we can't obtain an arrest warrant just because the Yotsuba Family declares someone as the criminal.”


  Tatsuya nodded without moving an eyebrow to Mayumi’s statement.


  “I know. If the police could be moved with normal procedures, I wouldn’t think of bothering you to lend a hand. Because there is not enough evidence to convince a judicial institution, I thought that the Saegusa Family, who have good connections with the police in the Kanto region, would be able to convince the police to move.”


  Even though she knew that it was an open provocation, Mayumi couldn’t hide her displeased expression.


  “I will try to voice that once but… honestly speaking, when it comes to influencing the police, Tatsuya-kun’s girlfriend is better suited for that.”


  Nevertheless, Mayumi would never make a mistake like rising to the bait promising aid without considering the consequences. Mayumi talked about Erika intentionally as “girlfriend” to try to tease him.


  However, with Tatsuya as an opponent such an obvious attempt at showing composure is completely useless.


  “Well, if senpai says she doesn't mind talking to the Chiba Family, let’s talk with Erika.”


  In this situation, mainly the Saegusa Family would lose their face.


  “For god’s sake, stop!”


  Mayumi couldn't stand to face the criticism from her family if she were to go ahead and approve the participation of the Chiba Family on her own. It was only natural for her to raise her voice and put a stop to it.


  “Also, as I told you, I would like to start tonight.”


  “Understood! I’ll arrange everything by evening! Please stop bullying me!”


  “Thank you very much.”


  Tatsuya did not object to Mayumi’s line “Please stop bullying me!”.


  After talking to Mayumi, Tatsuya also finished talking to Katsuto and Masaki via video call. When Tatsuya was in the midst of thinking if he could rest till the time he had to leave, the bell rang informing him of arriving guests.


  The visitors were Fumiya and Ayako.


  “Welcome, Ayako-san and Fumiya-kun. But didn’t you have school today?”


  Miyuki, who by chance chose clothes that could be used to go out, asked that question while inviting the two of them into the living room.


  It was still before 4 pm. The school time of Magic High Schools was the same everywhere. Every Monday to Friday until 3:20 P.M., except for extracurricular lessons. There wasn’t enough time even if they came from Fourth High directly to this house. The pair ── not only Fumiya but also Ayako ── were wearing typical, inconspicuous streetwear.


  Since they didn’t bring any baggage, they were wondering if they came here after checking into a hotel. It was only natural that Miyuki asked “What about school?” if she didn’t know the circumstances.


  “Excuse us for disturbing you, Miyuki-oneesama. Since today Fourth High is temporarily closed as well.”


  “Is that so? I heard that Third High had still classes today.”


  To Tatsuya’s question, Fumiya answered.


  “Following in the same form as the decision of First High, Second High and Fourth High are temporarily closed from today on. I heard that the other five schools will also follow suit from tomorrow on.”


  “This matter has become extremely exaggerated.”


  Tatsuya muttered like it was someone else’s affair, but he himself was an involved party that triggered yesterday’s incident. To comment on this like an outsider was wrong to begin with. Was it good or bad that a person pointing that out wasn’t present?


  Because Miyuki was the student council president of First High, it would have been appropriate for her to originally know this information, but the reason she didn’t hear it was that she entrusted the reporting to the school to Izumi yesterday. Miyuki muttered “I have to make amends to Izumi-chan” without giving it voice. ──If Izumi knew this, she would have danced in a delirium of joy.


  Tatsuya turned his gaze towards the pair in front of him without remembering things like Izumi.


  “Well then, may I ask for the reason why you came?”


  The twins sitting opposite of Tatsuya communicated with eye contact to decide who’d answer. ──They weren't trying to push off the responsibility to each other.


  “We confirmed the corpse of the ancient magician about which we received information from Tatsuya-niisan. Oumi Kazukiyo is the ancient magician with the nickname “Puppet Master”, whose specialty technique is an SB magic from the continent that possesses and controls corpses with spiritual beings. Our target now, Gu Jie, is a user of a different type of corpse manipulation technique, right?”


  “Rather than manipulating the corpses directly, manipulating them by letting them be possessed with SB’s… It is different than what I heard from Gu Jie’s magic. Weren’t they supposed to be adherents of the same school of magic?”


  To Tatsuya’s question, Fumiya nodded without taking time to think.


  “Oumi is the descendant of Taoists who immigrated from the continent about 150 years ago. Rather than traditional magicians from Dahan and the Great Asian Alliance amongst others, his art is said to be faithful to tradition and it looks like that was his secret root of pride.”


  “He is the descendant of magicians who immigrated before the existence of magic became known?”


  They think of themselves as inheritors of traditional magic, but if you look at it from the perspective of the ancient magicians who settled down in this country several hundred years before, they are newcomers. It’s not hard to imagine that they didn’t feel at home. It could be that the parents' intention behind the strange old-fashioned names was to make themselves fit amongst the Japanese practitioners. The person himself seemed to have gone the other way.


  “The relations with the Onmyoji system ancient magicians were particularly bad.”


  “Therefore he was taken advantage of by Gu Jie there.”


  “Probably.”


  “Even if you want to feel sympathy towards his situation, that is no justification for his actions.”


  "Not that I have any intention of sympathizing in the first place", Tatsuya muttered, and resumed the questioning.


  “How about intelligence related to other collaborators?”


  “After analyzing the remaining thoughts in the corpse of Oumi, it seems that Gu Jie newly acquired corpses of two people. …I’m sorry, I don’t know the identity of the corpses.”


  “Because the Kuroba as well as the Tsukuba don’t know anything about this, it’s highly likely to be a rather high-level magician.”


  “Yoshimi-san and Yuuka-san agree with Tatsuya-niisan as well.”


  Once they become corpses, magicians and non-magicians as the same.


  Corpses of magicians and non-magicians alike impede examination by magic. However, if a corpse were to keep the abilities it possessed while the person was still alive, there was a good chance that they could repel detection methods that used perception-type magic.


  The followers of Gu Jie that were in No Head Dragon had the technology to process the brains of magicians into auxiliary tools called “Sorcery Booster” that put a specific magic into operation. There are no grounds anywhere to assume that Gu Jie cannot do the same thing.


  In addition, at Kamakura, Gu Jie was going to use the bodies of the magicians that were remodeled into generators after they died as well. If you can’t use the abilities one had during their lifetime, there is no such need. One is efficient if one blows oneself up and involves the enemy into it the same moment one dies.


  Anyways, Tatsuya thought. By what logic can a corpse keep the abilities that it possessed while still alive?


  Magic is the power of the mind, that is the common opinion. There is no evidence to deny this at all.


  However, at the same time the answer to the fundamental question “What is the mind?” has not appeared at this point as well. Everything there is now is of the hypothesis or speculation type.


  These hypotheses vary from things that are almost established theories in fields where the opinion is divided. For example, concerning the question “What is the mind made of?” the theory “It is made of Pushions.” is widely supported. On the other hand concerning the topic “Where is the mind?” there are various theories such as “It’s in the information dimension.”, “There exists a mind dimension.”, “It exists as an entity in this world.”, and “It’s not in a fixed location but always flowing.” and all hypotheses have certain supporters.


  If the dead can use magic and the power of the mind is available, being alive is not a necessary condition for having a mind. No, what is the essential difference of “life” and “death” to begin with?


  Tatsuya intuitively knows that he can’t revive people in whom death has unfurled. It’s instinct rather than intuition. His characteristic magic “Regrowth” taught him that. That’s why there is nothing else but a clear border between life and death.


  However, if a corpse can use the power of the mind called magic, a corpse should also be able to draw out mind products such as intent, memory, and emotion. A corpse also providing the same personality it while being alive may also be possible for the aforementioned reasons.


  Where is that different from a living person…


  “Onii-sama?” “Tatsuya-san?” “Tatsuya-niisan?”


  “Ah, sorry.”


  The voices of Miyuki, Ayako, and Fumiya pulled back his thoughts that had entered into digressions. Tatsuya seemed to have thought for a rather long time.


  “No, you were for sure in the middle of your thoughts, I am sorry.”


  “No. Rather…”


  Before Tatsuya got into an apology contest with Miyuki, he changed the topic.


  “Returning to the first question, what is the reason that the two of you came here? Although communication is potentially intercepted, delivering the investigation results won’t be the only purpose.”


  Tatsuya stared at Fumiya and Ayako at the same time.


  “Did you come over to guard Miyuki while I’m out?”


  Fumiya and Ayako looked at each other and Ayako sighed.


  “Tatsuya-san, I’m wondering whether or not your understanding of things is too good.”


  Ayako’s words “Your understanding of things is too good” was in a dictionary definition sense of “You understand amongst other things the point of view and feelings of the other too well.” and wasn’t the complimentary “You are a good-natured person”. It was a protest that she wanted to stop his “seeing through anything and everything.”


  “So we can avoid acting together with families such as the Juumonji and Saegusa, we are out of this operation. It’s the same for people such as my father and Yuuka-san.”


  Certainly, the mission this time was not so important that they had to make it succeed even at the risk of leaking the details of the Kuroba's and Tsukuba's unique advanced mental interference magic to the Ten Master Clans. The Yotsuba could satisfy their duty by just having Tatsuya participate.


  “The school is closed until the weekend so we volunteered to be the guards for Miyuki-oneesama. Even though I say guard, Miyuki-oneesama’s power is overwhelmingly stronger than ours, though.”


  “That’s why we are in your care until Sunday.”


  To Fumiya and Ayako, who were lowering their heads, Tatsuya nodded while smiling bitterly.


  “No, I can also be relieved if I know that you are involved. Will you be staying in a hotel until Sunday?”


  “Yes, that’s the case, but we were wondering if we could stay over alternately? We do not need a bedroom.”


  In other words Fumiya says that they want to guard the house at night.


  Indeed, the role of a guard is a serious matter.


  “If you two don’t mind sharing the same room, it’s fine that you check out of the hotel and stay in our house.”


  The former guest room became Minami’s room, but the room their mother used when she was alive is practically vacant at this time. As the twin bed was left as it was, there is no problem with sleeping there as well. Even in case their father Tatsurou comes home on a whim, they just have to repel him to the mansion of his second wife. Because the position of Tatsuya’s side is already stronger than Tatsurou’s position.


  “…Nee-san, what will we do?”


  Whether on duty or on personal affairs, staying at this house was convenient for Fumiya. That’s the same for Ayako. In spite of that Fumiya asked Ayako so, because he thought about that his older sister might have unpleasant feelings to the point of “Sleeping in the same room”.


  Fumiya’s concern was not necessarily irrelevant, Ayako frowned subtly.


  Even though they are twins, in spite of that she was a daughter of marriageable age and if that meant staying in the same room with the opposite sex, she would feel hesitant.


  Miyuki, who noticed her conflict, tried to propose to lodge Ayako in her own room. However, Ayako answered a moment too early.


  “Thank you for your offer. Tatsuya-san, Miyuki-oneesama, Minami-chan, we are in your care.”


  “Likewise, I’ll leave it to you. Minami, will you arrange the room for the two to stay in?”


  “Of course.”


  It’s a rather late time to start with cleaning and making the bed now.


  However, Minami answered with these words and bowed to Tatsuya without showing any displeasure.


  “Then we’ll fetch our luggage from the hotel.”


  Ayako says so and stands up together with Fumiya.


  “I will also go out soon. The probability that I cannot return today is high. Miyuki, I’ll leave the rest to you.”


  “Yes, Onii-sama.”


  “Tatsuya-san, I wish you good luck in the battle.”


  Tatsuya and Miyuki also stood up a breath later.


  “I’ll try to get it done by tomorrow morning.”


  To Ayako’s encouragement, Tatsuya replied with that.


  Chapter 13 


  Gu Jie was currently hiding in downtown Hiratsuka. In order to surround their target while avoiding detection, as well as to keep the local residents from becoming anxious, Katsuto, as the head of the Gu Jie capture party, limited the number of people in his party as he secretly deployed them in order to advance.


  However, the enemy could sense their movements. By ‘enemy’ this was not referring to Gu Jie, but rather, another force that was aiding his escape.


  “Major, we’ve confirmed that the combined Magician and Police forces lead by Juumonji Katsuto has started sending personnel into Hiratsuka. It seems that the Japanese magicians have also pinpointed Heigu’s secret location.”


  “So, they’re bringing the police in, as well. It appears that the Japanese side wants to apprehend Heigu.”


  Benjamin Canopus was recognized as the No.2, after the General Officer and leader of ‘The STARS’ Angie Sirius. He is the UNSA’s Joint Chief of Staff with direct supervision over ‘The STARS’, and leads them as their commanding officer. He received the report from his men who were stationed in a mobile base disguised as a trailer, and returned from unanswerable soliloquy.


  They were not First-Class STARS members. For this operation, aside from Canopus, there were no regular STARS members being commissioned. Terrorist escape assistance ── or more accurately, capture interference ── and assassination. Because of this operation’s extreme illegality, compared to last year's operation dealing with the disposal of the runaway soldiers, the importance to leave no evidence of their involvement was stressed.


  At Zama, their location was next to the joint base and thus had convenient conditions to be able to use soldiers. Unfortunately that wouldn’t work in this case. This time, the men Canopus was leading were composed of soldiers with an East Asian appearance employed by the military intelligence department as a group for subversive actions.


  They were of a disposition similar to that of Stardust. Like the Stardust that couldn’t become STARS, all members were taking drugs that exchanged their life span for increased ability. They were disposable enhanced soldiers.


  The percentage of those that were and were not magicians was 50:50. Among those that didn’t possess magical abilities were those who had received biochemical and mechanical strengthening measures. Their ability was not to the same degree as the fully mechanized cyborgs who appeared with special effects on entertainment channels, but their ability to slip in with the citizens and perform their subversive activities was not inferior to that of the magicians.


  They are a tough group of combatants who feared no law and had no morals, yet Canopus managed to completely command them once he showed his power.


  “In accordance with the simulation, obstruct the capture of Heigu.”


  To the anticipating temporary forces, Canopus incisively passed these orders.


  With technology that the Japanese side didn’t possess, Canopus’ forces had a continuous grasp on the whereabouts of Jiedo Heigu, or Gu Jie. As well as having full knowledge of the state of affairs in Gu Jie’s vicinity, they had thoroughly investigated and arranged an anticipated escape route. The fact that this was a foreign country was of no handicap to them. The advantages and disadvantages of home and away were rather instead reversed.


  In accordance with Canopus’ orders, the group of illegal covert operatives immediately commenced their mobilization. Canopus himself was personally heading towards the destroyer waiting on standby in international waters.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Since he had entered the country, Gu Jie had been mostly moving between his hiding locations by himself. He had relied on some old friends who had offered him refuge, but he had also procured guards and troops to be used for disturbances, on the fly.


  If the amount of people he had a connection with increased, that alone would make it easier for intelligence on him to leak. So, Gu Jie kept the amount of people he had contact with to a minimum, and if he felt those companions were ever being traced, he’d immediately deal with them to evade the Japanese magician’s pursuit. To Gu Jie, a “blood companion” possessed that degree of reliability and merit.


  However, it was finally the moment to escape from Japan, and Gu Jie could no longer make arrangements by himself.


  First, for the means of departure, the freighter he used to smuggle himself into the country was going to remain as a decoy, until the very end. In actuality, the ship was under ownership of the remnants of No Head Dragon for the purpose of smuggling. However, that had been an unexpectedly rough passage.


  Gu Jie had supported Richard Sun and created the organization No Head Dragon, but in the Summer of 2095, the organization was temporarily destroyed by a joint operation of the USNA and Japan. (On that occasion, the Great Asian Union tacitly consented to the actions of Japan and the USNA) Afterwards, the remnants of the organization accepted the only daughter of Richard Sun who was commuting to a university in California as the head, and started rebuilding the organization. The problem was that daughter’s name was Sun Meilin. As a law in effect for the new organization, she forbade any hostility in Japan. She would overlook smuggling, but those that ignored her orders and engaged in illegal drug transactions or human trafficking would be given no mercy and subsequently be purged.


  In the organization, it wasn’t like there were only a few members who held antipathy towards the weak stance they had in Japan, but for the young female head who wanted, in the short term, to remake the once already destroyed organization and produce reliable fruits of labor. For now most of the members were made to understand to wait and see, and so publicly pledged their allegiance. Gu Jie however, was found as considerably uncooperative.


  “Lord Heigu, it’s Doe. Would it be fine if I entered?”


  Under such circumstances, the mediator he had found last week was this person by the name of Doe. During the incident when the Japanese magicians had raided in Zama, Doe was the man who had operated the escape ambulance. In addition, Heigu was the codename used for Gu Jie by No Head Dragon, and he himself had ordered Doe to call him such.


  “Enter.”


  Gu Jie had no faith in Doe. In Zama he had run out of time, so he was forced to rely on him, but the timing of it was too good to be true. And besides, the name Joe Doe was a hoax. “Joe” was “John”, and was an abbreviation for “John Doe” used for unidentified bodies or suspects, and as someone who had lived in the USNA, Gu Jie naturally knew.


  “Lord, the ship’s arrangements have been completed.”


  “Is that so.”


  However, despite his suspiciousness, he had no choice but to make use of this man. Gu Jie was emotionally cornered to that extent.


  Early this morning, he had suddenly felt a mysterious glance aimed at him. Gu Jie had concluded that it was a Japanese practitioner's investigation magic meant to search for him. But what kind of magic or to what degree of accurate information it could get, Gu Jie didn’t know.


  However, he believed that he was certainly apprehended by a Japanese magician, and most likely by someone in the Ten Master Clans.


  He couldn’t help but be impatient.


  He was currently within the midst of the enemy territory. At this rate, his revenge would be killed off halfway.


  Gu Jie was more or less taking a risk, but he took leaving Japan as quickly as possible as his priority.


  “We’re departing immediately.”


  “I’ll lead the way.”


  He was already finished packing. Naturally, his luggage was not normal by any means; money and curse tools. He held the curse tools himself, and the paper and electronic currencies from various countries were kept inside of a satchel held by the former policeman as Gu Jie followed after Doe’s back.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  6:00 P.M. The cloudy winter sky was completely dark. In contrast, artificial light was flooding the street.


  The proportion of those telecommuting at home was on the rise, and the term ‘commuter town’ was in the process of becoming a dead phrase.


  Simultaneously, compared to a century earlier, with the development of high speed traffic networks, metropolis business regions were rapidly expanding. For example, it’s become to the same degree as the feeling of ‘shopping a bit in front of the station’. Compared to the olden days, in the surrounding urban areas of the Metropolis business regions, night instead came much quicker.


  But even so, at 6 P.M. it was still a time with many pedestrians. It was too early to commence a fight in the urban areas.


  “Gu Jie has started to move. He has three fellow companions.”


  In response to the report given by the Saegusa’s subordinate magician, the eldest son of the Saegusa Family Saegusa Tomokazu replied in agreement with one word, “Understood”.


  This year, Tomokazu was a man turning 27 years old. From an outward appearance, Tomokazu took after his father Kouichi (however, he wasn’t wearing sunglasses like his father). His magic ability was inferior to his brother Koujirou who was 3 years younger, and was roughly the same level as Mayumi. His skillfulness however, exceeded both his younger brother and sister. He lacked cunningness like his father, but he held a reputation for his organization, management and reliability of which Tomokazu already exceeded his father Kouichi’s reputation in that regard. He had a diligent personality without the same toxicity that Kouichi had.


  In other words, he was the type that was “capable but not interesting”.


  He might be unattractive as a friend, but is a very reliable business partner.


  “Juumonji-dono. Shall we allow the police officers we’ve brought to also commence their interrogations?”


  For tonight’s operation, Mayumi was not participating. For this matter the Saegusa Family member in charge was Tomokazu. In this final operation, it was natural that he would be commanding for the Saegusa Family, but the reason that Mayumi wasn’t there was not from Tomokazu’s aversion for his younger sister to be involved in this dangerous mission, but from some other ulterior motive. He loved his sister, but that was not the reason. It was that he would not let a woman behave in such a dangerous manner. Tomokazu was, compared to his father, certainly much more sensible.


  However, he didn’t seem to be blessed with a good sense for roughness.


  “…Wouldn’t that be a bit dangerous?”


  To Kouichi’s proposal, Katsuto gently repudiated.


  “I don’t think our opponent will obediently abide any orders given by the police. Even if we were to peacefully commence, there would only be more victims from a counterattack, and it would end in uneasy urban fighting.”


  The reason Tomokazu didn’t say to suddenly commence the operation was the result of his consideration to not be criticized afterwards for overreaching the authority of the Ten Master Clans. However, he didn’t think too deeply about the possibility of the enemy strength exceeding their estimations, or the damage that would occur if such a situation were to happen.


  “So Juumonji-dono is seeking to completely avoid urban fighting then?”


  “Once the pedestrian traffic has diminished, then I believe it’ll be possible to go with a more aggressive plan.”


  Katsuto had recognized his own miscalculation. He assumed that the target would start moving once it had started to get late.


  “Saegusa-dono, I believe the enemy is heading towards the fishing harbor near the mouth of Sagami River, or just a bit further to the new port.”


  “So, does that mean he’s formed some sort of plan to escape by sea then?”


  “Yes. I heard the terror mastermind also smuggled himself into the country on a small freighter. He may be planning to use a small boat from the coast, and then change onto an ocean-going vessel anchored offshore.”


  “Well then, shall we split the capture team into two then? We can have Ichijou-dono and Yotsuba-dono go on ahead to the new port, and Juumonji-dono and I shall bring along the police and pursue after the target’s car.”


  Katsuto felt that Tomokazu’s plan had a bad balance. Tatsuya hadn’t brought any Yotsuba subordinates with him. The Ichijou Family subordinates Masaki had brought with him had already been deployed to block the north side route of retreat.


  “I’ll provide men from my family to assist Ichijou-dono and Yotsuba-dono. However, it will leave us with only one party on this side, but if you don’t mind.”


  To Tomokazu, this wasn’t a bad proposal. It had two benefits. One being that a group went ahead, the other and more important benefit was that the pursuant group had a higher chance of capturing the target.


  Aside from Katsuto, if all members were Saegusa followers, then the merit of capturing the terrorist would go mostly to the Saegusa Family.


  The honor of the Saegusa Family would then greatly recover.


  “…Is that so. I have no objections.”


  “Then let’s go with that.”


  Katsuto brought out a communication device and called Tatsuya and Masaki.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  “The Japanese magicians have caught on to us.”


  The former Japanese policeman was driving, and in the back seat, Gu Jie immediately noticed a tail of vehicles.


  The distance to their destination wasn’t much farther. Or rather, it was short.


  Just by changing routes it would be impossible to shake off their pursuers.


  “There’s no need to worry.”


  Doe turned around and spoke out to Gu Jie in the back seat, who had been planning on using the dead soldiers he had prepared in advance to intercept.


  “Their pursuit is within our range of expectations. We have measures for this.”


  Immediately when he finished speaking.


  From the rear of their car, a showy blaze had risen. The blaze did not consist of one explosion, but roared off a succession of explosions.


  “It’s… not a grenade. It’s not carrying missiles either. Is it a continuous sequence grenade launcher?”


  “Your discernment is correct, my Lord. However, despite them being taken by surprise, everything is being blocked by a shield, it seems the rumored Juumonji magician may have directly joined in the pursuit.”


  “It’s not shaking them off. What should we do?”


  Exactly as Gu Jie said, from inside the dispersing blaze the undamaged pursuit vehicles increased their speed and continued forward.


  “There’s no need to be concerned.”


  Doe’s face contained no traces of panic.


  On one side of the two-lane highway, though surprised by the sound of explosions thus dropping their speed, the leading cars were still in pursuit and crossed the divider. On this side of the highway the vehicles were disconnected from traffic control. Even still, driving here was still supported by the automatic driving features of the vehicles.


  Still, the trailing vehicles pursuing the vehicle Gu Jie was in were obviously breaking traffic laws. The leading pursuers were facing the oncoming traffic, which had started to go through their risk avoidance program as they approached and stopped on the shoulder of the road.


  With the road lanes open, the pursuant vehicles raised their speed even more and cut across the intersection. Just at that moment, an automobile that had run through the light suddenly emerged from the side and blocked the way.


  Now if this was a trailer or a large truck, then the pursuant vehicles would have either noticed and stopped or would have taken evasive actions. However, in the middle of the intersection, the large automobile, which had suddenly stopped had both its headlights and beacon off, had turned into a barricade.


  Even the shrieking of the emergency brakes was in vain, as the vehicles pursuing Gu Jie collided with an intense force into the vehicle which had suddenly emerged from the side.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  By the time Katsuto, hot in pursuit of Gu Jie’s vehicle, noticed the suspicious van from behind, a grenade had already been fired at them.


  Katsuto’s vehicle was set up as the rear guard of the four-vehicle pursuit team. It was a stroke of luck that the team was set up this way. With Katsuto’s magic barrier, the grenades would not reach their target.


  “Saegusa-dono, the current situation does not allow us to worry about the public.”


  Katsuto informed Tomokazu, who was in one of the vehicles ahead, via the communicator.


  “I will take care of the suspicious vehicle behind us, please apprehend Gu Jie.”


  “Understood. Juumonji-dono, I leave the rear to you.”


  While communicating with Tomokazu, Katsuto ordered the driver to stop.


  The driver of the vehicle was a magician, specifically a subordinate of the Saegusa Family. Although he wasn’t a member of the Juumonji faction, nor was he a subordinate under Katsuto, the driver didn’t think twice about bringing the vehicle to a full stop at Katsuto’s command.


  Katsuto stepped out of the vehicle onto the road.


  The van that had been bombarding the pursuit vehicles slid to a halt. The van’s side was now facing Katsuto.


  It was uncertain whether Katsuto was aware that there was no human presence behind the launcher muzzle that was sticking out of the window.


  Katsuto extended his right hand forward.


  A silent and unlit grenade was launched, but it was immediately blocked by the Anti-Matter Heat Retaining Barrier erected by Katsuto.


  Katsuto held his right arm in the same position and switched to attacking the van.


  In the next instance, the van was crushed.


  The sunroof of the vehicle was crushed inwards, while the barrel of the grenade launcher that was caught between the roof and the door frame was completely deformed. However, there was no explosion. It was not certain whether it was because the grenade launcher was empty or if the safety mechanism of the grenade launcher prevented it from exploding, but the overturned van did not catch fire.


  Katsuto maintained the square barrier formation and used magic to jump towards the van. He landed next to the vehicle and confirmed the situation.


  There was no one in the van.


  Behind Katsuto, who was attentively inspecting the van, from the direction of Tomokazu and crew came a violent sound of collision that shook his eardrums.


  Katsuto turned and utilized movement magic to return to his own vehicle, then he raced towards the scene of the accident.


  The front of the car that Tomokazu was riding in had been smashed, but the chassis was undamaged. Although the safety design of the vehicle must have contributed, it was most likely Tomokazu’s quick response that ensured his self-perseveration.


  Unfortunately, the other two cars did not protect themselves in time. The police cars took heavy damage. On the other hand, it was the safety design of the vehicle that saved the occupants inside. Fortunately, the size of the vehicles blocking the road was about the same size as the overturned vehicles.


  “Saegusa-dono, are you alright?”


  Katsuto glanced through the window and asked. Tomokazu smiled as if mocking himself.


  “Um, my body is alright, there are no injuries.”


  Once the rapid ‘Kacha Kacha’ noise stopped, the back door of the vehicle finally opened. Tomokazu took his time to get out of the car because he had spent quite a bit of effort switching from the automatic lock on the car to a manual one.


  “Tomokazu-dono, are you free to see what the situation is with the police’s side?”


  After Katsuto saw that Tomokazu nodded in response, he walked towards the vehicles that were blocking the road.


  The large self-driving car that had become a roadblock was struck several times. Thus the three vehicles blocking the intersection were then hit by their cars from the side. One of the vehicles had overturned from the collision, while another had lost its tires from the impact and its chassis was directly sitting on the road. The last vehicle had its rear seats crushed in by the front end of another car, turning into scrap metal.


  Katsuto readied himself to release the Square barrier formation at any time and turned his attention to the interior of the vehicles helping Gu Jie’s escape.


  Just like the interior of the van from earlier, all three vehicles had no occupants.


  All obstructing vehicles were self-driving vehicles.


  With such well-coordinated preparation, Katsuto began to be suspicious.


  If the opposition had preparation to such magnitude, Gu Jie should have escaped japan already.


  “Juumonji-dono.”


  Tomokazu’s call interrupted Katsuto’s chain of thought.


  Tomokazu was already by his side.


  “Tomokazu-dono, what’s the situation?”


  Katsuto inquired about the police officers’ injuries first.


  “Nothing fatal. I already used healing magic to treat them, but we still need to call an ambulance. With the current situation, there was no way to keep pursuing with everyone. Especially since our cars are like this.”


  Tomokazu said with a discouraged look at the wreck.


  “Juumonji-dono please continuing pursuing the terrorist. I will send ground units towards the escape route to intercept and meet up with you.”


  Was this arrangement from the Saegusa Family really alright? Katsuto almost asked this out loud, but quickly dismissed the thought. The betrayal of the current head of the Saegusa Family Kouichi had always lingered in Katsuto’s mind, but this was a bias created by the impression Katsuto had of Kouichi. Saegusa Tomokazu was someone who placed his country and the Japanese Magic Society’s interest as precedence.


  “Even though I think there won’t be any more surprise attacks, please be careful Saegusa-dono.”


  “Juumonji-dono, please take care.”


  Katsuto used magic to remove the enemy’s vehicle that was blocking the road. Once he was sure the road was cleared, Katsuto returned to his own vehicle.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Tatsuya and Masaki, who were riding motorcycles, lead two sedans and arrived at the new port at the mouth of the Sagami River.


  Both vehicles had five accompanying magicians. Juumonji Family magicians were known for their abilities as a ‘one-man army’. They were known to have considerable combat power.


  Tatsuya and Masaki stopped their bikes side by side and stood at the entrance of the new port. Four boats were parked at the new port that was surrounded by embankments. These boats were designed to only be used near the coast.


  “Perhaps they will switch once they are out on the sea...”


  “Possibly.”


  Tatsuya responded normally to Masaki’s mumbling.


  As if he had been surprised, Masaki felt a bit embarrassed.


  “Shiba, do you know Gu Jie’s position?”


  He asked Tatsuya in a slightly sharp tone.


  “Coming towards this direction.”


  However, Tatsuya chose not to point that out. He takes no pleasure in teasing the same gender.


  “As predicted.”


  The two that had sent them here, Katsuto and Tomokazu, had predicted correctly. Masaki thought so, at the same time, the upcoming battle made him tremble in excitement.


  Masaki was unsure how Tatsuya was tracking Gu Jie’s position, but he did not doubt Tatsuya’s words. Tatsuya’s actions so far was enough to make Masaki trust him.


  If Tatsuya was correct, the achievement for capturing the mastermind of the terrorist attack would go to Masaki who was waiting in ambush ── though more correctly it would go to both he and Shiba Tatsuya ── to be exact. Once Masaki thought of this, he was excited.


  “How long till?”


  “Soon… No!”


  Tatsuya quickly finished, stepping on to his own bike.


  “Gu Jie changed course to the west! Ichijou, let’s go after him!”


  “Understood!”


  Not long after Tatsuya left, Masaki throttled his acceleration. Since the bike was both front and rear wheel drive, the front wheel did not lift up because of the hasty start. Tatsuya and Masaki rode West towards the main road that was parallel to the coastline.


  One car was driving in front of them. Without Tatsuya informing him, Masaki knew that Gu Jie was on the vehicle.


  He accelerated to reach Tatsuya’s side.


  Just as he was parallel to Tatsuya, Tatsuya suddenly stopped accelerating and jumped off his bike.


  Masaki reflexively steered his bike away from Tatsuya’s bike.


  He used his brakes in a hurry, drifting to turn his bike. The automatic balancing mechanism fixed the bike’s posture autonomously, as if matching Masaki’s intentions, Tatsuya’s bike was located in the front of his field of view.


  Tatsuya’s motorcycle was split in two by the mid-air attack.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Contrary to Gu Jie’s expectation, Doe did not head towards the new port but instead drove along the main road heading west.


  “Are we not heading towards the new port?”


  “The enemy should be anticipating that. We will head towards the sea via a different route.”


  Seems like Doe had made preparations beyond Gu Jie’s imagination. Gu Jie was worried that the enemy would ambush at the port, but since they can avoid this risk, he did not object.


  “… The enemy’s response is faster than we imagined. They probably have a powerful Sensory Type magician on their side.”


  Not long after turning onto the main road, Doe looked at his rearview mirror and bit his lip. (The vehicle that Gu Jie was riding in was the type that could be driven by both front passengers.) Gu Jie turned around and looked.


  The headlights from two motorcycles and two cars were in pursuit and closing the distance on them.


  “Who is responsible for intercepting?”


  “Lord, deepest apologies, I had them set up in a place further ahead.”


  Gu Jie did not express displeasure. He was not trying to conceal his attitude. Discovering a flaw in this man that was over prepared had him breathe a sigh of relief.


  “If the situation continues they will catch up.”


  “Let me drive, I will throw them off.”


  “No, there’s no need.”


  Gu Jie turned towards the corpse soldier and let out a command.


  “Go and kill them.”


  The rear sunroof opened, the corpse soldier carried the magic invoked katana. He held the cane sword in his hand and rushed out of the vehicle.


   


  


   


  Just like that, he had attacked the leading motorcycle. He drew his sword from the cane in midair and struck towards the motorcycle, splitting it in two.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Tatsuya jumped off the motorcycle and landed on the road, maintaining his stance as he touched down. This was due to him using magic to control his position. He watched his favorite motorcycle split into two.


  Precisely speaking, he watched a katana split his favorite vehicle in half, contrary to the common sense of an assassin.


  Juumonji magician’s vehicle came over in pursuit.


  They had originally planned to stop their vehicle and then battle, but Tatsuya yelled first.


  “Ichijou, go pursuit Gu Jie! You guys as well, continue the pursuit!”


  An enemy wielding a katana ── probably a sword-shaped armament device, directed killing intent towards Masaki. But before this enemy began his attack, he had jumped widely to the side. A short blade fell from the sky at very high speeds, stabbing the ground where he had been standing.


  The short blade did not fall down naturally. It was a movement type acceleration magic that shot the blade out in an arch. It was Tatsuya’s attack.


  “Go! I will take care of this.”


  “We will rely on you!”


  Tatsuya held off the enemy.


  Masaki and Juumonji squad continued to chase down Gu Jie.


  Tatsuya stopped impeding the enemy and changed to a battle stance.


  His weapons of choice today were fully thought-operated CADs. On his wrists were the thought-operated bracelet shaped CADs.


  There was an automatic pistol holstered near his chest.


  His waist bag contained two knives attached with padded fist guards. One of those knives was stabbed on the road.


  Tatsuya used movement-type magic to pull the knife back into his hand. Using his left hand to wield the knife, his right hand would be ready to draw his pistol anytime.


  The katana wielding man glared towards Tatsuya with the attitude to face him directly. Without a blade guard, it was most likely a cane sword.


  The man faced Tatsuya, the dimly lit street lights exposed the man’s face.


  Tatsuya had an impression to who this face belonged to.


  “Detective Chiba Toshikazu!?”


  A pale white face, as though he was wearing a mask showing no emotions. However, looking at his figure and attitude, it was definitely Erika’s oldest brother Chiba Toshikazu.


  “The Eldest son of the Hundred Families’ Chiba Family, why are you standing on the side of the terrorists!?”


  The other party did not answer.


  His reply was not through words, but rather through action.


  Toshikazu attacked Tatsuya with sword techniques.


  Optimized, therefore the simplest and fastest.


  A sword style brought to the point of perfection. Even Tatsuya could only evade without energy to spare.


  Tatsuya jumped backwards substantially to widen the distance. He intended to avoid the opposition’s combination techniques.


  However, Toshikazu followed Tatsuya and rushed over.


  The speed of these attacks was one of the highest tier that Tatsuya had faced to date.


  However, it was not ‘something unheard of’ thus it did not reach a level where he could not handle.


  Tatsuya looked at Toshikazu’s release of Psion.


  Proceeded to cancel the self-acceleration magic with Gram Demolition.


  Toshikazu’s dash acceleration became slower; however, this was only for one instant.


  Toshikazu’s body filled with Psion. Using the same speed from before the activation of Gram Demolition, he attacked Tatsuya once more.


  However, Tatsuya had used that instant of delay to escape from the attack range.


  Tatsuya had wanted to ask ‘Why are you on the side of the terrorists?’ again, but he realized this question was insignificant now.


  That was because he read Toshikazu’s Eidos.


  (Dead? That’s not right……)


  Toshikazu ran along the surface of the asphalt road and jumped towards Tatsuya.


  Tatsuya aimed towards his leg and attacked with Partial Decomposition.


  The same instance that Tatsuya released his magic, Toshikazu also set himself firmly on the ground, raised his katana and struck downwards.


  A soundless explosion. The released flash was not in a wavelength that could be discerned by the naked eye.


  Toshikazu’s entire body released compressed Psions.


  A magic that could disable others’ magic that was applied to his body, Gram Demolition.


  Tatsuya could not contain his shock. However, he was not surprised that Toshikazu could use Gram Demolition.


  Tatsuya had never heard that the eldest son of the Chiba Family was capable of using Gram Demolition. It was not just Tatsuya, but there has never been such rumor.


  If it was only this, then it could be thought of as Chiba Family keeping their eldest son’s skill a secret.


  Tatsuya used decomposition once again. The target was the ankle, shoulder and blade.


  Toshikazu’s body released a large amount of Psions three times, consequently, his existence became thinner.


  (Exchanged his existence information into Psions?)

  
  A fact that had originally been impossible to happen had left Tatsuya in shock. Misappropriation of information was equivalent to annihilating oneself. Conscious creatures would never be able to do such a thing to themselves. Moreover, the Eidos that recorded the existence of the body did not provide enough Psions to be used to activate Gram Demolition.


  Tatsuya wrapped ‘Decomposition’ on the blade and received Toshikazu’s attack. This magic was using the blade to decompose matter on contact, it also ignored the material, it would look as though the knife had severed the material.


  However, Toshikazu’s katana withstood Tatsuya’s magic.


  (Was the katana also defined as a single entity?)

  
  The instant Tatsuya’s magic activation area, which was also the tip of the knife, contacted Toshikazu’s katana, the information regarding Decomposition’s failure to activate was sent into Tatsuya’s consciousness.


  The reason was due to Chiba Family’s secret sword technique ‘Tetsuzan’. This magic did not treat a sword as steel or iron crafted object, but rather defined the ‘blade’ as the only concept. This allowed the blade to follow a slashing motion path set by a Magic Sequence, belonging to the Movement Type Magic category. Since magic temporarily defined it as the only concept, there was no other constituent that it could further decompose into.


  Magic that had failed to activate originally would immediately dissipate due to flaws in its definition. However, Tatsuya’s Decomposition magic area was extremely small, thus he was able to maintain it.


  One second.


  Steel crashed together.


  Two seconds.


  Katana and knife mutually resisted the force of each other.


  Three seconds.


  Then, without a sound.


  Tatsuya’s knife severed Toshikazu’s katana.


  The blade of a sword was made up of countless polymers of metal molecules, the main component being iron. A magic that disguises it as a ‘single entity’ could not be maintained forever. ‘Tetsuzan’ was originally a magic sword technique that would slash through a target instantly. Toshikazu’s ‘Tetsuzan’ lost its effect before Tatsuya’s ‘Decomposition’.


  The blade was severed without any resistance. Toshikazu had slashed with his full force; thus, his body was leaning forward. However, Tatsuya had no opportunity to counter attack. Toshikazu purposely dashed towards Tatsuya, reducing the distance to where knives and fists could not attack.


  Tatsuya circled to the back of Toshikazu.


  Toshikazu waved the halved length katana around and impeded Tatsuya.


  Tatsuya did not attack carelessly, but backed off instead.


  Analyzing the opponent’s information collected by his ‘eyes’.


  Chiba Toshikazu’s existence felt weaker.


  (Could it be, he was exchanging ‘life force’ for magic power?)

  
  Tatsuya was not aware that such a technique existed. In addition, current science ── including magic ── could not confirm the existence of ‘life force’.


  But the existence of this energy was mainly considered ‘confirmed’ in the field of ancient magic. Tatsuya frequently heard Yakumo mention this. During the Parasite Incident, Mikihiko also used ‘seiki’ to describe this energy. He said magical beings did not absorb flesh and blood, but instead absorbed ‘seiki’ as nutrients.


  If Gu Jie possessed a magic technique that could utilize life force, then the question from before could be answered.


  The dead without death. Just like an Eidos in the process of death.


  If you consider the living to have life force, then the dead are those who have lost that life force. The act of ‘killing’ the living would release that life force. If one managed to pool that surplus energy and use it as magical power, it would change into the state of a ‘living corpse’. The body, once emptied of this surplus, would become a ‘true corpse’.


  The mystery of Toshikazu utilizing Gram Demolition that he was not originally able to use could only explained by the exchange of life force.


  His existence information was waning. If it was regarded as the process of the gradual disappearance of the ‘information body of life’, then it could be understood.


  Not only was it a corpse, but magic used to fool around with one’s life was unpardonably evil.


  Tatsuya admits that magic does not have a holy or evil distinction. After all that was said and done, it was the ‘ability’ used by humans. Good and evil was determined according to the results of those actions. On top of that, this was judged by human values. There was no absolute righteousness or evil. This was his thoughts.


  However, at this moment, he violated his own philosophy. He felt that Gu Jie’s magic was evil. He should not trample humans, trample magicians to this level. Generators and Sorcery Boosters have already spurred disgust, but this magic made Tatsuya hold unconditional rejection and resistance.


  Tatsuya was furious.


  “Chiba Toshikazu!”


  Tatsuya yelled out the name of the swordsman who was already dead.


  “Are you conscious!? Can you understand me!?”


  Toshikazu did not respond.


  He threw away the katana that only had half a blade remaining and drew out the Tachi from his back without uttering a word.


  “Chiba Toshikazu! That is your name. It is a name that represents who you are!”


  Witnessing this scene, Tatsuya continued to yell at Toshikazu.


  This behavior was not Tatsuya’s style.


  Toshikazu’s katana aimed towards Tatsuya with a clear intention of engaging in combative action. Before, Tatsuya would have already engaged in countering. Even if he knew that the opposition was being controlled, ‘protecting’ only came after completely removing the enemy’s combative capabilities. This was Tatsuya’s style.


  Tatsuya, nevertheless, requested a conversation with his opponent before actual combat. He was well aware that the opposition was dead. The chance for him to respond was close to zero, but he had still requested.


  Toshikazu did not respond to Tatsuya. Or, to be exact, could not respond.


  Instead, he slashed at Tatsuya.


  Tatsuya did not receive the vicious attack with his knife, but instead he dodged these attacks by sidestepping.


  Compared to the defense of the attack earlier, Tatsuya felt more relaxed this time. He felt that Toshikazu’s sword swipes were a bit rough. It seemed that the Tachi had a higher curvature which was not as suitable for Toshikazu.


  The Chiba Family was also known as the “Magic Swordsman”. The eldest son would never carry a weapon that was not suited for himself.


  This was probably given to him from a third party, most likely a weapon given to him by Gu Jie. It was not a “Yanagi Blade” that belonged to the wider type of blade that you would get from China, but was a tachi that was popular during the Northern and Southern dynasties. It was probably prepared by the collaborator within the country.


  Tatsuya was not familiar with swords. Although he had trained with Uchigatana and Odachi while practicing martial arts, he had never studied the history and artistic value of weapons.


  Though this was the case, Tatsuya seemed to have noticed that Toshikazu’s Tachi was shaped strangely. The blade was clearly curved, as if it had been curved from an arc mold. The shaft was made of metal, with rounded corners at both ends. Looking at the handle, it was similar to the ‘Kenukigatatachi’ style from after the Peaceful Period.


  Tatsuya was only able to observe the Tachi up to that point. It was limited by the short time of Toshikazu stabilizing his body, just before he attacked again. Tatsuya was not only strong in magic vision, but his visual acuity was also very strong. However, he was not an expert in sword identification, he did not know the crucial points for katana analysis.


  Tatsuya used his knife to block the tip of the Tachi that was swept over horizontally. Though the strength of this part was the strongest, Tatsuya used the blade’s arc to cause the knife to slide. He escaped Toshikazu’s attack distance as if he had been pushed away.


  Tatsuya used flash cast to activate inertia neutralization magic to aid his own retreat, while speculating that the Tachi was a magic tool. It was probably not remodeled from an existing Tachi, but was crafted by the collaborator of Gu Jie. The effect was probably to adversely affect wounds or something.


  If he could ‘see’ more details, then he could analyze what magic the blade activated. However, Tatsuya did not have that much time to spare.


  Tatsuya tried to use ‘Mist Dispersion’ on the Tachi. The target was not the magic set within the Tachi, but the Tachi itself. He purposely tried to avoid contact with the magic that had not activated to prevent any unexpected side effects.


  At the instant that Tatsuya activated his magic, Toshikazu held the Tachi directly to the front. He was not reacting to Tatsuya’s use of magic, since he would not have reacted in time. It was probably a muscle memory battle technique in dealing with magicians.


  The Tachi released compressed Psions that blew away Tatsuya’s Mist Dispersion Magic Sequence.


  Magic was Systemic in characteristic; the Magic Sequence was exposed.


  Even if it was Tatsuya’s magic, it could not escape this fate.


  With the magic that was his forte was rendered ineffective, Tatsuya rushed to the front of Toshikazu.


  Unknowingly, not only his left hand, but his right hand also held a knife attached with padded fist guards.


  Tatsuya’s swept his left hand horizontally.


  The blade of the knife, while releasing Psions, passed through the base of the Tachi.


  The body of the Tachi was severed, leaving only the hilt.


  Toshikazu, who had just blown away Mist Dispersion, could not have rendered Decomposition ineffective. The counter magic set within his body, could not keep up with Tatsuya’s speed in his continuous activation of his forte magic.


  The blade fell to asphalt surface. Just before this, Tatsuya’s right fist which was covered by padded fist guards hit Toshikazu’s chest.


  Toshikazu, who received a heavy blow to the ribs, had fallen towards the road. Tatsuya’s hand did not feel any bones breaking upon impact. However, it would not be a surprise if a normal person receiving such an attack fainted.


  While his body fell towards the ground, Toshikazu did a backflip. He was now kneeling on one leg. However, he did not stand up again. It would seem that the nearly dead body could still receive trauma.


  “Chiba Toshikazu!”


  At this time, Tatsuya continued to do something uncharacteristic of him.


  He continued to yell at Toshikazu.


  “Do you not know this name? Do you not know who you are anymore?”


  ‘Death’ could not be overturned by ‘Life’. Even Tatsuya’s ‘Regrowth’ could not revive the dead.


  Then, what is the boundary between life and death?


  The brain stops working? The heart stops beating? Metabolism stops working? Or was it having no soul?


  In Tatsuya’s ‘Eyes’, Toshikazu ‘looked’ dead.


  At that same time, Toshikazu also used magic stemming from his life force. Tatsuya’s ‘eyes’ definitely ‘saw’ that his magic was not fed from an external source. It was produced internally.


  If he did not completely die, then maybe he could be revived with ‘Regrowth’.


  Even if he did not completely die, if he continued to attack then maybe his death would be inevitable.


  Furthermore, right now there was no time to spare for a detailed analysis. Gu Jie was on the run.


  Thus, Tatsuya shouted towards Toshikazu.


  If Toshikazu had any self-awareness, then Tatsuya would avoid the fatal blow.


  If Miyuki was here, then he would not need to worry about such things.


  She could temporarily freeze him. Tatsuya, of course, did not regret this.


  Miyuki’s safety was the absolute priority over Chiba Toshikazu’s life.


  If his priorities were based on rationality, then this would not be a worrisome matter. Quickly disposing the enemy was the correct response. Besides, the current Chiba Toshikazu was not someone Tatsuya could deal with leniently.


  “Answer me! If you are conscious, then answer me!”


  Even so, Tatsuya did not want to kill Toshikazu.


  What was considered ‘death’? What was considered ‘life’? Tatsuya sought such knowledge internally. If he let Toshikazu live on, he may be able to grasp a crucial clue into finding the answer.


  However, despite the desire for such knowledge, Tatsuya could not accept a magician’s life being expended in such a way.


  Magicians used to be a tool of war.


  Tatsuya had once thought of himself as such a tool.


  Up until now, Tatsuya had taken so many lives that he would not be qualified to discuss the dignity of life.


  Because no matter which method of death was the cause, or which method of killing was used, death is death.


  Though at the very least.


  You should die after resisting.


  You should die while struggling.


  You should die in fear.


  You should die after giving in.


  You should die after accepting the truth.


  You should die after cursing at your unreasonable fate.


  You should die in a state of unawareness, as though one was sleeping.


  Death should only belong to the person who was dying.


  Even if they were to die for others, even if they were to kill for others.


  Even after death, their lives were exploited without respect, without feeling and then be killed once more, this was something that should absolutely never happen.


  Even slaves have the freedom to die.


  Even dead livestock were simply meat, simply bones, and simply materials. A lifeless object.


  If lives were messed with, even after their death, simply for the exploit of magic, then magicians, as tools, were inferior to that of livestock.


  Tatsuya could never agree with such things.


  For Miyuki… In order to never let Miyuki bear the fate of a weapon, Tatsuya secretly prepared by himself, the method to allow magicians to live life beyond being weapons or tools. The way that he is, he could not agree with weaponizing magicians regardless of what was said to him.


  “Chiba Toshikazu!”


  In the end, Toshikazu never responded to Tatsuya’s words. He did not have this ‘function’ any longer.


  Toshikazu stood up and took a sword stance with the severed Tachi.


  The instant that Tatsuya followed suit in a fighting stance, Toshikazu’s body suddenly became bigger. Even Tatsuya’s motion vision could not keep up with the high-speed acceleration, resulting in an illusion.


  In an instant, Tatsuya’s line of sight had lost track of Toshikazu.


  Although it was said in such a way, he was only too late to focus on Toshikazu. His field of view was still able to capture Toshikazu’s silhouette.


  He had, indeed, saw the enemy take action.


  Toshikazu raised his right hand, the Tachi that had lost half its blade was ready to slash down on Tatsuya.


  This slash would not hit its mark.


  As if intuitively sensing the danger, Tatsuya used his knife to intercept the residual blade.


  The Tachi that was held with one hand received strong repelling force causing the remaining blade to bounce upwards with the shaft head pointed downwards.


  Toshikazu’s left hand grasped the area close to the tip of the downwards facing shaft head.


  Toshikazu used both hands to maintain the straight grip, he then stabbed towards the area underneath the left hand that Tatsuya used to hold his knife.


  From a vertical slash, he had changed the course to a horizontal slash.


  The Tachi that had lost most of its blade swept towards Tatsuya’s body.


  Tatsuya used his right fist, that was protected by padded fist guards, and punched towards the Tachi’s blade edge.


  “Gah!”


  Blood shot out of Tatsuya’s stomach. He could not help but cry out.


  The jacket that possessed the bulletproof and anti-cut capabilities was easily torn. The exposed skin was sliced and teared open.


  At the position that was almost touching skin, the leveled black line was camouflaged by the darkness of the night. Just above and below the black line a repulsion field that could slice through anything it touched was formed. This was the Weight Type Magic ‘Pressure Slash’. This magic was originally applied to the tip of a blade or metal coil to activate a repulsion field. However, Toshikazu had activated it on the severed blade edge, extending the repulsion field in the space that contained nothing.


  Although he had blocked it before it came into contact with his body, the pressure force from the slash was still able to slice through skin, damaging the muscles underneath.


  【Self-Restoration / Automatic Start.】


  (Force stop Self-Restoration)


  Tatsuya used his willpower to halt the automatic activation of Self-Restoration. He then used his mental fortitude to overcome the pain of his injuries, and constructed another magic.


  Gram Dispersion.


  Using Gram Dispersion to decompose the black slash line formed by the magic ‘Pressure Slash’.


  Tatsuya quickly followed up with the next magic activation.


  Gram Dispersion.


  Tatsuya had already ‘seen’ several instances of the magic that forcefully extracted Toshikazu’s Psions and transformed it into Gram Demolition.


  He would decompose that magic.


  Tatsuya’s ‘eyes’ discovered that Psions were concentrated in the center of Toshikazu’s chest, where the heart resides.


  Tatsuya ignored the tearing of his own wounds, and punched his left fist towards Toshikazu’s heart.


  Mist Dispersion.


  A hole that pierced through Toshikazu’s chest into his back appeared.


  Toshikazu’s body released Psion light. Psion dissipated gradually.


   


  


   


  All four of his limbs lost strength. His legs crumbled and kneeled onto the ground; his body collapsed onto the side.


  The magic that had been casted on Toshikazu, seemed to have used his heart as the medium for continuous activation.


  A corpse that marched towards death, now became a complete corpse.


  Life force could no longer be felt from the corpse.


  Although he became a corpse, Toshikazu’s hand never released the Tachi’s shaft.


  Tatsuya lowered his head and gazed at Toshikazu attentively. It was not known if he was having a moment of silence.


  “Tatsuya-kun”


  Somebody had suddenly called him from behind. Without sensing the opponent’s presence, he almost attacked that person.


  Just before he threw the knife in his hand, he had realized the origins of the voice.


  Tatsuya turned around and saw Yakumo smiling bitterly with his hands raised.


  “I did not plan on scaring you. Ignoring this, would it not be better to treat your injuries first?”


  After Tatsuya heard those words, he had finally remembered that sword wound to the side of his stomach.


  The wound disappeared instantly. Not only the wound, even the blood that had been spilt and the clothing that had been sliced open were restored.


  “Every time I would think, this ability is so convenient…”


  Yakumo was not being polite, but was actually envious.


  “Master, why are you here?”


  Yakumo’s reflections at this time was not important. Tatsuya ignored his master’s words and asked.


  “Did I not say so this morning? I will help resolve this matter.”


  Yakumo’s grin indescribably left Tatsuya angry, however, what he said was not wrong. Especially now that time was precious.


  “Thank you. Then I will have to trouble Master with dealing with this body.”


  Tatsuya did not waste anymore words. He then left the aftermath to Yakumo and immediately turned around.


  “Oi, Tatsuya.”


  Tatsuya ran away from the scene without saying another word.


  Yakumo watched as Tatsuya’s back ran off into the distance. He then softly muttered “Really now…” while shaking his head.


  “Indeed, we cannot just leave this as is.”


  Yakumo turned around.


  In the darkness, several people dressed like monks appeared.


  “Offer condolences to him.”


  Yakumo’s disciples took Toshikazu’s body onto a stretcher. They then transported it into the van parked on the side of the road.


  The van drove away towards the East. For some reason, there had been no vehicles passing by on this road. But suddenly the scene changed back to one of normality, with the occasional car passing by.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  While Tatsuya was still hesitating over finishing off Tomokazu (his corpse), the vehicle Gu Jie was riding was arriving at its current destination.


  “To the left just ahead!”


  Doe was directing their path.


  Their driver was the puppet Inagaki, who followed the instructions and weaved the car through an opening in the windbreak, and exited out on the beach.


  In an agile movement, Doe exited from the vehicle and opened the door for Gu Jie sitting in the back seat.


  “My Lord, we’re changing vehicles!”


  Even Gu Jie could understand the reason Doe was in such a hurry.


  From inside the windbreak forest, the headlights of the pursuing vehicles drew closer.


  “Hold back the enemy here.”


  Gu Jie ordered this to Inagaki’s body and followed behind Doe. Just in front of the beach, a box-wagon sized amphibious car was parked.


  To Gu Jie’s rear, the sound of a gunshot rang out.


  The sound was that of the corpse-puppet Inagaki, firing his gun at the pursuants who had made their appearance on the beach.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  “Major-dono, Heigu is about to be caught by the Japanese tracking force, please permit us to open fire.”


  With the destroyer anchored in international waters as his destination, Canopus, who was passing the southern tip of peninsula received a request for instructions from the illegal special task force.


  The current progression of events was not to his tastes. Canopus hoped to avoid a large-scale war with the Japanese. The decision to send troops here was already a political gamble.


  The current mission was to avoid leaving official records of any type. Balance, who had tasked him with this mission, will pretend to know nothing when it is necessary.


  If Doe, who had been assisting Gu Jie’s escape, had his identity revealed, it would be a huge scandal. Although Doe was an illegal special agent, and on the surface he had no relations to USNA, the military and the diplomats could not be naïve enough to believe in such an excuse.


  If all the behind-the-scenes actions to assist Gu Jie’s escape was exposed, Canopus would not be able to leave unscathed. Not even his status as STARS Captain would do him any good. His identity would be eliminated. He would be declared dead to the world and he would be moved to completing illegal missions. To have a high-level magician who could be used to conduct destructive work, the military higher-ups would be rather optimistic instead.


  Even so, the way things were now, handing Gu Jie over to the Japanese magicians, as in the Ten Master Clans, was no longer an option.


  “Permission granted for use of live ammunition.”


  “Understood.”


  Canopus switched the communication mode of the terminal device to enemy search mode.


  Referring to the ally-identified signal, he confirmed his current distance from the destroyer.


  As long as they lure and assassinate Jiedo Heigu (Gu Jie) in international waters, this mission will be complete.


  Even if they got to the result smoothly, recalling it afterwards would seem tasteless. Canopus, who had been thinking about this, sighed.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  As Masaki observed Gu Jie’s vehicle driving into the path in the windbreaker, he thought: “Great!”


  That path led to the beach. Due to the problems in dealing with the cleanup, Masaki had been reluctant to use ‘Rupture’. But this place during this season, a beach in mid-winter, it shouldn’t be a problem if he made a bigger disturbance.


  Ships with a deep draft could not be used on the beach. If they had used an inflatable raft, then the beach would not be an obstacle. However, if this type of object got onto the beach, it would have been impossible to disguise. Gu Jie probably intended to ride the small ship further out into the ocean before transferring to an ocean liner. Getting off the vehicle and transferring to the ship would require a bit of time. Masaki thought that he could successfully apprehend Gu Jie at the time when he switched to the boat, even without damaging the ship.


  Masaki passed through the windbreak that led the way to the beach and proceeded to dismount his bike. He would not continue to ride his urban motorcycle on the sand. The automobile overtook Masaki at his side, then he used movement-type magic to follow from behind.


  The car that Gu Jie used as the escape vehicle stopped in the middle of the beach. The pursuing sedan passed by Gu Jie’s vehicle.


  Then, gunfire resounded.


  The tires on the vehicle were pierced by the bullets.


  The bullets easily penetrated in the bulletproof tires, so perhaps it was enhanced by magic with additional penetration force.


  The sedan slid on the sand, and with much difficulty, it came to a halt without rolling over.


  The sedan that was following the first braked just before they collided.


  Ten magicians in total came out of the two vehicles. They came out directly without using the vehicles as a bunker.


  Someone from Gu Jie’s vehicle shot at the magicians.


  The bullets that could penetrate the bulletproof tires were stopped by Anti-material shields.


  (As expected of magicians under the Juumonji Family.)

  
  Masaki sighed in silent admiration.


  But he wasn’t just observing the fight.


  Masaki retrieved the bright red CAD from his holsters.


  He activated ‘Rupture’ on Gu Jie’s vehicle.


  The car then caught fire. It was the enemy’s bad luck that the car was an ethanol fueled model. When ignited, the ethanol gas fuel would cause an explosion.


  A young man wearing a suit came out of the back of the burning vehicle. His right hand was holding a pistol type CAD, it was certain that he was the one who had opened fire.


  Masaki decided to leave this man to the Juumonji magicians while he continued to pursue Gu Jie.


  Juumonji Family magicians surround the young man ── Inagaki.


  However, Inagaki completely ignored the magicians who surrounded him and opened fire on Masaki.


  The magician between Masaki and Inagaki blocked the bullets.


  In the next instance, Inagaki rushed at the magician who had been using the Anti-material shield to protect Masaki.


  As if he were thrusting a sword forward with the pistol, he pulled the trigger.


  A dazzling Psion light was released with the bullet, and the sound released was unlike that of a pistol being fired.


  The Anti-material shield was penetrated.


  A Juumonji Family magician fell to the ground. There was a hole gaping open on his throat, and his neck was nearly snapped.


  Without verifying, he was dead at the scene.


  He had used a Kenjutsu with a pistol.


  Masaki had never known about this technique, but he understood how dangerous it was just from seeing it.


  Pointing the bright red CAD at Inagaki, Masaki pulled the trigger.


  Inagaki’s body shone with a brilliant Psion light.


  Gram Dispersion had rendered Rupture a failure.


  Masaki was shocked ── but not stunned.


  Although he was surprised, another part of his mind calmly constructed a magic sequence.


  In the summer of 2095, after Masaki lost to Tatsuya in Monolith Code, he had been training for another battle. He trained repeatedly, while conducting many battle simulations, in order to deal with any strategy that Tatsuya could come up with.


  One of which included countermeasures to Tatsuya’s use of Gram Demolition.


  Even if the magic failed because of Gram Demolition, he would have to immediately follow up with the next magic. As long as he prevented the opposition from having time to attack, sooner or later, they could not defend against the magic from this side.


  This was the proposed countermeasure from Kichijouji after analyzing Gram Demolition’s nature of having to release a large number of Psions.


  Masaki had trained for this countermeasure in practice until it was drilled into his consciousness and became his body’s reflex.


  Just because Gram Demolition had paralyzed the magic attack once, it was not enough to stop Masaki.


  Masaki used ‘Rupture’ again.


  In contrast, the magic sequence that Gu Jie implemented in Inagaki’s body was not able to gather Psions fast enough.


  The half-hearted Psion release was not enough to block Masaki’s magic.


  Inagaki’s body tore open, with blood splattering everywhere.


  Blood sprayed to where Masaki was. The blood was then slowly absorbed by the sand.


  Masaki turned his body.


  Their force had lost one person, and the enemy force had also lost one person.


  Other than Gu Jie, there was one more. They both rode in the van.


  No, rather, though it looked a van from the side, it could have been an amphibious vehicle.


  In any case, there was no harm.


  Masaki pointed the bright red CAD towards the vehicle.


  The instant Masaki was about to pull the trigger, someone jumped him from behind.


  He was knocked down onto the beach.


  The person that had knocked him down was a member of the Juumonji Family magicians.


  Why, he was about to ask.


  As Masaki thought about this, gunfire resounded.


  The magician protected Masaki while laying down, his Anti-material shield shaking.


  A sound that was far greater than pistol gunfire resounded. Masaki had heard this sound before in the Yokohama Incident.


  An Anti-magician, high-power rifle.


  A bullet storm of high-power Anti-defense magic bullets rained down on them from the rear-end side of the windbreak.


  Masaki speculated that the number of the enemy forces was twice their own.


  As expected of elites brought by the Head of the Juumonji Family, who bore the alias, “Iron Wall,” they beautifully blocked the gunfire from the high-power rifle designed to kill magicians. But the quality and performance of the enemy’s weapons was that of the highest class, and from time-to-time, grenades would rain down from the sky, making them unable to focus their magic shields towards the direction of the windbreak.


  The Juumonji Family magicians were completely focused on defense without any energy to spare.


  (To have such high-performance equipment… perhaps Gu Jie had the support of the USNA military!?)


  Though Masaki’s reasoning was hasty in coming to a conclusion, it was not wrong. Though the USNA government did not instigate Gu Jie to launch the terrorist attacks, the ones who had been attacking them were indeed USNA soldiers.


  The van that housed Gu Jie rushed to the sea.


  (So it really was an amphibious vehicle.)

  
  Masaki pointed his CAD towards the amphibious vehicle while in a prone position.


  But at this time, the enemy focused fire at him.


  Masaki switched from ‘Rupture’ to activating an Anti-material shield magic. He was not using the all-round defensive type shield that the Juumonji Family magicians were using, but rather, a shield that was limited to the direction of the rifle’s shooting path.


  Masaki left the grenades to the defense of Juumonji Family magicians, while he defended against the high-power rifle.


  Without any spare time to attack the amphibious vehicle, Masaki was forced to temporarily focus on defense.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Katsuto’s sedan drove into the path leading to the beach, according to the information he received from his subordinates.


  Sounds of gunfire came from the front, mixed with sounds from explosions. There were not many residential buildings, but it was not an unmanned wilderness, and many cars still passed by. Although they were unsure of who would do such a thing, the fighting here was bold.


  Katsuto’s car was attacked by a hail of bullets, but Katsuto, who was well aware of the battle, had already prepared Anti-Material Shield magic to block the heavy, high-speed ammunition. The grenade that exploded on the ground ahead of the direction that his vehicle was moving towards was suppressed by Katsuto’s magic.


  Katsuto let the sedan stop in the windbreak.


  He got off the vehicle alone.


  Bullets came flying at Katsuto ── he shielded himself against the bullets in his path and took off.


  Katsuto’s burly body was protected by a spherical shield while in flight.


  Whether or not he broke branches or drilled past tree trunks, things were nullified as if they never existed. He flew towards the direction where the bullets were coming from.


  The one who was most alarmed was the rifleman. He quickly aimed and fired the high-powered rifle at Katsuto in a frenzy, but the bullets bounced off the shield. The rifleman’s face was hit by the shrapnel and could not help but freeze. An incredibly strong wall attacked him.


  The gunman was sent flying by Katsuto’s shield.


  Katsuto was not satisfied with this.


  The gunman crashed into the trunk of a tree and continued to collide with it. The shield was still wrapped around his body.


  Pinned between the trunk of the tree and the shield wall, the gunman vomited blood.


  Katsuto confirmed that the man was no longer responsive, he did not care whether the opposition was unconscious or dead, and began looking for the next target.


  The motionless man sitting under the tree wore dark colored clothes that camouflaged him in the darkness of the night. At first glance, there were no items that could identify which organization he belonged to, however, the gun in his hand was not something that any common criminal organization could get their hands on. If the enemy belonged to a foreign army, then the battle earlier was undoubtedly challenging Japan’s sovereignty. From the point of view of maintaining law and order, this was something that could not be overlooked.


  Compared to apprehending Gu Jie, Katsuto decided to suppress the current gun battle first.


  The hail of bullets weakened. Masaki, who actually felt this, finally became aware of the battle happening within the windbreak. A strong magical pressure was emitted from the windbreak. Masaki was familiar with this feeling.


  In the summer of 2095, with the breathtaking sight of the last day of the Nine Schools Competition.


  (Is Juumonji-dono in combat?)


  Katsuto was currently battling and subduing enemies within the windbreak.


  When Masaki realized this, he ran towards the windbreak instead of the ocean.


  Instead of risking taking a bullet in the back while going after Gu Jie, he decided that he would spend a short amount of time taking care of these annoying people. Then, he could continue to pursue without worrying about his safety. Masaki thought that this was more reassuring.


  He concentrated his shield to the front and rushed towards the hail of bullets.


  In accordance to his body’s senses, the frequency of the bullets was only half of what it used to be.


  High-power bullets oppressed the magic shield. The strength of Masaki’s shield was the same as his magic power, but in some respects, it was not as precise as the magic shields of the Juumonji magicians who specialized in shield magic.


  Before he was under heavy fire, he tumbled and laid face-down on the beach. From this position, he tracked the enemy’s silhouette and activated ‘Rupture’.


  The windbreak exuded a fearful atmosphere. They probably witnessed the horrible death of their allies.


  The advantage of Ichijou Family’s ‘Rupture’ was not only its prowess, but the ability to also damage the enemy’s morale.


  Watching one’s own soldiers spray and burst in blood, even those who had been in many battles would have struggled to watch this. Nobody would ever want to die like that.


  Masaki could feel the enemy’s accuracy failing.


  If that was all it took to be frightened, then they should not have provoked war. Masaki thought within his heart.


  On the other hand, he calmly calculated the enemy’s panic as an opportunity.


  “Counterattack!”


  Masaki yelled without any fear.


  The scene resounded with battle cries of ‘Oooooh!’


  The magicians who had been forced to defend without counterattack all got up at the same time and advanced forward.


  Gunfire resounded.


  The flames from the grenade explosions lit up the beach at night.


  Even so, it could not stop the assault of the Juumonji magicians.


  Masaki was killing the enemies in the midst of blood flowers while advancing forward.


  They finally advanced into the windbreak.


  Deep within the forest, Katsuto was indeed ‘crushing’ the opponents.


  The enemy soldiers threw down their guns and took out knives for combat.


  This was the right way.


  In the midst of battle, bullets that were shot out without fear of hitting their own men would be reflected as shrapnel by the magic shields, causing damage to their own forces.


  Masaki, Katsuto, and the Juumonji Family magicians subdued the USNA illegal task force like a tsunami.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  At the same time when they were about to meet up with the destroyer, Canopus received news that the intercepting squad responsible for delaying the pursuing group had been annihilated.


  They had fulfilled their mission to delay the pursuing group’s progress completely. Gu Jie, together with the amphibious vehicle, had already escaped onto the ship that had been standing by off the coast.


  Although they had said ‘annihilation,’ the intercepting squad members were mostly alive. For the USNA, they would become witnesses who would be detrimental to the exposure of the USNA’s involvement. The weapons that they held was more than enough evidence.


  Canopus picked up the simple transmitter, closed his eyes, and prayed softly.


  May their souls rest in peace.


  Without any words asking for forgiveness.


  Canopus opened his eyes and pressed the ‘real’ button that would annihilate the intercepting squad.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  After confirming that the enemy had stopped resisting, Masaki searched for Katsuto’s silhouette.


  “Juumonji-dono!”


  “Ichijou-dono, I am here.”


  Katsuto walked out from behind the trees. The both of their locations were rather close.


  Katsuto was wearing an Anti-laceration sweater with a coat. Not only was his coat undamaged, it was also unstained with the slightest dirt.


  The way his motorcycle racing suit was covered in dust made Masaki feel inferior to Katsuto. The amount of filth on their bodies seemed to signify the gap in their strength. This made Masaki a bit depressed.


  “Ichijou-dono, what’s the matter?”


  The expression on Masaki’s face probably made Katsuto very puzzled.


  After Katsuto finished asking, Masaki shook his head to indicate that nothing was wrong.


  “Nothing. Don’t mind this. How should we deal with these guys? I don’t think we can leave them be.”


  “Right…”


  Katsuto thought for a moment, and then nodded.


  “Although it is not certain that they belong to a terrorist group, they did behave unscrupulously to this extent, so we cannot let them escape.”


   


  


   


  The reason that Katsuto was perplexed lay in the fact that if they wasted more time here, then they might completely lose Gu Jie.


  “Then, can we leave these guys to the Juumonji Family? I will pursue Gu Jie.”


  Masaki was worried about the same thing. Thus, he suggested to split up.


  “Though you say pursue, how will you catch up? From what I understand, Gu Jie should have escaped to the sea already.”


  “I will chase him on water.”


  “It seems that’s the only way…”


  If they suffered the same fierce attacks on the sea, even if it was Katsuto, it would be a dilemma without a way out. It was not certain whether Masaki could completely defend against such an attack either.


  However, compared to Katsuto, Masaki possessed longer range attacks.


  Once he discovered Gu Jie’s ship, he could immediately destroy the turbines, preventing the ship from navigating. Even if he would mistakenly hit innocent vessels, the compelling importance of arresting Gu Jie, made it unavoidable. They could cover it up by giving the blame to the terrorists.


  “Understood. Leave this to us.”


  Katsuto decided.


  No one could criticize him for being indecisive, nor could they have said that he made the decision too late.


  That was because no one could have predicted that the enemy, who had been hindering their pursuit of Gu Jie, would use such an underhanded method in the end.


  The moment Katsuto accepted Masaki’s suggestion.


  The enemy force that had collapsed within the windbreaks suddenly combusted. This was not a metaphor, but as literal as the words described. Both the corpses and the bodies of the injured combusted into flames.


  This was a self-detonation magic that used human ignition magic. No, describing it as self-detonation was incorrect. The non-regular soldiers of the USNA had been implanted with a sequence, and once it received an external signal, it would activate the human ignition magic.


  Furthermore, for soldiers who are not magicians, the program was planted deep within their mind, and they would be burnt together alongside their magician counterparts.


  Katsuto set up an emergency shield, protecting both himself and Masaki.


  The Juumonji magicians that had followed him quickly set-up their magic wall as well.


  They were definitely not making a huge fuss over a minor issue.


  The enemy soldiers were not the only one spitting fire.


  The weapons used by the enemy melted or exploded due to the high heat.


  The shrapnel from the weapons struck the magic shield.


  The flames that burnt human bodies into black ashes were about to spread to the windbreaks.


  It was not just at one or two places.


  “Extinguish the fire immediately!”


  Katsuto gave the order loudly.


  The top priority right now was not to pursue Gu Jie, but to prevent the fire from spreading.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  On the main road, parallel to the coast, Tatsuya was running at 60km/h.


  He was not using flying magic. There were a few reasons for this.


  For this battle, Tatsuya did not accept the support of the Independent Magic Battalion. He hadn’t been denied assistance either. Just before the battle at Zama station, Tatsuya had already received permission to use military classified magic. Though it was a request for permission, it was more like a notification.


  Tatsuya did not seek help from the Independent Magic Battalion.


  Neither did Battalion actively aid Tatsuya. As a result, obviously, Tatsuya was not wearing the mobile suit.


  Even if he did not wear the mobile suit, he could still fly.


  Since he did not have the resistance of the mobile suit, he could not fully cope with the enemy’s attack. Tatsuya was not an expert in Anti-Material Barrier magic or Heat Resistant Barrier magic. He could detect the enemy’s attack, then use Decomposition to repulse it. However, when he was in flight he could not predict from which angle and what distance the attack from the opposition was going to come from.


  Therefore, he did not have a hundred percent success rate to repulse the attack.


  Tatsuya whose forte was specialized magic originally had weak points in defense. Self-restoration magic was only used after injury, and even Tatsuya did not want to be used for a suicide mission.


  Gu Jie had already travelled to the distant waters, moving at a relatively fast pace towards south-east direction. At this rate, it was a matter of time before they reached International Waters.


  The ones assisting Gu Jie’s escape have considerable organizational strength. Tatsuya believes it was the doing of USNA. Though he could not completely grasp what benefit USNA would receive from Gu Jie’s escape, because of their intervention, the result would likely be Gu Jie’s escape.


  ──Compared to letting him escape, there was a way to rid his worries.


  Gu Jie’s method of fooling with a magician’s life was already a death sentence for him.


  The best result was first to allow the police to arrest him, then assassinate him in prison.


  However, Tatsuya started considering ‘eliminate’ Gu Jie as the backup plan.


   


  Tatsuya was heading to the beach that Gu Jie used to escape to the sea.


  He knew his target was no longer there, but he decided to meet up with Masaki and crew.


  By the time Tatsuya had reached the location, the fire extinguishing had finished.


  “What is going on?”


  After Tatsuya asked such a question, Masaki showed a speechless, bitter expression.


  The one who replied was Katsuto.


  “The enemy self-detonated.”


  “There were obviously no dried-up trees, did the fire originate only from the self-detonation?”


  “It seems they used human ignition magic.”


  Once Tatsuya heard what kind of magic was used, he understood the intent of the enemy was to rid the evidence. For some unknown reason, it would seem that the USNA was attempting to stop them from arresting Gu Jie at all cost. Although it should be impossible, Gu Jie’s terrorist attacks could not really be a plan of theirs right?


  “Shiba.”


  While Tatsuya was thinking about things, Katsuto started to ask a question.


  “Ichijou-dono said he wanted to use water walking magic to pursue Gu Jie. What do you think?”


  Tatsuya eliminating Gu Jie here was the quickest method.


  But this was a trump card that must be well hidden.


  “Can we ask the Coastal Garrison for help?”


  Masaki disagreed with Tatsuya’s suggestion.


  “Would it not be too late to call for a ship?”


  “We won’t pursuit from here. Gu Jie’s ship is located at the front of the island’s peninsula. If there is a patrol ship located there it could first intercept, then we could guide them from over here.”


   


  Masaki did not know how Tatsuya was able to locate Gu Jie’s position with such ease, but he did not ask. Thought Katsuto probably had the same question, but because he was polite, he did not mention Tatsuya’s magic at all.


  “Let me contact Tomokazu-dono then.”


  Katsuto accepted Tatsuya’s suggestion, retrieving the information transmission terminal device.


  As if Katsuto had timed the retrieval of his terminal device at the perfect moment, it had begun to ring.


  The screen displayed the caller name as Saegusa Mayumi.


  Katsuto turned on the speaker function to allow Tatsuya and Masaki to listen in, then he accepted the call.


  “Saegusa? What’s the matter?”


  “We probably don’t have much time, so I’ll get to the point.”


  Mayumi should have no part in tonight’s pursuit battle plan. However, she seemed to have understood the situation from this side.


  “I asked the patrol ship to let me on board, we are nearby. Can you see?”


  Tatsuya, Katsuto, and Masaki looked towards the ocean. They could clearly see the lights of the patrol ship closing in to the beach near them.


  “You want to help pursue Gu Jie?”


  “Well, yes. Tatsuya-kun, are you there?”


  Mayumi gave Katsuto a positive reply, then suddenly asked for Tatsuya.


  “Yes, I am here.”


  Although a bit unexpected, Tatsuya responded quickly without being flustered.


  “You know where Gu Jie is, right? Are you able to get here?”


  Mayumi’s request went according to Tatsuya’s wishes.


  “Understood.”


  Tatsuya agreed without uttering any other words.


  “Saegusa-san, this is Ichijou. Can you let me on the ship as well?”


  Masaki chimed in while being flustered.


  “Sure. And Juumonji?”


  Although it was a matter of course, Mayumi quickly agreed to let Masaki on board.


  “The situation here is a bit complicated, I have to stay.”


  Katsuto also wanted to participate in the chase, but he could not leave the charred corpses, broken weapons and fire traces unattended.


  Someone had to be responsible for notifying the police and fire departments and explain the details to them.


  “Roger that. Tatsuya-kun and Ichijou-kun, I can’t send anyone over to pick you up, do you mind coming over here?”


  “Understood.”


  Tatsuya and Masaki answered with the terminal device in Katsuto’s hand.


  The two of them ran as if they were racing to the coast. They were scrambling and rushing towards the patrol ship.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Gu Jie, who had fled to the sea on the amphibious vehicle, enter the high-speed cargo ship together with the vehicle.


  He was resting in the Captain’s room currently.


  Hearing the knocking sounds at the door, Gu Jie simply answered ‘come in’.


  “Lord, sorry to disturb you.”


  As expected, the one who opened the door was Doe.


  Gu Jie looked at him, with an afterthought ‘so he was this type of person’.


  He was about thirty years old in age, with a height of 175 cm. Black hair, black eyes, with a tan skin tone. He had a plain complexion without any special characteristics. This look left people without much of an impression. Thought he had seen him several times already, every time it would give a false impression of a first meeting. It was probably because he had no spare time to care about such matters. Gu Jie self-deprecated in his heart.


  “My Lord, did you want a drink?”


  Doe’s hand was a bottle of Shaoxing wine. If the content was as the label suggests, even if it was not the highest end, it was definitely a top-quality variety.


  “Give me a cup.”


  After Gu Jie’s reply, Doe nodded and placed the bottle on the table. He then retrieved a small glass cup from the cupboard.


  Doe placed the cup in front of Gu Jie and poured in the Shaoxing wine.


  Gu Jie picked up the cup and handed it over to Doe.


  Thanks for the hard work. You can drink first.”


  “Ai ya, then excuse my rudeness.”


  Doe did not hesitate to take the cup and drank all the wine inside.


  It was obvious that Gu Jie wanted Doe to test if there was poison in the drink so Doe drank without any resistance. He took out another small cup, and invited Gu Jie to drink the Shaoxing wine with him.


  Gu Jie drank all the wine the Doe poured.


  “En… good wine.”


  “I don’t deserve your praise.”


  Gu Jie placed the glass cup back on the table while looking at the Doe who was standing.


  “So, what’s the situation?”


  “It will take just less than one hour to leave Japanese waters. Currently there are no pursuers.”


  “That’s it huh.”


  Although he did not show the expression or attitude, Gu Jie finally felt a sigh of relief. It was hard to say that it was safe. Even if they entered into international waters, it would not prevent a pursuit. However, he could not hold back the peace of mind he had from finally escaping from the grasp of the enemy.


  “And after that? The Japanese should be aware of this ship.”


  “Yes, I think so too. Although it would cause trouble for my Lord, please transfer to another ship later.”


  “Your preparations are thorough.”


  “Lord, I’m honored by your praise. After the transfer to the next ship, it will directly head to Sydney.”


  “We won’t stop at ports along the way?”


  “Yes, I thought that would be best… However if my Lord had any ports in mind.”


  “No, you can take care of it.”


  “Understood. If you have any orders, I will come immediately.”


  Doe left the room.


  Gu Jie picked up the Shaoxing wine bottle left on the table.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  When Tatsuya jumped on to the Patrol Ship from the surface of the sea, the ones who welcomed him was Mayumi and Yakumo.


  “Hai, Tatsuya, you are slow.”


  “…Master, why are you here?”


  Tatsuya inquired with a frown. Yakumo let out his usual leisurely smile.


  “You’re actually asking me this. Did I not say that earlier? I am here to help resolve the incident. Did you forget?”


  “What I wanted to ask wasn’t this. I am asking how Master got on this ship.”


  While Tatsuya questioned Yakumo, Masaki who had just gotten on the boat questioned Mayumi on the side.


  “Um, Saegusa-san, this monk is?”


  Mayumi showed an awkward smile and replied to Masaki.


  “This is Ninjutsu master Kokonoe Yakumo. He is Tatsuya-kun’s master. He said he was willing to help us.”


  “Correctly speaking, I am not his Master. That’s because Tatsuya is not a ninja, nor is he a monk. I only help him practice Taijutsu a bit.”


  Yakumo did not answer Tatsuya’s question, but instead interrupted Mayumi and Masaki’s discussion.


  Tatsuya sharply glared at Yakumo, making Mayumi feel it was her fault, causing her to hurriedly reply.


  “Although everyone told me not to do anything today, but I could not sit still.”


  Tatsuya’s expression of ‘and so?’ urged her to continue speaking.


  “Just in case, I had the patrol ship travel to the Hiratsuka’s New Port.


  There, I discovered Master Yakumo… He said he knew where Tatsuya-kun was, so I invited him onto the ship. I also knew that he was Tatsuya-kun’s teacher… Was I not allowed to do this?”


  After Mayumi asked while trembling, Tatsuya swallowed his sigh.


  “…No, it’s fine.”


  “Great.”


  Listening to Yakumo’s words, Tatsuya did not know why he felt annoyed.


  But he restrained himself from making meaningless questions and answers, instead focused on what should be done currently.


  “Saegusa-senpai, let’s begin the pursuit immediately.”


  “Yes. Then Tatsuya-kun will you help guide us on the route?”


  “Understood.”


  Tatsuya and Mayumi headed towards the deck of the patrol ship. Masaki and Yakumo followed closely.


  


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Canopus, who was called to the destroyer’s battle intel center, put on a solemn face after hearing the report. Previously, in the planning rehearsal for the final stages of battle, the event that he had hoped was predicted incorrectly slowly became true.


  “In general, Japan’s patrol ship caught up to Heigu’s cargo ship?”


  Looking at the sea charts while listening to the explanation of the route and relative speed, Canopus summarized the content into the following line to confirm.


  “It could be said so, but could also not be said so.”


  Apart from the destroyer’s crew, one of the backup combat member stated the information once again to Canopus.


  “It is predicted that Japan’s patrol ship will only catch up to Heigu’s vessel when they reach international waters. However, Japan has the Right to Pursuit, we cannot intervene.”


  The Right to Pursuit (also called Right to Continuous Pursuit) was a right recognized by International Conventions. A country had the right to continue to pursue a vessel in international waters if the vessel violated the laws within that country’s territorial waters. Canopus already knew this without listening to the explanation.


  “Need to change the final phase of the plan.”


  The member used this line to answer the summary.


  Canopus sighed deeply.


  “Hard-line measure, huh…”


  As expected, it wouldn't end so easily. Being able to avoid the worst situation by sinking Gu Jie’s vessel in Japanese waters, was already for the best. Canopus comforted himself with this thought.


  “Inform me when Heigu’s ship gets near. I will be waiting in the cabin.”


  “Understood, Major-dono.”


  Under the farewells of the members, Canopus left the battle intel center.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  “Maintain the current course. We should have the visual on the target soon.”


  Just as Tatsuya predicted, a ship appeared before the lights of the patrol ship.


  The high-speed patrol ship prepared by Mayumi utilized its speed. Just before the ship that Heigu was riding in reached international waters, It had closed into visual range.


  “Captain, please!”


  Without hearing the full command from Mayumi, the Captain of the patrol ship had order his crew to issue the suspension signal.


  Using both loudspeakers and signal lamp to advise the ship that Gu Jie was riding on to stop sailing. Thus, the pursuit right was established.


  The bridge of the patrol ship was filled with relief.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  The stop command was issued in multiple languages. It had reached the ears of Gu Jie who had been resting in his room.


  Someone hurriedly knocked on the cabin door.


  “Enter!”


  Gu Jie’s voice revealed some anxiety.


  “My Lord, sorry to disturb you!”


  Doe who had been watching the door could not conceal his panic.


  “Japan’s patrol ship seems to have spotted us. How many vessels are there?”


  “One ship.”


  Doe did not understand why Gu Jie asked this question, thus answered on reflex.


  “So, how should we proceed?”


  “Flee to international waters just like this.”


  “But, their speed is rather fast?”


  It was not clear why Doe was responding to Gu Jie’s accusations so confidently.


  “Our ship will standby on the perimeter of Japanese territorial waters. The following course of the ship will be a bit rough, please be careful.”


  Currently, Gu Jie had no pawns. He did not have the battle ability to sink the patrol ship.


  But he was not completely helpless.


  If he was out of pawns, he could make more.


  There was not enough time or tools, so he can only produce consumables. Fortunately, there was only one ship of pursuers. Once he broke through the current predicament, he would find a way out of danger.


  Gu Jie looked at the man that claimed to be John Doe. The first time they met, he already knew that this man had very good talent. Though he seemed to have hidden his strength, but Gu Jie saw through him with one glance.


  Moreover, Gu Jie was convinced that he had concealed some things.


  “Understood. Doe, I’ll leave this to you.”


  “I will do as you bid, my Lord.”


  Du bowed deeply to the point of exposing his back while concealing his hand.


  Gu Jie activated the magic he had pre-set on Doe’s body.


  Doe’s body twitched as though he was having a seizure.


  Soon after, he fell forwards.


  The collapsed Doe was holding a small pistol within his right hand.


  “Is your goal to assassinate me? To put in such effort just to assassinate me. Do you think I will believe a man who I have never met before unconditionally?”


  Gu Jie issued the next command using the mouth that had ridiculed the corpse.


  “Doe, get up.”


  Doe’s physical movements began slowly, but then immediately got up as though energy had returned to his body.


  “Do you understand my words?”


  Doe nodded his head.


  Upon seeing his response, Gu Jie could only smack his own lips.


  “Can’t speak anymore.”


  Although he had preset the magic, but at the time he had omitted even the simplest ceremonies. It would seem that the preparations were not enough. The process to convert lifeforce into magic fuel had been successful, but the body had lost some of its function.


  Gu Jie gave up on inquiring about Doe’s background. He ordered him to handle the patrol ship.


  “Doe, sink along with the Japanese Patrol Ship.”


  Doe nodded his head in the same way and left the cabin.


  Gu Jie also left the cabin and headed towards the bridge to control the ship.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Hearing the sounds of knocking, Canopus responded with “Enter”.


  The one who entered was not a destroyer crew member, but a combat member.


  The member closed the door after entering the cabin. He stood in front of Canopus.


  “Major, Joseph Doe’s life signal disappeared.”


  Canopus raised his eyebrows and asked the combat member.


  “The assassination failed?”


  “Regrettably, it is likely that it failed.”


  Canopus got up silently.


  When he wanted to exit the cabin, the combat member stopped him.


  “Major, the amphibious vehicle used by Gu Jie to escape to the sea is heading straight towards Japan’s patrol ship from the current vessel he is on.”


  “We need not care. The Japanese patrol ship will most likely sink that vessel.”


  Canopus picked up the sword shaped armament device that was standing next to the door. He then went to the deck to solve everything with his own hands.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  The target that was sent the stop signal did not have any signs of slowing down. Seeing the situation, the Captain of the patrol ship ordered for the firing of another warning.


  “Take aim, the suspicious vessel is closing in quickly… Please Wait!


  Confirming that the enemy vessel only sent out a small boat!”


  Mayumi was the first to react to the Shooting Controller’s report.


  “Tatsuya-kun!”


  “No, Gu Jie is not on the small boat.”


  Mayumi was not the only one to suspect that Gu Jie was attempting to escape via the small boat. Because Tatsuya suspected the same thing, he could immediately reply to Mayumi.


  Then, what was the purpose of the small boat?


  The answer would be revealed immediately.


  “The small boat is heading straight for us!”


  “Any weapons!? What kind of boat is it!?”


  Immediately after the Captain finished asking, the Shooting Controller answered in a tone as if he was in disbelief.


  “It is an amphibious vehicle! Such speed! What is this absurd speed!?”


  Knowing that it was impossible for the speed of an amphibious vehicle to be so fast, the controller could only be stunned speechless.


  “That acceleration is the result of magic!”


  Masaki said in a firm tone, at the same he pointed his bright red CAD towards the amphibious vehicle.


  The Psion light released from Masaki’s body lit up radiantly.


  “Rupture” was activated.


  The small boat seemed to be using a hydrogen engine, therefore the fuel did not explode. Looks like the hydrogen fuel diffused before a fire could start.


  Given the situation, this also meant that the magician in the amphibious vehicle did not receive a fatal blow.


  As the amphibious vehicle sank gradually, the silhouette appearing from the vehicle started travelling towards them at high speeds as though he was water skiing on the sea.


  “Shoot warning fire towards the fleeing vessel, we will handle  that person.”


  Mayumi suggested to the captain. She had already finish her magic activation sequence.


  “Aim!”


  “Aim, the suspicious vessel is very close!”


  “Preparations for firing complete!”


  “Fire!”


  The tracer bomb bombardment sailed past the side of the ship that Gu Jie was on.


  At the same time, Mayumi launched her magic.


  “Magic Shooter”


  Mayumi did not necessarily require dry ice to materialize her bullets.


  Even if it was normal ice bullets, she would have the same control as if they were dry ice. To be honest, Mayumi’s full potential could be released when she was on the sea or lake where there was ample water to materialize bullets from.


  Mayumi created ice bullets directly from the sea water, a magician of the sea ── a personal belief ── fired at the silhouette from all directions while predicted his movements. The silhouette could not withstand the barrage and sank into the water.


  “Suspicious vessel has left our territorial waters.”


  “No problem, intercept it from the front.”


  In accordance to the command of the Captain, the patrol ship closed in on the ship Gu Jie was riding on.


  Mayumi seemed concerned about the magician that had fallen into the ocean, but did not say to have him rescued. Apprehending Gu Jie was the mission she was entrusted with.


  When they were one step away from catching up to Gu Jie’s vessel, the Radar Officer said in a concerned voice.


  “Captain! USNA’s destroyer is approaching us!”


  “What!?”


  The Captain could not contain his shock.


  USNA’s destroyer was anchored in close proximity to the border between Japan’s territorial waters and international waters. This was something that they had been aware of since the start of the chase. When inquired about their identity, they also revealed who they were. It was concerning that the location of the destroyer was directly in the escape route of the suspicious vessel, but because they had not taken any hostile action, the Japanese forces could not intervene.


  However, the opposition began to move suddenly.


  From the navigation route of the destroyer, it was possible that they were assisting in the arrest of the suspicious vessel, at the same time, the destroyer could also be trying to obstruct the arrest.


  The staff on the bridge rushed into action. The correspondents quickly began to set up communications with the destroyer.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  “Target has reached international waters.”


  “Forward at half speed.”


  The destroyer moved in accordance to the Captain’s instructions. The ship’s course was headed southwest. To the right was the ship that Gu Jie was hiding in, just further away was the Japanese Patrol Vessel.


  Equipped with a powerful engine, the USNA destroyer caught up to Gu Jie’s high-speed cargo ship in the blink of an eye.


  At the front of the deck stood Canopus, unsheathing an armament device modelled after a Japanese sword, watching the cargo ship.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Gu Jie, who had arrived to the deck, had turned the entire crew including the captain into his puppets. Although the crew had almost no resistance, the process of turning them into puppets was not instantaneous. Before Gu Jie’s jutsu completed, the ship had been sailing straight and nobody had been paying attention to the surroundings.


  Gu Jie was only aware of the destroyer closing in until they were about to collide.


  “Stop the ship!”


  “Full speed retreat!”


  The crew on the deck was deprived of free will, they can still complete what was order with the same technical expertise as before.


  The Cargo ship halted in accordance to the command of the Captain.


  The Cargo ship gradually slowed down, until it stopped moving.


  The destroyer closed into the Cargo ship’s path.


  It seems collision had been avoided. The instant Gu Jie thought of this, he felt a powerful magic pressure and immediate stopped thinking.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Canopus raised the armament device used for ‘Molecular Divider’.


  Gu Jie’s position was reflected on the transparent screen of the glasses.


  This could only be achieved because Special Agent Joseph Doe had sacrificed his life to install the transmitter.


  Second only to STARS First Unit Captain Angie Sirius, USNA’s second strongest, Major Benjamin Canopus launched the most powerful ‘Molecular Divider’ towards Gu Jie who was aboard the cargo ship.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  “Full speed retreat!”


  The patrol ship issued the same order as the cargo ship in hopes of avoiding collision with the destroyer.


  The bow of the destroyer was now in direct line of the cargo ship’s navigation route.


  At this time.


  Tatsuya felt the activation of a powerful magic.


  The Magic Activation Target Object Area was a slender sheet space with total length of seven hundred meters.


  Extremely large-scale Area Magic.


  It was magic categorized under ‘intermolecular binding force reversal’, also known as ‘Molecular Divider’.


  (Do they intend to chop Gu Jie together with the rest of the ship in half!?)


  If one was to receive a strike of Molecular Divider of that magnitude, no corpse would remain. They would basically disappear together with the ship in the vast ocean.


  If he allowed the opposition to do that, all of Tatsuya’s hard work up until this point would have been in vain.


  If the goal had been elimination, everything would have been ended earlier in the morning.


  Tatsuya intends to use Gram Dispersion to cause Molecular Divider to fail.


  Almost as if it was a habit, he stretched his right hand forward.


  Yakumo caught his hand.


  Tatsuya glared at Yakumo.


  Yakumo immediately began to shake his head.


  Suddenly, Tatsuya’s heart had a moment of hesitation.


  And it was during this instant, Molecular Divider was activated; a giant blade came crashing down.


  The ship that was carrying Gu Jie was split in two halves without the slightest resistance.


  At the same time, the Psion marker that Tatsuya left in Gu Jie’s body dissipated.


   


  


   


  The individual “human” existence known as Gu Jie disappeared.


  “Just now, that was… what was that?”


  “It was… Molecular Divider?”


  Mayumi and Masaki muttered blankly.


  Tatsuya glared at Yakumo with sharp eyes.


  But Tatsuya also saw Yakumo return a glare with the same intensity, hence he gave up on questioning Yakumo’s intentions.


  The Captain personally cursed in rage at the microphone of the communication device.


  The Captain of the destroyer answered in a steady voice.


  Their Captain said that the ship was a notorious pirate ship that they had been tracking thus far.


  He advocated the reason why they sank the cargo ship was because the pirate ship was ignoring all stop warnings and had attempted to escape.


  Given the situation, they were forced to do what they did.


  “Wasn’t that ship ready to stop!”


  “From our perspective that was certainly not the case.”


  “Lying with your eyes wide open!”


  “If you have any objections, then send them through the proper diplomatic channels.”


  After the destroyer finished their communication, they had changed their course towards the East.


  The crew of the patrol ship were not the only ones gritting their teeth as they watched the destroyer leave.


  Tatsuya, Masaki and Mayumi were left with feelings of emptiness. All that remained was the view of the back of the destroyer in the distance, and the ocean that had engulfed Gu Jie.


  Chapter 14 


  Having lost his beloved scooter, Tatsuya rode with Yakumo until he reached his house. The automated public transit system ran 24 hours a day, but he had various items with him that could get him into trouble if he were to be discovered with them.


  Sitting on the right side of the back seat, Tatsuya hardly said a word during the entire ride. Yakumo sat beside him, also keeping his mouth shut.


  Tatsuya spoke to Yakumo when they were about over halfway to their destination.


  “Master, are you awake?”


  “Yeah, I’m awake.”


  Yakumo, who was sitting still with his eyes closed, opened his eyes and faced Tatsuya.


  Tatsuya continued looking forward, not meeting Yakumo’s gaze.


  “About before, why did you get in my way?”


  “When you were about to nullify the American Army’s magic?”


  “That’s right.”


  Tatsuya did not raise his voice. His voice was grave, like unfathomable darkness.


  “I think a better question is: Why were you acting so carelessly in the first place?”


  Yakumo had answered Tatsuya’s question in the form of a question.


  What he really meant was, ‘I stopped you because you were being careless’.


  “Even if it did kill Gu Jie, if we can’t demonstrate that he was the terrorist mastermind, they wouldn’t cooperate with our efforts to eradicate the terrorists. It would have been ideal if we had the same jurisdiction as they did. Stopping that Molecular Divider was the best possible way for that incident to be resolved.”


  Tatsuya drew a breath in response, gritting his teeth in regret.


  “However, if we can’t actually recover Gu Jie’s corpse, then the truth of the terrorist incident will be left in the dark.”


  “Is settling this incident really that important to you?”


  Yakumo’s sharp counterargument gave Tatsuya cause for surprise.


  At first Tatsuya couldn’t even find the words to respond with, which Yakumo seized as an opportunity for a follow-up.


  “You were attempting to nullify Molecular Divider used by the American Army’s No. 2 Magician, Benjamin Canopus.”


  Tatsuya suddenly looked to Yakumo, his eyes wide open.


  He was surprised for two reasons.


  The fact that Benjamin Canopus, the No. 2 of STARS, had appeared in response to a local incident was the first.


  This was a very important incident for the Ten Master Clans, but he didn’t think it was something that would catch the national interest of the USNA. Additionally, the USNA would absolutely have to keep their involvement in the incident a secret.


  The second reason was that somehow, Yakumo was aware of Canopus’ involvement.


  Had he not thought about it, Tatsuya could not accept that, such a sort of large-scale magic was the work of the No. 2 of STARS. But that meant that if it really was Canopus, then Tatsuya could accept it. Just by a visual inspection of that spell, there was no way to identify that the Magician who had activated it was Benjamin Canopus.


  Yakumo would have to have known about Canopus’ involvement for quite some time.


  Tatsuya expected that Yakumo would notice his surprise, but it seemed that Yakumo had not noticed.


  “I believe that last year you met with STARS' Head-Captain Angie Sirius. If you had nullified Canopus’ magic, the American Military would certainly think it was your work. You’re not a nameless magician with no background like before. You’re a magician of the Yotsuba Family, known as the fiancé to the next Head of the Yotsuba Family.


  The glint in Yakumo’s eyes had grown even sharper.


  Tatsuya was very self-conscious of himself in this high-pressure atmosphere.


  “The Yotsuba name, as I am sure you are aware, carries significant weight. At that time, if you had ‘decomposed’ Canopus’ Molecular Divider, the American Military would have likely designated you as a hostile. And it’s safe to say that as a threat to the hegemony of the USA, you would be targeted for assassination.”


  Yakumo’s sharp gaze drilled into Tatsuya as he delivered his assessment of the situation.


  “That would certainly put Miyuki-kun in danger as well. Were you thinking that far, back then? I certainly don’t think that you did.”


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  By the time that Tatsuya got home, it was already the next day, the time being 2:00 A.M.


  Everyone should have already been asleep. Thinking so, Tatsuya unlocked the security and silently opened the door to the entryway.


  “Welcome home, Onii-sama.”


  There was Miyuki, sitting on her knees and waiting for him.


  “U-uh, yeah. I’m home.”


  Surprised by this unexpected welcome, Tatsuya hesitated for a moment.


  Miyuki couldn’t help but show her usual elegance with a dainty bow, before raising her smiling face to look at Tatsuya.


  “Are you tired? How about a bath? Or perhaps you’re hungry? Or…”


  “Thanks. I’ll take a bath first. If you could fix up something light for dinner, that would be great.”


  Miyuki probably wouldn’t make any dirty jokes like ‘Or perhaps you’d like me?’, but Tatsuya felt an unsettling atmosphere, so he interrupted her mid-sentence.


  “Understood.”


  The person responding this time was Minami, who had appeared while Miyuki spoke. Her unsatisfied facial expression was probably because Miyuki had dragged her out to welcome Tatsuya home.


  They weren’t the only two people awake.


  “Tatsuya-niisan, thank you for your hard work.”


  “Tatsuya-san, it must be tough working so late.”


  Fumiya and Ayako, who were staying at their house starting that day, appeared from the living room.


  “All of you… what are you doing up so late…?”


  In response to Tatsuya’s surprised question, Miyuki puffed out her chest with pride. To be correct, she didn’t really puff out her chest though the atmosphere certainly felt like she was.


  “I know they’ve been working you hard lately Onii-sama, but I can’t let you come home late and go to sleep all alone.”


  “Miyuki-oneesama, you sound just like a young wife when you talk like that.”


  However, the one who flushed red at Ayako’s quip was Fumiya.


  All Miyuki did was smile faintly.


  Telling all of them “just go to sleep already” wasn’t going to work.


  Judging that to be the case, Tatsuya quickly made for the bathroom.


   


  Tatsuya collected his weapons and combat suit separately from the regular laundry, and after vigorously scrubbing the blood off, Tatsuya went to the dining room in a sweatshirt and sweatpants.


  Miyuki, Fumiya, and Ayako sat together at the dining table, with Minami standing to Miyuki’s side.


  Tatsuya sat down at his seat, and Minami promptly brought him some sandwiches.


  Minami then presented Tatsuya with a cup of herbal tea, saying “Hopefully this is alright.” Perhaps taking into account how late into the night it was, Tatsuya simply nodded, saying “It’s fine.”


  Then, Tatsuya turned his head to face each of the three people staring at him, one at a time.


  “The mission was a failure.”


  Tatsuya made this announcement to the three of them, no, four if Minami was included before partaking of his sandwich or tea.


  Everyone aside from Tatsuya drew a breath.


  While they sat speechless, Tatsuya picked up and ate two of his sandwiches.


  “Ah… erm, Onii-sama. By failure, you mean that Gu Jie…”


  Miyuki wanted to say “got away” but she couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.


  Tatsuya wolfed down his last sandwich, then looked at Miyuki.


  “No. We confirmed Gu Jie’s death.”


  Miyuki looked relieved at Tatsuya’s response. Fumiya and Ayako also relaxed their faces, which had been stiffened with tension.


  “You mean to say he put up a fierce resistance so you were forced to kill him. That’s a sort of failure in itself, right? I mean, it would have been best if he were alive to answer for his crimes, but Oba-sama did say ‘Dead or alive…’”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.”


  Miyuki looked uneasily at Tatsuya, who was shaking his head.


  Similarly, Fumiya and Ayako exchanged ambiguous looks with each other.


  “Gu Jie was killed by an USNA Magician. No corpse was left behind.


  As a consequence, there is no evidence we can present to the public to prove that ‘This man was the mastermind.’ Now, the people of the city may never learn who the terrorist mastermind was, and they may never know whether he is alive or dead.”


  “But, the terrorist mastermind was a former Dahan Magician known as Gu Jie, and now Gu Jie is dead right? So hasn’t the incident been solved?”


  Ayako offered her opinion, but Tatsuya shook his head again.


  “There is no objective evidence proving that Gu Jie was the terrorist mastermind. We knew that Gu Jie was behind it, but there’s no method we can use to prove that to society. Assuming that we were even able to pin him as the principal offender, no corpse was left behind which means we would be unable to clear any doubts that he wasn’t still alive somewhere.


  Ayako had a look on her face as though saying “Ah…” and Fumiya gazed at Tatsuya with pursed lips. Shifting his gaze from the contrasting twins, Tatsuya looked toward Miyuki.


  Miyuki was simply looking toward him with an anxious expression.


  “The goal of this mission was to demonstrate to society that we Magicians had solved the terrorist incident. The fact that the people of the city are left with remaining unease must be said to be a failure.”


  An oppressive silence fell over the dining table.


  Tatsuya drank the last of his herb tea and placed his cup on this table. As if invited by the clinking of the teacup, Miyuki spoke.


  “Even if people in society are uneasy, we know that the incident has been solved. We know that you tracked down Gu Jie, Onii-sama.


  And…”


  Miyuki strongly fixed her gaze on Tatsuya.


  “Onii-sama, you came home safely. I am happier for that more than anything else.”


  Miyuki smiled beautifully at Tatsuya. You couldn’t even compare her facial expression to a beautiful flower or a jewel. There was no other way to describe it than “beautiful.”


  “Onii-sama, thank you for your hard work.”


  Miyuki warmly consoled Tatsuya.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  After that, Tatsuya and Miyuki immediately returned to their own rooms.


  Minami left the dining room, leaving the dishes to the HAR.


  Fumiya and Ayako were laying on the two beds in the bedroom that had been provided to them. Tatsuya had told them that since he was now home there was no need for them to keep vigil over the house, which made them harbor some dissatisfaction towards their reason for existing.


  “…Fumiya, are you still up?”


  Ayako spoke to Fumiya, just as he was starting to doze off.


  “…Yeah, I’m awake. What is it, nee-san?”


  Paying no mind to the interruption of his sleep, Fumiya spoke with no discomfort in his voice.


  “Erm… It’s not anything important, but…”


  “Can’t sleep?”


  In response to Fumiya’s question, she laughed wryly.


  “That reminds me, it’s been a long time since we’ve slept in the same room like this.”


  Their good relationship as siblings was well known ever since long ago.


  It wasn’t just for show because they truly were good friends. Even if they exchanged some harsh words, they still trusted each other more than anyone else.


  They had slept in the same room ever since they were very young.


  Though they were a girl and a boy of around the same age, they never truly got into an argument. Even so, sleeping in beds lined up like this, it was like they had returned to their childhood, when being a girl or a boy didn’t matter at all.


  “Yeah. Although honestly I was a little resistant to being in the same room with you, it feels pretty good and I can't help but want to thank Tatsuya-san for this.”


  This time it was Fumiya who responded with a wry laugh.


  “Speaking of Tatsuya-niisan, it’s a little odd to see him so down like that… He looked a bit happier, thanks to Miyuki-san. That’s to be expected of her, though. When she did that, they seemed like fiancées, and not siblings.


  “I’m just no match for her…”


  Hearing Fumiya’s words, Ayako dropped her usual ladylike tone, speaking like a regular girl.


  “Fumiya, you saw it right? That smile on Miyuki-oneesama’s face. I don’t think I’ve ever smiled that way.”


  Had those been words of envy, Fumiya could have poked fun at her or mocked her. But his older sister’s words were from her heart, and for a moment Fumiya was at a loss for how to respond.


  “Her face is beautiful to begin with, but… I don’t think she’d manage such a pretty smile with just that alone. Miyuki-oneesama must be thinking about him all the time… I felt like she was speaking to Tatsuya-san with more eloquence than a million sweet nothings.”


  Ayako let out a soft sigh.


  Softly, so not even Fumiya would hear it.


  However, her lonely sigh didn’t escape Fumiya’s ears.


  “Tatsuya-san did seem to cheer up, didn’t he?”


  Ayako was silent.


  Before the silence became too long, Fumiya replied.


  “It’s completely obvious that Miyuki-san is gorgeous, but you’re pretty good yourself, you know?”


  “…I’m not really in the mood for flattery, sorry.”


  “I’m not trying to flatter you. Speaking objectively, you ARE beautiful.”


  “…Am I just imagining it, or am I being overevaluated?”


  “No, no, not at all. Even at Fourth High, Nee-san, there were tons of guys that wanted to go out with you.”


  “…You’re still going? Well then, I suppose I’ll say this, Yami-chan.”


  Ayako definitely heard the sound of Fumiya holding his breath.


  Ayako snickered, and continued speaking with a playful tone.


  “Objectively speaking, Yami-chan is a beautiful girl too, right? Then what about all those boys who have only seen her dressed up as a man? If they saw her as a pretty girl, she’d be the talk of the school.”


  “I am not ‘dressing up as a man’!”


  “I’m not really interested in this sort of thing, but you know that there are girls at school who love talking about two boys getting intimate with each other, and I’ve heard them talking about Yami-chan many times. You know, about who would suit Fumiya more…”


  “I have no interest in that at all!”


  Causing a fuss in the middle of the night would be problematic, so Fumiya yelled at his sister with the lowest possible voice that could still qualify as a shout, then turned his back to her.


  “Goodnight!”


  Fumiya curled up in his bed.


  Ayako sat giggling to herself for a bit, then she gratefully replied “Good night” to her brother.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Although the night was ending, Gu Jie had not been captured, dead or alive.


  February 20th, 2097. Tatsuya was paying a visit to the Chiba Family, along with Yakumo and his apprentice.


  The purpose of their visit was to deliver the corpse of Chiba Toshikazu.


  Masaki, who had destroyed Inagaki’s dead body in an ‘Rupture’ said that he would accompany them, but Yakumo had stopped him, saying, “We’re going to explain his death, not to make an apology.”


  Miyuki was only told that they were going to handle the incident cleanup. She was also instructed not to leave the house, along with Fumiya, Ayako, and Minami. Right now, they were most likely enjoying a friendly game together. Or perhaps, they were making sweets together. Fumiya was the only guy among three girls… so there was also the possibility that the girls would subject him to their own sort of 'fun.’


  They had already notified the Chiba Family that they would be visiting this morning, and had briefed them on the purpose of the visit.


  The members of the Chiba Family were enveloped in grief, as they came out to receive the station-wagon carrying Toshikazu’s body.


  “I am truly sorry for your loss.”


  Yakumo had stepped out of the car and was offering his condolences to the family members not as a priest, but as a person.


  “My foolish son has caused you a great deal of trouble.”


  Chiba Jouichirou, the Family Head and Toshikazu’s father, was bowing his head deeply. Despite being 50 years old, he was a large, muscular man who still appeared to be in his prime. Even so, his spirit was dampened by the loss of his son. His body appeared smaller than it really was.


  Yakumo’s apprentice brought out Toshikazu’s body. His face was covered, but you could easily tell it was him just from his body, and a woman dressed in black began to weep. If Tatsuya’s memory served him, it was Toshikazu’s elder sister Sanae.


  Tatsuya saw other faces that he recognized among the people who were coming out. He saw tears welling in the eyes of even the top pupils of the Chiba Family.


  Chiba Toshikazu’s brother Naotsugu, who was said to be ‘Chiba’s Child Prodigy,’ was nowhere to be seen. There were rumors that the brothers did not get along well, but surely he was not deliberately absent. Perhaps he was away from the house, busy with research or an errand.


  The last person Tatsuya laid eyes on was Erika, standing at the very end of the line of people. To be honest, he didn’t want to see her right now, but couldn’t help meeting his eyes with hers. His biggest goal in coming here today was to speak with Erika.


  “Please, come inside.”


  At Jouichirou’s back, Chiba pupils appeared to take Toshikazu’s body from Yakumo’s apprentice and placed it on a stretcher. Then, they went into the main building, Yakumo first, and Tatsuya after him.


   


  The corpse was taken into Toshikazu’s own room. It would be laid on his futon for the time being. For a single man, Toshikazu’s room was surprisingly clean. No, that was not the right way to put it. The only items in Toshikazu’s room were a desk, a closet, and a single sword, resting on a sword rack.


  Neither Yakumo nor his apprentice had prepared any Buddhist sutras for chanting. The memorial service would be held at the Chiba Family's temple. Yakumo’s apprentice hadn’t come inside, rather, he was waiting outside with the station wagon.


  Yakumo and Tatsuya then headed to the reception hall along with Jouichirou. There were no cushy sofas, only a single cushion on a tatami floor. Neither Tatsuya nor Yakumo was bothered by sitting on their feet.


  However, for modern people who were not used to sitting in this manner on tatami mats, this style of this house must surely be painful to them.


  “We have imposed on you a great deal of trouble. Please allow us to offer both our gratitude and sincere apologies once more.”


  Jouichirou placed his hands on the tatami mat and bowed his head deeply. Erika sat next to him, performing the same motion.


  Erika was the only other person present in the room on the Chiba Family side. Both Yakumo and Tatsuya knew that Jouichirou had already lost his wife. It had also been confirmed that Naotsugu was not present.


  Sanae had been left in Toshikazu’s room; there was no doubt she was still weeping over his body. Erika, by contrast, had yet to shed a single tear.


  Further contrasting Sanae, who wore proper mourning attire, Erika was dressed in her First High School uniform. It was a full-dress uniform so there was no real issue, but a green blazer with a white one piece was definitely out of place with the rest of the family’s mourning clothes.


  Incidentally, Tatsuya had come wearing a black suit.


  “Your son met his end under fairly unusual circumstances, so Chiba-sama, I believe it would be best for me to explain to you what happened. That is, if it is not too much trouble. I will leave the decision to you.”


  Jouichirou bowed his head once more in response to Yakumo’s words, this time more lightly than before.


  “Please, by all means. Honestly speaking, I am terribly confused by all this.”


  “You have my sincerest sympathy.”


  Having prefaced his explanation, Yakumo began to explain just what had happened to Chiba Toshikazu.


  Toshikazu had been captured and transformed into a puppet by a traditional magician from Dahan, who was considered to be the top suspect in the Hakone Terror Incident.


  “Last night, Toshikazu had attacked the search team as they were tracking the suspect.”


  “Tatsuya had been among the members of that search team, and Toshikazu had been defeated by him.”


  “By the time of his battle with Tatsuya, he was already deceased.”


  “…As we performed a ceremony to cleanse the curse overnight, I believe that there are no remnants of the evil magic.”


  Yakumo ended his explanation, and Jouichirou shut his eyes.


  His fist was placed on his knee, and occasionally it could be seen trembling.


  “…Thank you for all of your assistance.”


  When his eyes finally opened, Jouichirou no longer displayed any trembling whatsoever.


   


  With the discussion concluded, tea was brought out for Yakumo and his apprentice. Jouichirou seemed like he wanted to speak to Tatsuya, but Erika had taken him to the dojo first.


  Jouichirou did not blame his daughter for her uncouth behavior. He had been convinced that Tatsuya actually wanted to speak with Erika.


  Not a single person was in the dojo. It was certainly because of what had happened to Toshikazu. It was only natural that practice would be suspended for the day.


  Erika proceeded straight into the heart of the dojo where she sat straight down on the wooden floor.


  Tatsuya also sat down, facing her.


  “I am deeply grateful that you brought my brother back home to us.”


  Without warning, Erika bowed her head deeply.


  Before Tatsuya had any time to react, she immediately raised her head back up, her gaze piercing straight through him.


  “There is something I need you to tell me.”


  Her words were as sharp as they always were. However, her voice had a coldness to it that was very different from normal.


  “Did you capture the magician who was responsible for transforming my stupid brother into a doll?”


  There was anger in the way she said “stupid brother.” Rather, it made her sorrow completely obvious.


  “He’s dead. We didn’t retrieve the body, either.”


  “I see…”


  Erika clenched her back teeth together.


  Tatsuya thought it was rather strange that he could not hear her grinding her teeth.


  “Well then.”


  As though in pain, Erika forced herself to say the words.


  “The only person I can get revenge on is you, Tatsuya-kun.”


  “I suppose so.”


  With just a few words, Tatsuya had accepted Erika’s unreasonable accusation.


  Tatsuya himself had acknowledged that he was the one who had finished Toshikazu off, after all.


  Tatsuya nodded, and Erika began to visibly shake.


  “…Tatsuya-kun, couldn’t you have done something with your magic?”


  Erika knew what Tatsuya’s “Regrowth” required in exchange.


  She understood that placing that much burden on Tatsuya was simply unreasonable.


  She also comprehended the fact that Toshikazu had paid the price for his error with his own life.


  Despite all that, she still asked the question.


  “The dead can’t be brought back to life.”


  Tatsuya responded in a matter-of-fact tone.


  There was not a hint of guilt in his voice.


  There was no reason for Tatsuya to feel guilty. That much was simple logic. But, Erika could not restrain her anger at Tatsuya’s cold-hearted attitude.


  “──Shiba Tatsuya! You shall fight with me!”


  Erika was standing on just one knee, as if about to rise.


  With a spinning kick, Tatsuya knocked her right off her feet.


  Erika was blown almost all the way back to the wall.


  With a hand on the wall, she regained her footing, snatching a wooden sword from the wall and turning back to face the center of the Dojo.


  Tatsuya was facing her with his hands at his sides, in a natural stance.


  Erika assumed a fighting stance, pointing the wooden sword at Tatsuya’s face.


  As though he had been waiting for this, Tatsuya began walking forward.


  Erika, without any concern for keeping up with Tatsuya’s pace, walked in a gait that was neither fast nor slow.


  “Yaaaah!”


  Erika raised the sword up over her head.


  Tatsuya’s feet did not stop.


  Erika then swung the sword downwards. Her sword technique this time was just brute force, with none of her usual sharpness.


  Tatsuya seized the descending sword in one hand. By fixing his arm and using the power in the central axis of his body, he simply swung Erika along with the wooden sword.


  Erika released the wooden sword without any resistance.


  Erika rolled on the floor, catching herself with her knee, but when she tried to get up she found the wooden sword’s point had been thrust right before her eyes.


  Tatsuya had turned the sword he stole from Erika against her.


  “You… you win.”


  Erika’s eyes overflowed with tears as she acknowledged her loss. She placed her hands on the floor, facing downwards as she wept.


  Tatsuya stood in front of her until Erika had managed to stop crying.


  For whatever reason, nobody came to the Dojo during that time.


  “…You know, when a girl is crying, you should probably give her a handkerchief or something.”


  With a wry smile Tatsuya offered Erika his handkerchief.


  “No need to give it back.”


  “Well then, don’t mind if I do!”


  With the hanky she received from Tatsuya, Erika dried her tears and blew her nose. Perhaps his hanky wasn’t enough, because she also wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her uniform.


  “…You know? If that had been the real thing, your hand would have been cut.”


  Erika suddenly offered an excuse for her loss. She seemed to be talking about when Tatsuya grabbed the wooden sword’s ‘blade’ with his hand.


  “But that’s a wooden sword.”


  Tatsuya gave a strained laugh as he looked at the wooden sword, which had been discarded on the floor after the match.


  “Urgh… what’s with kicking me all of a sudden like that!”


  “I thought the fight had already started.”


  “Nnngggghhh…”


  Erika groaned in irritation. She was looking and acting like she normally did, now.


   


  


   


  With her eyes still red from weeping, she once again gazed sharply at Tatsuya this time. However, this time she gazed at Tatsuya with an expression of someone who was just cleansed of a demon lurking in her heart. She asked Tatsuya another question.


  “──Tatsuya-kun. Was my stupid brother strong?”


  “Yes. Despite being transformed into a puppet, he was definitely strong.”


  “I see… Tatsuya-kun, for you to praise him like that is a very generous offer of condolences for my stupid brother.”


  Erika turned her back to Tatsuya as she said this.


  She hadn’t apologized for provoking Tatsuya into a fight with her.


  Tatsuya didn’t want her to apologize either.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Taking his leave from the Chiba Family, Yakumo had been sent off by Jouichirou and his top pupil. Now, they were in the station wagon, and Yakumo turned to Tatsuya in the passenger seat, speaking to him with a sly grin.


  “I thought your cheeks would be a little bit redder.”


  “Erika would never be convinced if I deliberately let her hit me.”


  “I see. She’s got the blood of a warrior, even if she is a woman.”


  Yakumo produced a villainous laugh, "kukuku…" to himself for a while.


  “So, what shall we do for the rest of the day?”


  He asked Tatsuya.


  “I’m going to go back home for now, and then report to the Main House.”


  “In person? Not by phone?”


  “Yes, I’m going to take my scolding bravely.”


  “I don’t think there’s anything to scold you for, though…”


  Toudou Aoba, the Sponsor for the Yotsuba Family, had explicitly requested Yakumo to “watch over Shiba Tatsuya so that he does not go too far.” Given yesterday’s events, Yakumo’s top priority was to intervene and keep Tatsuya and Miyuki from attracting any more attention from the USNA, but this too was likely within the scope of Toudou’s request.


  As it were, the situation had been handled in a manner that conformed to the Sponsor’s intentions, so there was nothing to assign blame for.


  However, Tatsuya wasn’t aware of that. Even if he knew of Toudou Aoba’s existence, he wasn’t acquainted with him. Tatsuya didn’t even know what his face looked like.


  Yakumo couldn’t help his words from coming across as evasive.


  “Honestly, I don’t think Oba-ue is really that worried about it, but formalities are important for things like this.”


  “So you’re putting up the appearance of going to apologize in person, huh. You’re struggling too, aren’t you?”


  Tatsuya responded only with a bitter smile. Tatsuya reflexively thought “I am struggling, compared to Yakumo,” but he had the good judgment to not stir up trouble by saying that.


  “Not going to report to Kazama-kun?”


  “I’m putting all my effort into my visit to the Main House today, so I’ll speak with him tomorrow.”


  “I see. Well, good work.”


  After that, they didn’t talk about anything in particular, and Tatsuya was dropped off in front of his house.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  Tatsuya had told Yakumo that he was going to the Main House, but the place he was now heading to was actually the Kanto Branch of the Magic Association, in Yokohama. Upon calling the Main House in advance of his visit, he had been told that Maya was at the Magic Association, and he was to go there instead.


  Leaving Minami in charge of the house while they were out, Tatsuya headed towards the Yokohama Bay Hills Tower with Miyuki, Fumiya, and Ayako in tow. That said, Tatsuya did not want to bring anyone else along, but the three had insisted (mainly Miyuki) and Tatsuya was unable to say no.


  Having arrived at the Magic Association’s Kanto Branch, the four of them were escorted to the office’s most luxurious reception room.


  Somehow, although Kouichi, Katsuto, and Shippou Takumi had come to have an online conference at the Kanto Branch, Maya had won the right to use this reception room by claiming ‘ladies first.’


  “Well, looks like everyone’s all here. Welcome.”


  The four of them were guided into the room where Maya greeted them, Tatsuya first. As she sat on the sofa, Hayama stood immediately at her back in his usual manner.


  Before he could be offered a chair, Tatsuya stood before Maya and bowed deeply.


  “Mother.”


  Aware of the fact that he was in the Magic Association, Tatsuya initiated conversation with Maya in a manner that outwardly emphasized their familial relationship.


  “Please allow me to sincerely apologize that the recent mission ended in failure.”


  Maya received Tatsuya’s apology with a smile.


  “I already heard the full details of yesterday’s events. I don’t think that there was much you could have done about it, so I think it would be best that you don’t concern yourself with it too much, Tatsuya.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  Tatsuya bowed once, and that should have been the end of it ── but Tatsuya knew things were not quite so simple.


  “While it is unfortunate that you were unable to recover Gu Jie’s corpse… are you absolutely certain that he died?”


  “Yes.”


  Maya had told him not to concern himself too much, but what was she trying to say now?


  Tatsuya concealed his wariness with a firm nod.


  “I wonder, how did you confirm that it was Gu Jie’s body? There might be people who would want to know about that, so just to be sure, I’d like to ask in advance.”


  There was no particular reason to be secretive about this.


  “Based on the lesson we learned from when Zhou Gongjin mislead us with Ghost Walker, I developed a magic for tracking.”


  “Despite that, up until yesterday you had quite some difficulty locating him.”


  Tatsuya wondered if perhaps Maya was thinking that he had somehow been cutting corners.


  “The usage conditions are limited, and during yesterday’s mission, I was finally able to deploy it.”


  In a certain sense he had definitely been cutting corners. However, that was because he had a more important mission. This was not an excuse; Tatsuya truly felt this way in his heart, and so there was no guilt at all in his voice as he stated this.


  “Conditions? What conditions?”


  This, however, was a question he could not answer. No matter how hard he could try, Tatsuya could not detach himself enough to say, “I can’t use it unless I’m holding Miyuki.”


  “…It has to do with my senses, so it’s difficult for me to explain.”


  Tatsuya gave a hazy response, fully aware of how suspicious it was.


  “My, how unusual. Well, that’s fine. Some things are just like that.”


  Maya grinned as though amused. She was looking straight past Tatsuya, at the blushing face of Miyuki who was standing off to the side behind him.


  She might have realized Tatsuya’s ‘secret condition’ just from looking at Miyuki’s facial expression.


  “I wonder if I can ask you one more question.”


  “What would that be?”


  Maya had clearly been enjoying pressuring Tatsuya up until now.


  But now, Maya’s smile became like a blade of icy steel.


  “Was Toshikazu Chiba truly that difficult for you to handle?”


  “…What do you mean by ‘that difficult’? He was certainly a tough opponent.”


  “Well, it seems to me that you had quite a bit of trouble with an opponent that had no offensive options aside from melee combat. Furthermore, this opponent not have his specialized weapon device, thus rendering Tatsuya-san unable to demonstrate his real ability.”


  Tatsuya felt a cold sweat on his back.


  It was a matter of fact that if Tatsuya had not been needlessly emotionally attached to Toshikazu, he could have more quickly dispatched with him. He wouldn’t have wasted so much time if he had not been led astray by his curiosity.


  If it were pointed out that Tatsuya’s actions had allowed Gu Jie to escape, it would be difficult for Tatsuya to totally deny this.


  “He may have been unable to utilize his full strength, but Toshikazu Chiba’s corpse was found to have a technique implemented on it by Gu Jie that temporarily augmented his magical power. This is merely a conjecture, but I don’t believe that there were any mistakes.”


  Tatsuya had no intention of reporting this, but he let it slip in order to dodge the question.


  “Temporarily augmented his magical power?”


  Maya’s gaze had turned sharp.


  “The Sorcery Boosters used by No Head Dragon were developed based on Gu Jie’s corpse manipulation techniques… I wonder if it’s a similar technique.”


  Tatsuya realized his mistake, but he could no longer feign ignorance.


  “Not quite, I don't think. I didn’t see anything resembling the necessary external device.”


  “Then what do you think it was?”


  “…If we assume that something like ‘life energy’ exists, I believe that it could be a type of technique that involves extracting that energy by killing the target, pulling the energy in the corpse, then converting that energy in order to gain control over the Psions.”


  “Hmm, life energy… How interesting. That particular type of magic is activated by carving into the corpse’s heart, which is why you got rid of Chiba Toshikazu’s heart, right Tatsuya-san?”


  “──Yes, I’m afraid that’s exactly why.”


  “Perhaps that magic was not observed at Kamakura because you had destroyed the hearts of the ‘generators’ in advance, I wonder.”


  “That may be the case.”


  Tatsuya hadn’t even realized that possibility, but when Maya pointed it out, it certainly seemed likely.


  “A Sorcery Booster is a magical device made by processing a human brain. What you encountered, Tatsuya, was a magic amplification technique that used the target’s heart as a medium. Our research on this magic has been entirely focused on the mental aspect, but perhaps the key to understanding this magic actually lies in the physical body…”


  An enigmatic flash of light crossed Maya’s eyes like a glint in the eyes of a mad scientist.


  ‘Please don’t tell me you’re going to experiment on human bodies…’ Tatsuya thought to himself, like a silent prayer.


  As though his prayer was answered, or perhaps because she realized she was acting suspiciously, Maya suddenly reverted to her normal demeanor.


  “Oh my, excuse me. I didn’t even realize. Tatsuya-san, Miyuki-san, Fumiya-san, Ayako-san please have a seat.”


  Maya gestured for them to sit, and then spoke to Hayama without turning around.


  “Hayama-san, please prepare tea for Tatsuya-san and his guests.”


  “Understood.”


  Hayama, who had been standing as still as a statue up until now, spoke respectfully as he gave a short bow.


  


  While Tatsuya was being interrogated by Maya, the other three had found it difficult to even breathe.


  With the tension between the two finally gone, Miyuki and the others were finally able to feel lively again, while sipping the tea served to them by Hayama.


  But it was too early to totally let their guard down.


  “I believe you’re already aware, but there’s an online conference between family heads soon.”


  There was nothing unusual about that, by itself. It was something that not only Tatsuya, but the other three had already realized.


  Online Master Clans Conferences’ were how the Ten Master Clans communicated, and there were two methods of attending: connecting remotely to the conference from one’s own home, or actually venturing out to the nearest Magic Association. The Kyoto Headquarters was conveniently located for the Ichijou Family and Futatsugi Family, and although Tohoku, Shikoku, and Kyushu lacked anything quite as nice as the Kanto Branch Office, they did have branch offices that were usable for online conferences.


  It was possible that Kouichi and Katsuto were meeting just to settle yesterday’s affairs. However, if Shippou Takumi was visiting as well, it was only natural to assume that this was a special meeting of family heads.


  “Once Mitsuya-dono is here, we can go ahead and get started with the conference.”


  “Have any questions unrelated to the disposal of Gu Jie arisen?”


  Maya gave a seemingly deliberate sigh in response to Tatsuya’s inquiry.


  “Anti-magic activities are becoming more extreme. Up until now, what we observed have been extremist citizens unfairly attacking magicians, and we thought that if we left it alone, it would go away, but…”


  Maya gave Tatsuya a fleeting glance.


  “The organization attacking magicians is a suborganization of that “Blanche,” and although they are a radical organization that loathes magicians, they have been utilizing magic… for outside observers, this might have looked like an internal conflict among magicians. If seen from the viewpoint that normal citizens might get dragged into the conflict, it severely damages our image as magicians.”


  Tatsuya almost groaned without realizing it.


  What Maya was saying was unmistakably correct. The day before yesterday, Tatsuya had to take care of some Egalite remnants near the First High School.


  That man was not a magician; he was nothing more than a relay point for magic.


  But Tatsuya couldn’t prove that, and it was nearly impossible to explain.


  The death of Gu Jie had brought a conclusion to the Hakone Terror Incident.


  But the seeds of malice that he had sown were now beginning to sprout, and soon, they would bear new fruit.


   


  (Continued in the next chapter “Prologue of Disturbance”) 


  Chapter 15 


  “This concludes the report on the Hakone Terror Incident. I believe it is necessary, even for the National Defense Forces, to take the matter in which the USNA Military was easily permitted to intervene in domestic affairs seriously.”


  “…Is that the opinion of the Ten Master Clans?”


  “No. That is my own opinion, Lieutenant Colonel.”


  “Understood. I believe your statements are quite correct, Special Officer, and they match my own. We shall propose this to the Brigade Commander.”


  “Yes sir. Then, if you’ll excuse me.”


  Remaining seated at his desk, the National Defense Army 101 Independent Magic-Equipped Battalion Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Kazama Harunobu, dismissed his subordinate, the unregistered Strategic-Class Magician, Special Officer Ooguro Ryuuya, real name, Shiba Tatsuya. He then crossed his fingers together, shutting his eyes.


  Tatsuya, who was normally supposed to be at school on a day like this, had come to the Headquarters of the Independent Magic-Equipped Battalion, regarding the incident that occurred the night before last, when the mastermind’s death brought a temporary end to the incident ── not an absolute total resolution ── in order to provide a report regarding the details of the Hakone Terror Incident.


  When the terrorist mastermind was holed up in a hospital near Zama Base, Tatsuya had come to handle it on behalf of the National Defense Forces. Because of the circumstances in which he had requested permission from Kazama to utilize magic that was designated a military secret, he had thought a report was necessary. Capturing terrorists was not the job of the military, so it was fine, even without a report, but Kazama was thankful to be able to hear the full details of the event from the person in question.


  For Tatsuya, this mission was unrelated to the military. Despite this, it wasn’t quite the case that the Independent Magic-Equipped Battalion was uninvolved in the incident. Kazama and the company were secretly involved with police investigations designed to flush out supporters of foreign opposition forces that were lurking within the country.


  Kazama and his comrades were also aware of the intervention of the USNA Military. Tatsuya had warned that a battle would occur in Zama, so it had been only natural to put that area under surveillance. That had been the only time the USNA regular troops had been active. But afterwards, it had been grasped to a certain extent that irregular covert operatives had also been running rampant.


  It was entirely possible that the Hakone Terror Incident could have been resolved faster if the Independent Magic-Equipped Battalion had cooperated with Tatsuya’s investigation. Gu Jie would have been unable to escape to the ocean, and there was a high probability that, at the bare minimum, his corpse would have been secured.


  More importantly ── the incident could have been resolved without the sacrifice of two talented police officers.


  There was no end to the list of things that Kazama felt no pride in. All of these things existed within the realm of “what if?”


  In reality, Kazama and his company had taken no assertive action towards resolving the incident, the terrorist mastermind had been buried in darkness by a USNA Military magician, and Inspector Toshikazu Chiba as well as his associate had died during the investigation. He had become a sacrifice for a vile technique that shamed even the dead.


  The unbearable mood that hung over Kazama was because he knew that he bore at least some of the responsibility for the tragedy that befell Inspector Chiba and Associate Inspector Inagaki. Even without Kazama’s involvement, the two inspectors had fallen into the necromantic magician’s trap.


  Though yet again, this was just an assumption.


  In fact, the National Defense Forces had led Inspector Chiba right to the house where the wicked magician was hiding. Even if Kazama himself wasn’t bothered by it, his subordinates certainly would be.


  He knew this because First Lieutenant Fujibayashi was concerned for Inspector Chiba’s welfare, and had aggressively insisted on intervention to resolve the incident.


  ◊ ◊ ◊


  First Lieutenant Fujibayashi had been shocked. It was unimaginable for her because it was something that she had never seen coming.


  Lieutenant Colonel Kazama had provided her with a recording of an oral report from Special Officer Ooguro Ryuuya regarding the Hakone Terror Incident for her to summarize into a written document. The verbal account given by Ooguro, that was to say Tatsuya, was highly logical and easy to summarize. In fact, it was so easy that she could have just put it into the speech recognition document processor, which would then complete the report. Speaking only about the difficulty of creating the document, it was something that could be completed in no time.


  However, she still had yet to type even a single letter. She had thought it would be good to listen to the whole report first, but now she regretted it. If she had divided the task into smaller parts, she could have completed it while acting like she was just doing her job.


  She didn’t even feel like listening to the recorded data again. She didn’t have the courage to.


  Even without listening to it again, she could hear Tatsuya’s voice echoing in her ears.


  “──After Inspector Chiba’s life was stolen away by Gu Jie, he was converted into a puppet, and I fought with him.”


  “──I believe the person who captured Inspector Chiba was an individual from a family of Ancient Magic users, Oumi Kazukiyo, who acted in collaboration with Gu Jie.”


  Fujibayashi had heard the name ‘Oumi Kazukiyo’ before. Now she would certainly never forget this name. Because it had been her who had lead Inspector Toshikazu Chiba to Oumi’s residence.


  Major General Saeki was the one who had proposed using the Hakone Terror Incident to guide the police to magicians suspected of being connected to former Dahan or the Kunlunfang Institute, and then using their reactions in order to designate them as collaborators. Saeki’s order was conveyed to Fujibayashi through Kazama, with her job being to disseminate the suspect list to informants and then follow up with them.


  In the first place, it was sheer luck that Toshikazu Chiba had found a lead. Fujibayashi hadn’t set him after anyone. Rather, she had simply told him “There are rumors that Oumi Kazukiyo has connections to a magician from Dahan.” The one who had failed to leverage her advice was Toshikazu.


  Even she understood that much.


  The personal exchanges that she had with Toshikazu in the past was something she could not clearly explain.


  Just before the outbreak of the Yokohama Disturbance in the fall of 2095.


  Fujibayashi had fought alongside Toshikazu to clean up the agents of the Great Asian Union that were engaging in subversive activities in South Kanto.


  In the end, they had been unable to defend against the Great Asian Union’s invasion, but they did succeed in capturing numerous agents and collaborators.


  To celebrate, the two of them had gone out to have a drink together.


  Even before their celebration, the two of them had gone out together on a night investigation in the city.


  Those memories now resided at the edge of her consciousness. She had forgotten them up until recently, but when she had reunited with Toshikazu the memories had suddenly become very vivid.


  Fujibayashi and Toshikazu weren’t in love.


  They didn’t even really have a ‘man-woman’ relationship.


  Speaking objectively, they had gone on two or three work-related ‘dates’ together, so it was simply the case that they weren’t complete strangers to each other.


  Fujibayashi expected that Toshikazu had felt the same way.


  Toshikazu was unaware that she had been promoted to First Lieutenant. It seemed obvious to her that Toshikazu was just pretending to flirt with her, as part of a normal adult relationship.


  Fujibayashi had yet to realize that that very way of thinking was actually proof that she was consciously aware of Toshikazu.


  While she was a very wise woman, Fujibayashi had zero experience with romance.


  Fujibayashi came from a prestigious family of ancient magicians; as a daughter of the Fujibayashi Family, her fiancé was decided for her by her parents. It was a childhood friend of hers, whom she was engaged to before she was even in middle school.


  Fujibayashi was even more serious during her school days than she was now; she already had a fiancé, so she had never even gone on a date with another boy. Her childhood friend, who was the same age as herself, was more like family to her than a lover, so as a result, when they were together, she did not feel anything like passionate love for him.


  However, Fujibayashi came to accept this feeling as natural. After all, he would become her real family.


  Her fiancé was a man of peaceful demeanor, but he entered university at the National Defense Academy and eventually joined the Defense Force.


  Fujibayashi had done nothing to stop him. As a prestigious magician, the idea that he should give everything for his country was ingrained into him. At best, all she had been able to do was laugh and jokingly say, “This doesn’t suit you, are you sure about this?”


  Her fiancé had chosen the path of a technical officer, so in a certain sense, there was a good chance that he never would have seen action on the frontlines.


  Her fiancé’s area of specialization was magical systems for enemy scouting. His first appointment had been in Okinawa.


  He died there.


  In 2092, there was a surprise attack by the Great Asian Union in Okinawa. He was killed in a defensive battle.


  That happened three months before their wedding.


  Fujibayashi was filled with regret. Why had she not seriously tried to stop him from entering the military?


  Fujibayashi, who had been pursuing a career in research up until then, suddenly began to pursue the path of a uniformed military office, but it was difficult for her to explain her state of mind.


  She thought that perhaps she wanted revenge against the enemy that stole her fiancé from her.


  Or perhaps, she just inherited her fiancé’s duties.


  Or perhaps, she simply wanted to comfort herself by putting herself in the same position that her fiancé had been in.


  The military had taken her fiancé from her, so maybe she even wanted to exact revenge on it from within.


  Regardless ── Fujibayashi had never been able to forget about her deceased fiancé.


  After that, she had gone out with a few men, but it never lasted long.


  For several years now, her family had persistently attempted to get her into formal marriage meetings, but she always refused, citing her duties.


  It was a matter of course that the National Defense Forces was full of men, but none of them ever approached her, perhaps intimidated by how distinguished she was.


  After many years, the one person who had approached her without being intimidated by her ability or trying to take advantage of her prestigious family name… was Toshikazu Chiba.


  Excluding her fiancé who died in battle, this may have been the first time she was ever approached like that.


  ──Ah, so that’s why.


  Fujibayashi thought such.


  She had realized.


  Now she understood why she felt so upset.


  She had received the first report of Toshikazu’s death just yesterday.


  The reason she had been fine then was because the reality of his death had not hit her yet.


  It was almost exactly the same as when she had heard that her fiancé had died.


  She only began to feel the death of her fiancé when she attended a joint military funeral held in Okinawa, and had seen his picture among the photographs of the deceased.


  In the same manner, Fujibayashi thought that she only truly started to realize that Toshikazu was dead when she listened to Tatsuya’s account of how he died.


  She was now upset as a result, and it threw her heart into disarray.


  ‘I’m always too late,’ she thought.


  She had been too late to stop her fiancé from becoming a soldier.


  She had been too late to stop Toshikazu Chiba from getting close to Oumi Kazukiyo.


  She only ever realized her feelings when she had lost a companion.


  ──That included the fact that she had truly loved her fiancé.


  ──The fact that she felt something for Toshikazu Chiba that was more than simple goodwill.


  A deep, deep sigh escaped from Fujibayashi.


  No tears came. She felt no sorrow, only regret.


   


  Fujibayashi faced her terminal, and began writing her report.


  < End >


   


  


   


  Ichijou Masaki Transfer Diary


   


  February 10th, 2097 (Sunday)


  I’m currently writing this diary entry in Tokyo. I’m not at a hotel, but at the secondary residence of the Ichijou Family.


  Dad had this house built for the pointless reason that a member of the Ten Master Clans needed to have a house in Tokyo. I was only a child back then, but I remember thinking that it was a waste, and indeed, it turned out to be. Although we owned it, it was almost never used. Besides, it was not hard to travel to Tokyo and be back in a single day these days, and there was rarely any work that would require staying overnight in Tokyo.


  Ever since the invasion at Sado five years ago, Dad rarely went any long distance away from home. Mom and Dad were never absent from the house at the same time anymore. If Dad were to travel to Tokyo alone, a hotel is far more convenient. If he goes through the Magic Association, I think the security measures would be better that way as well.


  That’s why I once suggested that it might be better to sell the house in Tokyo. He replied saying that, “Even if we sold the house, there are a lot of items that needed to be removed from the premises and disposed of, that’s too much work”. Geez, not thinking before you act is the reason you struggle so much afterwards.


  But one cannot always predict the future. I never thought that I would end up staying in the house in Tokyo for some time.


  I don’t feel uncomfortable about having to live in Tokyo though.


  This might be inappropriate considering my reason for being here, but I’m a little excited.


  The reason why I’m going to be living alone for some time is because I was given a mission from the Ten Master Clans, as the eldest son of the Ichijou Family.


  That mission is to capture the leader behind the cowardly terrorist attack.


  The terror incident that was carried out on the first of this month, at the hotel in Hakone during the Master Clans Conference. Because of that incident, there were 22 casualties and 34 injured people. A heinous crime that lead to many innocent people being involved in an attack on the Ten Master Clans. I will never forgive the culprit. Even if I hadn’t been ordered, I wouldn’t have been able to overlook this. In fact, I’m thankful that I was given the mission to find the mastermind behind the crime, and I am honored that I was chosen for the task by the Master Clans Conference. I will focus my efforts and see this mission through.


  I was given the mission on the same day the attack was carried out, but now that it has started, I can feel myself getting tense.


  It is undisciplined to think of such things before such an important mission. That is why, I will at least be honest with myself here. I can never show this side of myself in front of anyone else.


  I will be attending First High School from tomorrow. This is thanks to Headmistress Maeda making a request to the Principal of First High.


  I will study in the same school campus as  that person.


  Even though it is a short period of just one month, I can’t help but look forward to it.


   


  February 11th, 2097 (Monday) 


  Is this a dream?


  I’m actually in the same class as that person!


   


  Calm down. Calm down, me.


  Now then.


  Today was my first day at First High school.


  My circumstances are a little special, as I’m not transferring or being admitted into this school.


  At first, Father only intended to ask Principal Maeda to treat my absence due to my mission as an approved leave. Since the search area was expected to be around south Kanto, I would not be able to attend Third High. If it was only for a couple of days, that would not have been a problem, but that was not possible as I would be absent for several weeks.


  My father still went to ask the Principal in person.


  However, things didn’t go so well.


  That was only natural. After all, the title of the Ten Master Clans was not a governmental office. Therefore, the mission given to me by the Master Clans Conference wasn’t an official duty either. If leave of absence was approved for people even though it wasn’t an official duty, people related to the Ten Master Clans could go on leave as much as they wanted.


  There’s no way the Principal would allow something like that.


  However, Principal Maeda is not just a strict person. Although this might seem disrespectful, we students of Third High know that she is strict as well as compassionate. Although she tends to treat high school students like new army recruits, she is still very good at taking care of people. She even takes the time to teach Course 2 students, who are unable to receive personal training due to the lack of teaching staff, by giving excuses such as ‘recreation’ or ‘outdoor activity’.


  Even now, she has gone to a lot of trouble for the sake of a single student, me. The fact that I am a direct descendant of the Ten Master Clans, and the fact that she is a close friend of my father probably played no role in the matter. Principal Maeda must have understood that the task given to me was important, and to avoid adding to my worries, she had bowed her head to Principal Momoyama of First High.


  As an exception, I am allowed to take the lessons of Third High from a First High classroom. The education system nowadays doesn’t have a single teacher teaching an entire class; instead, each student can progress at their own pace using individual terminals. Even though there is leeway in the curriculum, there are limits. If the student unable to progress to a specified level in one year, they will fail that subject.


  Even in a magical high school, lectures for both magic-related studies and regular subjects are taken through the personal terminal. So, while it would be impossible for practical classes and experiments, classroom lectures can still be taken without going to school. In theory.


  However, the problem with this is that there are portions of the magic curriculum that are access restricted. Hence, there is a strict limit on how much a student can take home as reference material, and it is built so that information cannot be copied over a network. George once tried to break through the protection just to check, and not only was he unable to break through, he was identified and got a sound scolding from the vice-principal, so it’s probably not something that can be bypassed by a high school student.


  That is why Principal Maeda paid attention to the closed network shared by the Magic High Schools and the National Magic University. The National Magic University and Magic High Schools exchange data over a network that is not accessible to outsiders. This system is the reason why Magic High Schools are able to view documents from the National Magic University.


  Principal Maeda met with Principal Momoyama and made arrangements to access the Third High school server from the terminals meant for First High school use. Thanks to this, I was able to take the lectures of Third High from a First High classroom.


  I will be taking remedial classes for the practicals and experiments over spring break. The fact that I won’t get any vacation time is, well, it can’t be helped. This is a special arrangement to keep me from failing a year so I can’t ask for much more.


  Come to think of it, I’ve been allowed to take part in First High’s practical classes and experiments, thanks to the kindness of Momoyama-sensei. Although they won’t count towards the completion of my course, but it’s a rare and valuable opportunity to take part in the lessons of another school. Not just Maeda-sensei, I also can’t thank Momoyama-sensei enough.


  Due to these circumstances, I’ve - well, I can’t call it ‘transferred’, perhaps ‘enrolled’ is a better word? - into First High.


  Ah, this is getting complicated, so I suppose ‘transferred’ will suffice.


  There might not be anyone else who retorts to himself in a private diary.


   


  In the morning, when I went to the staff room to greet the teachers, the vice-principal personally guided me to the Principal’s office. After that, instead of my class teacher, the vice-principal once again guided me to my classroom. I heard about this afterwards, but it seems there is no practice of conducting a morning assembly by the class teacher at First High. Even at Third High, the general curriculum students don’t have a morning assembly, but for the specialized course, the class teacher comes without fail every morning to encourage the students. Despite both being Magic High Schools, I guess things vary from school to school after all.


  I was led to the classroom of Class-2A. There I was startled to see that person was also in this class.


  Shiba Miyuki-san.


  She is a beautiful and intelligent woman who was just recently appointed as the next head of the Yotsuba Family. She is a beauty and a magician, and also my goddess.


   


  My friends at Third High will definitely laugh if I tell them this, but I truly think of that person as a goddess who has descended to Earth. Beauty? Although I said it myself, she cannot be described by a sullied word like that. If only I had a talent for poetry, I would spend my entire life trying to find a phrase elegant enough to describe her, but I am vexed at my boorish nature.


  If anyone comes to know that I feel this way, they might say something like this: "If she’s a goddess, and not just a pretty girl, how can you not feel anxious at the thought of dating her?” or something like that.


  That is indeed the truth.


  I used to think so too.


  But I am a healthy high school boy. I want a girlfriend, but I can never settle for another girl after laying my eyes on her.


  Besides, turning a goddess into your girlfriend, doesn’t that give you a delicious sense of immorality? I can understand the feelings of the man who hid the mantle of the celestial nymph now.


   


  Woah, I seem to have gotten a bit too excited.


  In any case, I was startled after seeing her when I entered the classroom.


  Even I was able to tell that my face was red from excitement and nervousness.


  However, I could not allow myself to do something as pathetic as blush and mumble during my introduction. No matter what happens, I will not expose such an embarrassing side of me in front of her.


  That is why I cheated a little.


  The magicians from the former First Laboratory, whom the Ichijou Family are descended from, were given magic that disabled opponents by directly affecting their bodies.


  The Isshiki Family uses magic that directly affects the nervous system. However, since there is the case where the Ichihana Family were demoted to extras, magic that controls the nervous system to control people is treated as taboo.


  The Ichinokura Family uses magic that affects the body temperature.


  And the Ichijou Family that I belong to, uses magic that affects that liquids inside the body. The fact that ‘Rupture’ could be used to destroy machinery was an unexpected side effect, that magic was initially developed to vaporize the liquids inside an enemy’s body.


  Being able to vaporize bodily fluids was not the only variation of the magic that affects body fluids. There is also a magic that can control the blood flow. I used that magic to ensure that excessive blood did not flow into the area under the skin of my face. The color of my face should not have changed.


  Despite that, it didn’t mean that my excitement had decreased, or I was any less nervous. It was difficult to make sure that I didn't fumble over the pronunciation of my words and kept from biting my tongue. Since I was focusing so focused on that, I can’t recall exactly what I said.


  I hope I didn't blurt and say anything strange.


  Since nobody looked at me strangely after that, I assume it went well.


  In fact, people were friendly and welcoming. First High and Third High are supposed to be rivals. I was prepared to be subjected to criticism, but I’m glad that my predictions didn't come true.


  It was a shame that I didn't get to talk to that person much. But I suppose that’s only to be expected, since I didn't try and talk to her myself.


  It’s because I was lacking courage. I just thought it would leave a bad impression to be chasing after girls right after transferring in, so I held myself back. If I was in her place, I wouldn't want to go out with a skirt chaser either.


  Due to that, I mingled with the boys of Class-A today.


  The leader of the group of boys was Morisaki Shun. He’s the eldest son of the Morisaki Family, known for their ‘Quick Draw’. His results in the Nine Schools Competition were average, but he looked like he’d be fairly capable in a fight. I heard that he fought against members of the Cabinet Office’s Information division and drove them off during summer in the year before last.


  Apparently, he did that to protect an American woman who was being abducted due to some internal issues. I remember thinking that “This guy has got guts” when I heard about that incident. I also wondered why he wasn’t arrested on charges of interfering with public affairs.


  His friends were proudly boasting that he had been a member of the Public Morals Committee since his first year. Morisaki seemed to have a faint sense of distaste about the matter, I wonder what that was about?


  The system of the Public Morals Committee is the same as that in Third High and actually, even I have been a member since my first year.


  Although not to the same extent as a seat in the Student Council, being selected as a member of the Public Morals Committee is something to be proud of.


  Speaking of which, I’ve heard that the representative of the new first-year students would normally be invited to join the Student Council. In Third High, they are invited into the Public Morals Committee. Perhaps the Public Morals Committee in First High doesn't have the same level of prestige within the school as that of Third High.


  Third High does have a lot of troublemakers. If the Public Morals Committee wasn’t strong, the school grounds would turn into a mess. In that regard, maybe the Public Morals Committee is an exception.


  I had lunch with Morisaki and the others, and they told me a lot of things about First High. It appears that the female students are ranked higher at First High right now. That trend seems to be especially prevalent in the second-year students, as I was told, “Don’t do anything that would make the girls target you” in a half-jesting manner.


  During this time, I also came to know who the strongest second-year students are.


  As expected, the Student Council President, Shiba-san is in a class of her own. Other than her, there’s Kitayama-san who is also from Class-A, known as the ‘Shadow Public Morals Committee Chief. ‘The annoying troubleshooter’, Akechi-san from Class-B. Satomi-san from Class-D, and Chiba-san from Class-F. These were some of the other names that came up.


  They’re all female, as expected. I’ve heard about a lot of them during the Nine Schools Competition. Chiba-san is the only exception, but she is one to watch out for. We only worked together at Kyoto on the second day, but that was enough for me to realize that she was highly skilled.


  She has a frightening air where you don’t know what will happen to you if you let your guard down.


  However, I wonder what the ‘Actual head of the Public Morals Committee’-thing meant? The  head should be Yoshida. The fact that Yoshida was competent should be clear from both the Nine Schools Competition and the incident at Kyoto. That Yoshida has been supplanted by someone as an ‘actual head of the Public Morals Committee’... maybe Kitayama-san was the person I should be the wariest of. It was a bit surprising, considering her child-like appearance.


  Speaking of surprising, I was shocked when I was told that the Shiba guy was a Course 2 student during his first year. Course 2 refers to what we call ‘general studies’ at Third High, right? Which means that he entered the Nine Schools Competition during his first year in an environment where he didn’t have any teacher to guide him, and made us taste defeat.


  After entering high school, having a teacher to guide you makes a big difference. Even a mere three months is enough to make a difference.


  But he alone, was able to proceed far ahead of us. At least in the field of practical application of magic, he was far ahead of George as well.


  Just what kind of education did he receive from the Yotsuba?


  Although it was galling to admit, I felt a shiver run down my spine.


   


  I also attended the first meeting regarding the mission today. Even though I called it a first meeting, we all knew each other. It was just the first time we had gathered to talk about the mission.


  For this mission, the new head of the Juumonji Family, Juumonji Katsuto-san will be the leader, and the eldest son of the Saegusa Family, Saegusa Tomokazu-san will be the sub-leader. The plan was for the Juumonji Family and the Saegusa Family to coordinate in the search effort. I will be working under the command of Juumonji-san.


  However, there is a risk that working in this fashion would lead to duplicating effort or something might get missed out due to the Juumonji and Saegusa Families carrying out their individual investigations. To be honest, I was worried about that. Though it seemed that everyone had already understood this.


  There were arrangements made for Juumonji-san and the eldest daughter of the Saegusa Family, Mayumi-san to meet in Tokyo and exchange information regarding each other’s progress. It appears that Shiba was participating in those meetings as a representative of the Yotsuba Family as well. Hence why Shiba invited me to participate in the meetings from today onwards.


  Although receiving help from him gave me a strange feeling, I couldn’t refuse. I replied that I would be attending. What do you think he replied after hearing that? He said, ‘I’ll send you the map, so take out your terminal’!


  I felt like an idiot since I was prepared to be told, ‘let’s go then’, but such a thing wouldn’t happen normally. This guy told me, a person who was new to the city, that he would give me a map, and that I should come there by myself. Of course, I’d be fine by myself because I have my navigation application. But what’s up with his sense of empathy?


  As expected, I don’t like that about him. I probably shouldn’t think this way, but I was able to relax when he said that he would decline the meal after the meeting was over.


  For such a guy to be the elder brother, no, a cousin and fiancée of that person is wrong, no matter how you look at it.


   


  February 12th, 2097 (Tuesday) 


  For the first period today, Class-2A had practical magic class. The assignment was “Defining the ending point of a magic”.


  The goal is to define the active time of the magic as a variable, and change the color of a white plastic ball from red, green and blue in order, and repeat this for process for ten sets within thirty seconds. If you make a mistake on the settings for even one iteration, you will either run out of time towards the end or end up with extra time.


  Hearing that, I thought “this should be easy”. Making a mistake with the ending condition of a magic will result in not being able to produce the desired effect during combinations of multiple attacks, and defending against an opponent’s attack. I thought that already I understood the importance of defining the ending conditions of magic.


  On the other hand, the fact that ‘properly defining the ending conditions is essential’ is a fundamental idea in the continuous invocation of multiple magic, and is beaten into us within the first year at Third High. Certainly, we weren't asked to do anything so detailed, but I thought that this was actually too detailed to be of use in live combat.


  The last practical assignment I undertook at Third High before transferring here was to hit a target placed behind a wall with magic. It is obviously training for magical attacks against opponents who are hiding behind obstacles.


  Compared to that, I could only think of the assignment at First High as a superficial contest of dexterity.


  This was a major mistake.


   


  The practical class was carried out in pairs. When the teacher in charge asked us to pick the teams ourselves, I wanted to pair up with that person.


  However, I’m an outsider here. There are an even number of students in Class-2A after including me. I should pair up with the last person who is left after the others finish pairing up.


  As I thought that and looked around, for some reason nobody asked that person to pair up with them.


  Was this okay?


  It’s okay, right?


  Thinking that way, I hesitantly went up to that person and asked, ‘would you like to pair up with me?’


  That person smiled and nodded.


   


  So far so good.


   


  On her initial attempt, that person completed her ten sets in exactly thirty seconds. She wasn’t even off by 0.1 seconds. I cannot deny that I saw this assignment as even more simple due to that fact.


  I enthusiastically began the assignment while hearing that person do the countdown...


  ...and ended up finishing a whole 0.7 seconds too early.


  The condition to clear this assignment is to finish within the allotted time with a margin of ±1 second. 0.7 seconds might be within that limit, but the idea is to complete the assignment without any help such as a countdown of the seconds. Shiba-san actually completed the task in exactly thirty seconds without any sort of aid.


  From the side, I heard a voice saying, “Exactly thirty seconds. Nice work, Honoka.”


  Along with getting even more depressed, I felt a strong sense of panic.


  I somehow managed clear the requirements of ‘complete the task with an error margin of ±1 second without any external aid, within the first period, but it took me until afternoon to recover from the shock. Even so, it’s not like I forgot about it. Even now, I still feel the self-loathing that arose due to naively assuming that Third High was more advanced than First High.


   


  Something nice happened today as well. that is why I was able to get away with only this level of depression.


  That person actually invited me to have lunch together. It was Mitsui-san who actually invited me, but that person said ‘please join us’, as well!


  Although I feel that she was forced to say that, I don’t care. That person looked at me and said ‘Yes, please join us’, while smiling! It’s a pity I couldn’t record that moment.


  After I followed that person to the cafeteria, people I was familiar with greeted me while looking suspicious. They are the people I worked with together at Kyoto last year.


  Yoshida, Saijou and Chiba-san. Although we spent only a short while together, I still remember them well. Especially Chiba-san, who left a strong impression.


  Chiba-san was the first person to speak, saying “Huh?” Is it that strange to see me together with Shiba-san?


  But that guy who should be feeling the most uncomfortable with me with regards to Shiba-san approved of my sharing their table without a second thought, and dispelled the uncomfortable atmosphere.


  It wasn’t strange that he didn’t object to me sharing their table. I don’t think there is any male who can go against that person when she asks for something. What was strange was the fact that Yoshida and Saijou, the quiet-looking young girl who was wearing glasses rarely seen in this age, and even Chiba-san, made an expression like it was okay because he said so.


  I thought he was the type of guy who would be shunned by his classmates.


  I was sitting in front of that person. It took a lot of control to put on a normal face, as I could feel my heart racing, which was unlike me.


  This group probably always has lunch together. I thought that since I am a stranger here, I should go out of my way to make conversation to keep the mood from turning unpleasant.


  However, I felt that I would not be able to stay calm if I saw that person’s face, while another side of me was thinking that I didn’t want to waste even a single moment where I could look at her directly, so I didn’t have the composure to start a conversation by myself.


  While I was in that predicament, Chiba-san asked me about the progress of the mission.


  I almost spit out my miso soup. No, there’s no way I can make a mistake like that while sitting in front of that person. I desperately swallowed what was inside my mouth.


  Seriously, though, she’s such an unreserved woman, asking about that in a place where anyone can overhear us. Does she not realize how important this is? She didn’t appear to be that careless.


  However, I also felt that this was a good chance. The fact that neither Shiba-san nor that guy tried to stop Chiba-san probably means that it is okay to talk about the mission with these people as long as I didn't go into the details. It was a good chance for me to begin a conversation with these people, since I had just transferred in and we didn’t share any topics of interest.


  But that bastard. He suddenly cut in on the conversation. He even called me ‘a very gifted magician’! What did he hope to gain by giving such obvious flattery?


  But after that, the conversation took a weird turn. That person actually said she was ‘jealous’ of me, and I became almost incapable of thinking about anything else. Was she praising me? Or was she just being polite?


  Was she really jealous of me? Even after all this time, I still don’t know what she meant.


  Besides, Mitsui-san was energetically talking to that guy, and I didn't have a chance to get a word in.


  Does Mitsui-san like him?


  I know that love isn’t based on logic, but isn’t it better for her sake to stop her?


  But thanks to that, I was able to talk to that person a lot without him interfering. Unfortunately, I can't really remember what we talked about, but I should have managed to reduce the distance between us a little.


  Maybe I should be thanking that guy.


  Or should I be boastful and say, ‘Serves you right’?


  I feel that neither is the correct answer.


   


  February 13th, 2097 (Wednesday) 


  Perhaps I was too excited at being able to attend the same class as that person.


  Although I had no intention of neglecting my mission, I am reflecting on the fact that perhaps I wasn’t being serious enough.


  In the meeting that was convened that evening, I was forced to consider this after hearing that guy’s report.


  It seems that he was only a step away from capturing our target last night.


  Since he didn't manage to capture him after all, nothing came out of it. I probably thought that way because I was a third-party who didn’t participate in the investigation of the terrorist attack.


  But compared to me who hadn’t managed to find a single lead regarding the terrorist, that guy actually managed to reach the hideout of the terrorist. I can’t use the excuse that it has only been three days since I came to Tokyo. Or rather, I don’t want to. That’s because I don’t even know where to start.


  I had fun at school today as well. I felt happy that I was able to see that person’s smile. I realized that I was elated due to such a thing, and felt like I had cold water poured over me.


  I felt like running out of the house that instant, and searching for the target. But running around randomly is useless, and will only serve to make me tired. I retained enough common sense to understand that much.


  To begin with, I should think about what I can do. Dad said I could use the resources of the Ichijou Family as I saw fit. Even though he needed people to keep watch over our home territory, he assigned a non-trivial number of people over here as well.


  I’ll go to take a look at the site of the incident tomorrow. The Saegusa, Juumonji and Yotsuba Families have probably already done a detailed investigation, and what’s more, the police have also probably scoured the area for clues.


  Even so, maybe I can think of something if I go to the scene of the incident.


  I thought that this was no time to be attending school.


  But that would be equivalent to betraying Principal Maeda, who went to so much effort to get me transferred to First High.


  I’ll stay quiet until after school tomorrow. Once school is over, I’ll start investigating at once.


  I came to Tokyo because I was entrusted with this mission, after all.


   


  February 14th, 2097 (Thursday) 


  True to my resolve from last night, I also intended to have lunch alone.


  Since I knew that my determination would weaken if that person called out to me, I stood up immediately after the third period ended to go to the cafeteria before she had the chance.


  As planned, I would leave the classroom before Shiba-san could talk to me.


  If not for that hindrance.


  I got as far as the first row of seats in the classroom, when two girls suddenly blocked my way and called out, “Ichijou-kun”.


  Even before I had the chance to recall who they were, each of them pushed a small box decorated with a ribbon onto me. Along with the sentence, “Please accept this!”.


  Before I could reply, the two of them left the classroom in high spirits while saying "kyaa~ kyaa~"


  I must have had a dumb look on my face. At that moment, I really had no idea what just happened. The small boxes were neatly wrapped and carefully decorated with a ribbon, so I could only guess that they were presents of some sort, it was impossible to mistake them for anything else. But what were the presents for? In my dumbfounded state, I wasn't able to realize.


  While I was in a state of shock, the number of presents in my arms increased to seven. All of them were given to me by girls. They were all saying stuff like “not fair for only you to do it” and “me too”, but I still couldn’t understand what it was about.


  That person’s voice brought me back to normal.


  When she said I was very popular with a voice that seemed amused, as she stood behind me, I felt an intense sense of guilt.


  I turned around hesitantly.


  Her smile was dazzling today as well.


  Even so, my heart was filled with impatience. Even now, I don't know what I was so impatient about.


  It appears that I had said something. Perhaps a single word like “What” or “Why”.


  That is probably why Kitayama-san looked at me with an expression of surprise.


  She then told me, “Today is Valentine’s Day.”


  To me, that sounded like judgement from Enma.


  After thinking about it, I realized that today is February 14th.


  I didn't realize it because my head was full of thoughts about the mission, but today is indeed Valentine’s Day.


  In that case, I belatedly realized, the boxes which were wrapped in a variety of colors could only contain Valentine’s Day chocolate.


  I wonder how people saw me, standing with my arms full of them?


  How did that person see me?


  I must have been sweating a lot from shame at that time.


  When she said that it looked like the quantity would still increase, her words sounded like the trumpet of an angel announcing the end.


   


  After that, in spite of my resolve from yesterday, I accompanied Shiba-san and the others to the cafeteria. No, was it Mitsui-san who forcefully dragged me there? Though that was no consolation.


  Of course, I left the Valentine’s Day chocolates in the classroom.


  As a boy, I would be sad if I didn't get a single chocolate from a girl on Valentine’s Day. Even if it was only obligatory, receiving chocolate will make me feel relieved.


  But this year is different. Having other girls forcefully give me chocolates in front of the girl I had a crush on felt like I was lying on a bed of nails. I wanted to forget that as soon as possible.


  However, Chiba-san reopened my wounds as soon as we reached the table.


  How many chocolates did I receive? Huh?


  That’s none of her business.


  “Talking about chocolates today can only mean Valentine's Day chocolates, right?” Really?


  Yeah, that’s right, goddamn it.


  “I’m betting the number is in double-digits.” Really?


  Considering the circumstances, I think I would be forgiven even if I harbored some ill intent towards Chiba-san.


  I understand. She is only partially to blame. To the boys, the chocolates we receive are kind of like medals. Having someone say that I probably received a lot would usually not make me feel bad.


  But today was an exception. Replying, “Why does it matter how many I received” after she incessantly kept asking was without a doubt my true feelings. I silently prayed for her to move away from that topic.


  If only I was that fortunate.


  Kitayama-san and Mitsui-san told everyone the number of chocolates I had received.


  Ah, I know that I’m only imagining the slight. I’m probably too self-conscious.


  But at that time, I was scared to look at the face of that person.


  


  To forget the unpleasant memories related to Valentine’s Day, I ran around until nearly midnight looking for the terrorists after the meeting had ended.


  In the end, it was a fruitless exercise.


  The search was fruitless as well.


  Huh.


  I guess I’ll definitely be lacking sleep tomorrow.


   


  February 15th, 2097 (Friday) 


  The thing we had Magicians feared ever since the terrorist incident, finally happened.


  Or perhaps I should say it has starting to happen.


  A group of demonstrators clashed with the police.


  There was stone-throwing and fighting. If the police had failed to contain them, it was easy to predict that the target of the mob would have changed from the police to ordinary magicians. It is not unreasonable to imagine that students of the magic schools might be attacked as well. I began to worry for my friends from Third High.


  To distract myself from this bad premonition, I started a conversation regarding the large number of arrests that were made, that had just been reported on the news. The news reported that twenty-four people were arrested, and I am unsure if that is too many or too few. Ever since the invasion at Sado, demonstrators and right-wing activists in Western Japan against the national army have completely gone to ground, so I haven’t heard of any arrests taking place in recent times.


  He replied, “There has been a lot of them lately”.


  So the issue is getting worse as I thought.


  Shiba estimated that the number of demonstrators shown on television was around two hundred. Indeed, it was around that many. Then the total count might be twice that number, or maybe even more. Perhaps there were as many as five hundred demonstrators.


  First High was enveloped in a dark mood this afternoon. It makes the cheerful atmosphere of yesterday seem unreal.


  If this was Third High, I could have encouraged my classmates. Even if I don’t say anything, I can think of many people who would say things like “If the demonstrators attack us, let’s send them packing!”. However, it seems that First High doesn’t have many characters like that.


  


  After coming home from the usual meeting, I made a phone call to George. I was worried about the state of affairs at Third High.


  As expected, it seems that the mood at Third High was pretty belligerent. George was laughing about how more people were injured during club practice than usual.


  Those guys are all hot-blooded. But it seemed that Third High was still the same as usual, so I was a little relieved.


  If anything, George was worried about me. He asked me if the mission was not going well as if he had realized it already. At times like this, the visiphone with its video call capability is inconvenient. It’s not possible to hide anything.


  But this might be a blessing in disguise. Even though it had been less than a week since I came to the capital, I was indeed at a dead end. I don’t know what I was supposed to do.


  I summoned my courage and told George everything about the current situation. After thinking for a while, George gave me a piece of advice that I didn't even think of.


  It’s better to stop trying to compete at searching for the enemy. Indeed, it’s impossible for me to equal the Saegusa and Juumonji Families at a search in the Kanto area which is their home ground. It’s not that I’m trying to make excuses, the difference in available resources is too great.


  I seem to have become impatient after seeing Shiba’s accomplishment of getting within striking distance of the target at Zama. I must have really lost my composure, to not even notice that. Although I don’t want to use it as an excuse, perhaps I had been thrown off balance by the unfamiliar environment.


  George told me that my turn would come once the enemy had been found. Since the search effort requires manpower and connections, I can leave that to the Saegusa and Juumonji Families to some extent. Once the terrorist has been found, pursuing and taking him into custody is my job.


  George thought that I needed to understand my role in this way.


  If I don’t do anything until the target is discovered, there is no point in me living alone in Tokyo. Even though I cannot accept George’s advice fully, it made me feel better.


  George must have told me to “stop competing” for this reason. Geez, he’s such a dependable friend.


   


  February 16th, 2097 (Saturday) 


  I learned about the incident at Second High during the meeting in the evening.


  The shock I experienced during Valentine’s Day was replaced by the bad news yesterday, and after speaking to George last night, I calmed down enough to once again be capable of enjoying my daily life with that person. I think I managed to get rid of the awkwardness in my speech while speaking to that person and my other classmates.


  After spending the relatively enjoyable life of a transfer student, I put together the information concerning the mission gathered by father’s subordinates instead of running around, and headed to the meeting.


  Once there I heard the news that students of Second High had been assaulted by Humanists.


  I don’t think I was taking the situation lightly. However, the circumstances were getting worse a lot faster than I had imagined.


  I didn’t imagine that the people who were against magicians would directly attack them without even trying to make it look like an accident.


  No, even if such an incident was to occur, I expected it would be much further ahead in the future.


  The students of Second High who were assaulted by the anti-magic faction seem to have taken pretty serious wounds.


  It would be fortunate if they didn’t suffer any lasting effects due to this incident.


  Saegusa-san was pretty worried. Since she is the former Student Council President of First High, she was worried about the students of First High being targeted by people who preached Humanism.


  I am also worried about that as well.


  If the anti-magic faction wants to target someone, First High would be a better choice than Third High. Even though it is removed from the center of the city, attacking First High in Tokyo would leave a stronger impression.


  No matter how strong the magician, they are physically just ordinary humans. If they are taken by surprise and attacked, the worst case may also happen.


  Although I am worried about that person, I am also worried about my home. Although I don't think anything serious will happen since my father is on the lookout.


   


  February 17th, 2097 (Sunday) 


  Today, I stayed at home all morning and analyzed the data brought in by my father’s subordinates who were helping with the search. Since a lot of it was obtained when I wasn't around, listening to the explanations again would help me understand if I had any misconceptions, so it was useful to do so.


  The main point of the discussion was regarding the estimated route taken by the terrorist to make his escape.


  We already knew that the freighter used by the terrorist to sneak into the country was anchored at Numazu Harbor. However, this is probably a decoy. I don't think he’ll really use it if he tries to escape from Japan.


  Everyone else was of the same opinion.


  Even so, he probably didn't intend to remain hidden in Japan. At some point, he would definitely try to escape. Everyone agreed on this point as well.


  In that case, did he intend to leave by air, or by sea? If he planned to leave by air, he could disguise himself and board a plane. Or he might have prepared a small plane for himself. Sagami Bay, or the Bōsō Peninsula? It was also possible that he was secretly travelling north to some place like Niigata from where he could escape to the continent.


  Although we were able to think of several routes, we didn't have the manpower to cover all of them. As expected, the consensus was that we should be cautious and keep ourselves for when the Saegusa and Juumonji Families find the target.


  Even though that was probably the best choice, I found it hard to just keep waiting, maybe because I’m young.


  In the afternoon, I travelled all the way along the coastline from Irouzaki to Inubousaki by bike. Although I was just passing through, I thought it helped me become familiar with the lay of the land. More than anything else, it was refreshing and was a good change of pace.


  However, even though it helped my mood, I still had nothing that I could do. Although I don’t really want to get him caught up in the affairs of our house, I called George again after dinner. George is the best person to talk to about matters like this after all.


  George is of the opinion that making the terrorist reveal himself is the best way to break out of this situation. In short, we need to lure him out.


  Just like the terrorist is using the freighter at Numazu as bait, we too need to prepare a bait that will let us reel him in.


  The problem is, who to use as bait. George said, “Although I think you’ll disagree”, and mentioned the names of Shiba-san, Saegusa-san and Saegusa-san’s younger sisters.


  I can understand the logic behind using women as bait. However, I would definitely not agree to expose that person to danger on purpose.


  In return, George was against the idea of me acting as the bait. George said it was too dangerous, but there is always an element of risk when carrying out a sting operation. After hearing me reply in that manner, George reluctantly said that he would put together a more concrete plan.


  I’m counting on you, Strategist.


   


  February 18th, 2097 (Monday) 


  To think that person would actually be attacked!


   


  I’m not exaggerating, when I heard the news I thought that my heart would stop.


  Saegusa-san is the one who informed me that Shiba-san had been attacked. She contacted me to let me know that she would be inviting Shiba-san to today’s meeting as well, to discuss that issue.


  Saegusa-san’s sister had been attacked as well, but I heard that neither of them had been injured. Even so, until I saw her unharmed at the French restaurant where we held our meetings, I remained anxious.


  When I saw Shiba-san show up there with him as an escort, I felt relieved as well as a prick of pain in my chest.


  I was immediately aware of what that was.


  It was jealousy.


  Intending to wipe away that pitiful emotion, I asked Shiba-san if she was okay.


  Although I felt jealous, I think my concern regarding her safety was more important. When she said that nothing serious had happened, I felt all the tension leave my body.


  When the incident took place, I was already on my way back from school. One of my father’s subordinates said he was going to visit an informant who worked under Zhou Gongjin, so I was headed there. I didn’t expect to gain any leads. I just thought that moving around in an overt fashion would cause the mastermind of the terrorist incident to take notice of me.


  I have nothing else to write here regarding that issue. It’s just that, when Shiba-san was being attacked, I was not in a place where I could save her. It must have been the same for that guy as well. Shiba must have left school even earlier than me to work on the search effort.


  Even so, Shiba appeared to save that person when she was being attacked by ruffians.


  I didn't ask him how that was possible.


  I was very interested in how he managed it, but I was hesitant to hear the reason.


  Instead, I asked about the identity of the attackers.


  The opponents were a national-level anti-magic group, and not just Antinite, they had guns and even used magic.


  Actually, regarding the magic, the person who attacked Shiba-san and the others, it was just used as a relay by an ancient magician who took control of him. If what he said was true.


  When I asked about the person who was doing the controlling, he replied that he had recorded the magic, and was having it examined.


  Is such a thing possible?


  Do the Yotsuba possess such techniques?


  Along with being shocked, at some level, I was also reassured.


  The reason why he is ahead of me when it comes to working on the mission is due to the secret techniques of the Yotsuba Family. If I think that way, I don't have to feel like I am losing to him. I don't need to worry if I am inferior to him.


  I was thinking in such an underhanded way.


  When I asked him how he managed to make a recording of the magic, he didn’t reply.


  That was obvious. The Ten Master Clans are competitors as much as they are collaborators. If a family makes a technique public so that other magicians can use it as well, their value will increase. Their influence in the magic society will also increase. If they are hiding it, that means they have good reason for doing so, and there is no way they would reveal it just because someone asked.


  However, I felt that it was not the only reason why he didn’t reply. I felt like he had seen through my thoughts.


  Maybe I’m just thinking too much. I’m sure that’s all there is to it.


  However, I apologized in advance to keep him from saying anything.


  It was entirely unlike me. To prevent myself from showing such a shameful side of myself again, I resolved to remain as a listener.


  However, he asked if we intended to use that person as bait, when Saegusa-san proposed to give her an escort.


  He asked that question to me.


  No! I won’t let anyone make her do something like that! If someone needs to act as bait, then I’ll do it!


  I rejected his suggestion loudly.


  Since we had discussed the plan of me acting as bait to lure the terrorist out before Shiba’s arrival, Juumonji-san came to my defense.


  It seems he didn’t really suspect me in the first place, but having him say something like that is enough to get on my nerves.


  Even if it was a joke, I felt shame for having such a suspicion cast upon me.


  All of this is because the mission is not progressing.


  I resolved to go ahead with the sting operation, even if the Ichijou Family had to carry it out themselves.


  Because I spent my time thinking of such things, it is unfortunate that I wasn’t able to enjoy the dinner with that person. However, the mission takes priority right now.


  I’ll start making up a plan with George tomorrow, right after school.


  I actually want to call him this instant, but it’s already late today.


   


  February 19th, 2097 (Tuesday) 


  At any rate, I’m tired.


  Since the date has already changed, I’ll leave writing the diary for tomorrow.


   


  February 20th, 2097 (Wednesday) 


  School is temporarily closed until Saturday. The First High that I transferred to was closed since yesterday, but Third High is also closed from today so I was at home since morning.


  The mission had been finished for the most part by yesterday. It’s unfortunate that I can’t say that it has been completed or taken care of completely, but I don't have to stay in Tokyo any longer.


  I have been attending First High for a little more than a week. I have been able to attend the same class as that person for just less than ten days. Although I feel very regretful, I came to live alone in Tokyo for the sake of the mission as a member of the Ten Master Clans. It’s obvious that I will have to return to Kanazawa once my mission is complete.


  I’m sure my father will send word for me by today to return home. In the meanwhile, I’ll summarize the things that happened yesterday.


   


  Yesterday morning, I was sitting at my terminal in Class-2A of First High, and was working on my studies.


  Alone.


  Although First High was temporarily closed since yesterday, I was still considered a Third High student. I was just using a terminal at First High. So logically, I should be attending the lessons.


  I’m sure the school building will be closed. It would be nice if it was closed. As I went to school while praying for it to be closed, the teacher in charge of 2-A came to meet me. It seemed that even though the school was closed to students, the same was not true for the teachers.


  Thanks to the teacher, I was attending the lecture all alone in the classroom. Although there is an often-used phrase that says “Small acts of kindness can bring discomfort to others”, I felt that this was more in the category of “Great acts of kindness can bring great discomfort to others”.


  I was happy when I got to meet that person in the middle of my lesson when she came by to pick up something she had forgotten, though.


   


  In the afternoon, it was confirmed that Third High would be temporarily closing as well. When I received that notification on my terminal, I decided to immediately return to my temporary residence, and tried to get in touch with George who should have also gone home after lessons were cut off in the afternoon.


  However, George was unfortunately not at home. The matter is not something that could be discussed when the other person wasn’t at home either. I decided to leave a message and wait for his call.


  I received a call after 2:00 PM.


  However, the caller wasn’t George.


  Shiba Tatsuya. That guy.


  I think the reason why I wasn’t surprised by what he told me was because I had an inkling as to what he wanted to say.


  He told me that he had discovered the location of the terrorist, so he wanted to begin the operation of capturing him.


  He didn't say “Do you want to participate?” or even “Please participate”.


  He just told me the time and place to meet.


  I felt that was enough as well.


  Regardless, just how on Earth did the Yotsuba Family manage to obtain that information? I understood that I shouldn’t ask about that, so I refrained from asking him. I felt that I had come to understand the threat of the Yotsuba Family who were said to be in a different class, “Untouchable”, even within the Ten Master Clans.


   


  The mission began at 6:00 P.M. in the evening.


  At first, I was told to take the troops from the Ichijou Family and block off the escape route towards the north.


  However, I wanted to pursue the target.


  In the end, as if they were humoring my selfish request, I was put into a detached unit of the Juumonji Family.


  That guy was also in the same unit.


  That just served to fire me up all the more.


   


  The car that contained the ancient magician who was our target came towards the place where we were waiting, as planned.


  However, instead of turning towards the harbor, the driver turned the car towards the west.


  We began pursuit, but as soon as we left the harbor, we ran into an ambush laid by a subordinate of the terrorist.


  I was impatiently thinking that our target would get away while we were fighting against this guy, but Shiba said that he would deal with him and we should go ahead.


  I can’t say that I was not conflicted. Was it really okay to leave him to deal with this alone, while I took all the credit for taking out our target?


  But it was also true that we needed to hurry. I left Shiba to deal with the attacker and set out to pursue our target.


  Although it was that guy’s magic that enabled us to find the location of the terrorist, we were luckily able to find the target’s car immediately.


  There can be no doubt, since he saw us in pursuit and increased his speed.


  At one point, the car carrying terrorist took a turn and drove into a sandy area.


  Over here, we were once again ambushed.


  We took a fierce attack from behind with high-powered rifles meant to be used against magicians. This was beyond the means of a regular terrorist. At this point, I started to wonder if the terrorist attack in Hakone was planned by the Great Asian Union.


  It was a fierce fight, but thanks to Juumonji-san rushing over to help, we were able to suppress the enemy.


  Or so we thought, but then the enemy self-destructed.


  We were completely held up by them and I was half-ready to give up on the chase.


  No, I was willing to pursue the enemy until the last of my strength, but the target had already escaped into the ocean.


  I started to think that we could no longer reach him.


  I didn't expect that Saegusa-san, who had been excluded from the operation because it was dangerous, would show up on a high-speed patrol boat.


  It was the kind of plot twist you see in movies.


  But it would be the height of arrogance to criticize her, because this was convenient for us.


  We boarded the patrol boat and chased the target down until we were just another step away from capturing the target.


  However, we were unable to capture the terrorist.


  The ship carrying the target was sunk in front of our eyes.


  It was cut in two by a large magical blade.


  Was that, Molecular Divider?


  Why did the USNA magician unit’s trump card appear now of all times?


  At the time, I was completely unable to understand the situation.


  No, even now, I don't understand the situation.


  At any rate, we failed our mission in the final moments.


  Although I believed that the target had definitely perished, since we couldn’t find his body, we could not report the same to the mass media through the police.


  In the end, the Hakone terrorist incident has drawn to a close on the surface.


  The main offender has died.


  However, the incident has not been resolved.


  Now that I think about it, even though I had participated in the chase, I have no idea what the target looked like. His name was Gu Jie, he was an ancient magician formerly affiliated with Dahan, and he specialized in using magic that controlled corpses. I only know such fragmented details about him, and can’t put together the whole picture of the opponent.


  If I was asked if an ancient magician called Gu Jie really existed, and if he was really the mastermind behind the terrorist incident, I cannot confidently answer in the affirmative.


  It would be very difficult to satisfy the mass media at this rate.


  I was assailed by an extraordinary sense of resignation Even though I spoiled myself by being lazy until after 9:00 A.M., I still can’t get rid of this feeling of having wasted my efforts.


  It’s good that I don't have to go to school.


  I’ll spend this one day to relax.


   


  In the evening, I received a phone call from my father.


  Against my expectations, he told me to not come back home yet. Since there might be some cleanup to do regarding the incident, he asked me to take care of it should the need arise.


  Don't be ridiculous!


  For something like that, Dad can just come to the capital when needed.


  It’s not like we live on the other side of the world.


  Besides, school is closed only for this week. When I asked him what to do about school, he told me to continue attending First High as planned until the beginning of March.


  Just what is he thinking?


  Just what does Dad want to make me do?


  I don't understand. I feel like my brain is not working properly due to fatigue.


  I’ll talk to my father again tomorrow.


   


  February 21st, 2097 (Thursday) 


  Since I was tired yesterday, I postponed complaining to my father.


  That was a mistake.


  When I called him today, he persistently said that the discussion was settled yesterday.


  So it’s like that. Rather than him plotting something, he doesn’t feel like taking care of the cleanup. Using the excuse that I was already in Tokyo, he didn’t intend to leave Kanagawa.


  True, no one would want to deal with the consequences of a failed mission like this time. But it’s the same for me! Geez, he just says what he wants.


  What’s more, Dad dropped a massive bomb on my lap.


  Akane would come to stay over on Saturday, so I was supposed to show her around Tokyo on Sunday?


  I don't know any of the tourist spots here, either!


   


  February 22nd, 2097 (Friday) 


  Although I feel like there is no point writing this in my diary after all this time, I have two younger sisters.


  The older of the two is called Akane, and the younger one is called Ruri.


  As per the custom of my mother’s family, it was decided to give girl children names based on colors.


  I don't think we siblings get along well.


  Although George would say that “they are very close”, I personally don't feel that way.


  They were cute in the past. Even now, I would definitely protect them if something were to happen.


  But those two, even though they appear cute, they don't act like it at all.


  Ruri doesn’t talk to me at all. Although she has always had that tendency, recently she ignores me even when I talk to her. Once in a while, when she opens her mouth, she says horrible things that make me feel like asking her to shut up. There’s no way we can have a proper conversation.


  In contrast, Akane talks too much. She just talks too much. She insults me every time we see each other. She also barges into my room with tea, coffee or snacks even though I never ask her to bring any, and says abusive things like ‘perverted’, ‘so gross’ and ‘untidy’ until she’s satisfied, before leaving.


  A friend of mine from Third High said “so tsundere” with a happy expression, but he can only laugh about it because he’s not on the receiving end. In the first place, Akane never showed me her ‘dere’ side, and I’m not the kind of person who would be happy because their younger sister showed them a ‘dere’ side either.


  That noisy sister of mine will be coming to this house tomorrow.


  Thanks to that, I had to look up all the tourist spots in this area in detail.


  If I’m not properly prepared, Akane will definitely make a fuss.


  I’m not delicate enough to feel hurt by Akane’s abusive language, but I’d rather not have things become depressing.


  Once you start looking into tourist spots, it really doesn’t end.


  Even the recommended course has a number of destinations that cannot be counted on both hands.


  In such a situation, it would be good to get advice from a local person.


  I also thought about calling that person to ask for advice.


  However, I lacked the courage to do so. I couldn’t dare to disturb her over something so trivial.


  Feel free to laugh. Courage and recklessness are different things.


  Asking that guy is out of the question. I don’t want to feel indebted to him over something like this.


  Yoshida and Saijou are easy to talk to, but would either of them know tourist spots that a female middle schooler would enjoy?


  After thinking about it for a while, I decided to rely on Saegusa-san. Not the eldest son, Tomokazu-san, but Mayumi-san. I had been meeting with her every day until a couple of days ago, and I thought that she might know of some places that Akane would enjoy.


  Saegusa-san indeed gave me the information I needed.


  But right now, I’m regretting relying on her a little.


  Since it felt like calling her out of the blue would seem too familiar, I sent my query to her over mail.


  My younger sister has suddenly decided to come to Tokyo. I have to show her around this place the day after tomorrow, so please give me some advice on where I should take her. The contents of the mail were something to that effect, in a suitably polite language.


  Her reply arrived within thirty minutes. I’m glad she replied so quickly, but I belatedly realized that the National Magic University must be operating as usual, unlike the affiliated High schools.


  My guess was not off the mark.


  Her reply mail said, “I didn't go to college in the morning because I had to deal with a lot of people regarding the cleanup of the incident. I was free from the afternoon since I finished all the work, so I’m glad you sent me a mail.” I copy pasted her reply so there’s no mistake.


  Was Saegusa-san someone I was that close to? I wondered, tilting my head.


  Her message continued on to say that she definitely wanted to help me out, and wanted to hear about it in more detail, so could we meet now, preferably at her house? That was the gist of her message.


  Me, go over to the Saegusa’s house?


  Although I felt that this was pretty sudden, I immediately reconsidered.


  Come to think of it, I haven’t gone to greet the Saegusa Family or the Juumonji Family even though I came all the way to Tokyo.


  As the eldest son of the Ichijou Family, this is not acceptable. Since it seemed like Dad intended to have Akane’s husband take over as head of the family, I was not in a position of a successor, but it is also true that I am here as a representative of the Ichijou Family. We are all from the Ten Master Clans, and what’s more, I’m intruding upon their territory.


  Besides, although it ended in failure, we had cooperated during an important mission.


  I decided to take advantage of her invitation to go make my greetings to the Saegusa Family.


  I did consider wearing a suit, but in the end I changed into my Third High school uniform and went to the Saegusa Family House using public transport, instead of my bike. On the way, I purchased an appropriately expensive gift as well. Since it was a formality, I didn't put too much thought into the appearance of the gift. My mother said that the price is often just as important as the appearance.


  Maybe because I had sent her a mail about when I would be arriving, Saegusa-san was waiting to receive me when I arrived at the mansion.


  Since the head of the family, Mr. Kouichi was present at home, I decided to greet him first. He certainly gave the impression that you couldn’t let down your guard around him.


  However, he didn't seem like the type of person who would betray his allies on a whim, unlike what Dad said. Rather than a person without honor, he seemed to be the type of man who had his own rules and gave them the highest priority. Or maybe I am just not capable of judging people yet.


  The eldest son, Tomokazu-san, was not at home. According to Saegusa-san - since it will be confusing here, I’ll refer to her as Mayumi-san for now - both of her elder siblings lived in separate houses.


  After finishing my greetings to Mr. Kouichi, I was taken to a different drawing room. Although my own house is big, the Saegusa mansion might be even bigger. Although it seemed like our house had more floor space, it probably lost when it came to overall size.


  The drawing room where I met with Mr. Kouichi had a sofa set, but the drawing room that Mayumi-san took me to had an elegant table and chairs arranged in a manner to allow people to dine there. Perhaps she intended to have a formal tea party. I wonder if my sisters will want to do things like this at some point as well.


  The tea table had been fully set in the time while I was making my greetings to Mr. Kouichi. Mayumi-san offered me black tea and tea cakes in a natural manner, and enthusiastically asked me questions about Akane’s age and interests.


  In the beginning, I thought she was a kind person. But as time progressed, I understood the truth. Wasn’t she just bored? Did she call me over just to stave off her boredom?


  This drawing room had a large display screen. When I had entered the room, it was displaying famous landscape paintings. if I’m not wrong, it was a Renoir. I don't remember the name of the artwork, but it depicted a boat upon a river.


  I was taken on something called a “Virtual Date” using that display.


  Using a handheld terminal, you could choose the routes, and could select the conversation and actions from an available list, and displayed imagery to make it seem like you were actually walking through the city, apparently it was such a service.


  I felt like preparing in advance for your date with something like this would only make the real experience boring, but it seemed to be popular among females.


  Well, since it displayed all the tourist spots in CG that was close to the original, you wouldn’t run into a situation where you felt “It’s different from what I expected”. However, it’s not necessary to make decisions when I just want to do a preliminary check of the area. I’m just accompanying my sister on her sightseeing trip, and not actually going on a date. I wasn’t looking for advice on how to go on a date.


  Even so, I had many of my decisions rejected.


  No matter how I look at it, she was playing around with me. Looking back, Mayumi-san had written “I was bored, so I’m glad you contacted me” in her mail. No doubt, she was using me to alleviate her boredom.


  Mayumi-san’s sisters joined in at some point, and the number of rejections I had to endure increased.


  I thought I would lose heart. No, in fact, I might have lost it three or four times.


  However, thanks to that, I was able to decide on a route to guide Akane.


  After giving my thanks, I left the Saegusa mansion, but I was mentally in pieces.


  For some reason I felt like letting loose once in a while.


  


  However, Mayumi-san’s younger sisters; were they called Kasumi-chan and Izumi-chan? What was with the appraising look they gave me?


   


  February 23rd, 2097 (Saturday) 


  Today, I received a pleasant surprise.


  It was not just Akane who came to Tokyo. George came to stay over as well.


  Although it has been less than two weeks, I felt like it had been a long time since I saw him.


  Akane was pretty angry with us who were celebrating our reunion, but friendship is more important than sibling relationships, dumb sister.


  Akane was saying meaningless things like “impure” and “pervert”, but I ignored her.


  If it was just Akane, I intended to take her to an appropriate restaurant and prevaricate (ignore her), but I can’t treat my best friend who came all this way in such a rough manner.


  I took George, and while we were at it, Akane as well, to a well-established sukiyaki restaurant that said it was established in the year 1869.


  The food was as good as expected. George was happy. Akane was the only person who was complaining saying that, “I wanted to eat something prepared by hand”, but don’t you usually eat stuff at home that is made by the automatic cooking machine?


  Even after we returned to this house, there was a mountain of things we needed to talk about.


  I can’t write all of that here, and nor do I have the time to do so.


   


  February 24th, 2097 (Sunday) 


  Since it was an order from my father, I intended to show Akane around using the route that Mayumi-san helped me pick.


  However, that plan was cancelled due to Akane herself.


  That sister of mine said “Today, we’re definitely having hand-made food” and shut herself in the kitchen since morning while being strangely enthusiastic.


  From morning, you know? Since we couldn’t use the kitchen, our breakfast today was just buttered toast.


  Akane’s hand-made cooking was finally completed just before noon.


  Thankfully, I wasn’t used as a gofer to fetch ingredients as the overseer of this house kept it stocked with items such as spices.


  It tasted okay. It wasn’t bad, but I didn't think it was good either.


  I mean, what Akane made was curry rice. What’s more, she used a commercial roux.


  Saying that it will taste like a pro’s cooking with a little tweaking only applies to people who can actually cook.


  There is a saying that anything can be eaten if you put curry powder on top, but the taste of the curry was so strong that it overwhelmed any other subtle flavors.


  George said it was ‘delicious’, maybe out of politeness to my sister. She seemed happy with that, so I guess it’s okay.


  Akane’s cooking took up pretty much all morning, so I had to cut down on the places that we would visit. The plan that I constructed after going through the trial of being toyed around by the Saegusa sisters went to waste.


  After thinking about it for a while, I decided that we would just go around the places in order, and go back to the station when we ran out of time.


  When I asked Akane and George to pack up their luggage, that foolish sister of mine asked me “why?” in a dissatisfied voice. Of course, that’s because I’ll be sending the luggage over separately after the two of you go back. In fact, I was the one who wanted to ask why she asked such a question.


  However, Akane didn't intend to go sightseeing in the first place. She said, “If I’m going to have fun, then I’ll do it with my friends over summer break or spring break.” Apparently, the reason she came over this time was to see the house and confirm whether it was suitable for inviting her friends over.


  Dad.


  Thanks to your misunderstanding, I was treated like a toy at the Saegusa mansion.


  While I was quietly boiling in anger, Akane said that there was someone she wanted to meet.


  If that’s the case, tell me earlier. The other party might have plans of their own, after all.


  I was only able to maintain such a state of composure until I heard the name of the person that Akane wanted to meet.


  The person Akane wanted to meet was Shiba-san.


  I rejected that idea many times. I told her to give up because it was impossible.


  However, I was not able to convince Akane. She scolded me saying that I should at least try to call her. My sister started to insult me saying that I couldn’t even make a phone call because I was a loser.


  Fine, then. If you must insist, I’ll make the phone call.


  I replied that way only because I was caught up in the heat of the moment and responded to her provocation.


  With my means of retreat cut off, I made a phone call to Shiba-san while Akane and George were watching.


  The person who answered the phone was a young girl dressed in a maid outfit.


  I felt like I had seen her before. If I remember correctly, she was a first-year student on the Student Council at First High. Don’t tell me, did I dial the wrong number?


  While I was flustered, she replied saying, “Yes, this is the Shiba residence.”


  I was relieved that I hadn’t made a mistake, and introduced myself saying “My name is Ichijou” while I was overtaken with a different sense of doubt.


  Don't tell me, is that guy playing around with a junior and making her cosplay as a maid, even though he has Shiba-san?


  Thinking about it calmly, there was something wrong with me back then. Anyone observing that scene would think that the person who even thought of such an idea was the one who had dangerous interests.


  Shiba-san is the next head of the Yotsuba Family. It’s not strange for her to have a maid at home. It’s more appropriate to think that this is her real occupation, and she was not cosplaying.


  When I said that I wanted to talk to that person, the maid girl transferred the call without even asking me for a reason.


  Her voice came from the speakers saying, “This is Shiba. Ichijou-san, it’s been five days since we last met, hasn’t it?”


  I was uncharacteristically drunk on the sense of joyfulness. That person remembers the day when she last met me!


  It was unfortunate that the display was blacked out, but that’s not unusual when speaking from a personal residence. Women especially tend have a dislike being seen in their loungewear by people of the other sex.


  Despite that, just her voice alone was charming enough. I did my best to avoid having my mind taken away by it.


  When I told her that my sister who had arrived in Tokyo wanted to see her, and asked if she could spare some time while apologizing for the short notice, that person cheerfully agreed. That guy also being present was a condition, but I thought that it couldn’t be helped. Even despite our special circumstances, I would find it strange if a young woman agreed to meet a man alone after being called out by him.


  We decided to meet at a cafe near First High, instead of either of our residences. It was a shop called Einebrise. Considering the speed of modern public transportation, it was possible to predict how long it would take to reach any place within Tokyo with a negligible margin of error.


  That person, who I had met for the first time in five days, seemed to be shining. I felt that only the atmosphere around her was different. Even Akane was struck dumb and was bedazzled by her. She was almost incoherent when she introduced herself, but I didn't feel like laughing at her. The charms of that person go beyond the boundaries of gender.


  George started talking to Shiba in a lively manner. Maybe it was my imagination, but I felt like that guy enjoyed talking to George as well.


  They were talking about complicated stuff like “similar phenomena from different systems” and “modularization of the activation sequence”, but since George seems happy, that’s okay.


  Also, I was able to talk to that person because George kept that guy busy.


  We parted ways with her after about an hour, and after showing them around the Shibuya-Harajuku area a bit, we temporarily returned to the secondary residence. I told them that I would send the luggage separately, but they wanted to carry it along with them.


  They also said that I didn’t need to see them off, so I left Akane to George and parted from them at the doorway of the house.


  That was when I heard Akane’s impression of the meeting, but her reaction was a little strange.


  She said that it was a bit scary. When I asked her if she was talking about Shiba-san, she shook her head. It appears that she was talking about that guy.


  As far as I saw, he behaved as a proper gentleman towards Akane. Sure, his appearance may give an air of uneasiness, but there are plenty of people with much scarier faces back at home. Shiba’s face shouldn't have been stern enough for Akane to feel scared.


  I asked her what she felt was scary.


  Akane shook her head while saying she didn't know. She didn't know, but it was scary.


  Akane went back home after saying “Nii-san, be careful”.


   


  February 25th, 2097 (Monday) 


  School resumed from today.


  The activities of the anti-magic faction had gradually increased in intensity. Even though the person who had incited it, the terrorist, was dead, that fact was meaningless to the people who were making a fuss.


  During the period when the school was closed, small riots broke out all over the country.


  However, my classmates whom I met after a long time were no longer as uneasy as they were before the school was temporarily closed.


  They probably got used to it. When a state of alert persists, people will get used to it. The situation is still dangerous, it’s just that their sense of alertness has gone down, but if they were to stay on their toes all the time their minds would not last. Perhaps numbing oneself to fear is unavoidable for the mind to protect itself.


  In any case, Class 2A was once again lively like it had been before.


  In my case, I no longer had to leave school early because my mission had ended. It’s unhealthy to stay alone at home anyways. Since I was going to be staying here for a while yet, I had to think of a way to use my time after school.


  For today, I asked to observe the activities of the Public Morals Committee. I’m also on the Public Morals Committee in Third High, after all. I had wanted to observe them once before going back to Kanazawa.


  When I asked for permission to observe while we were having lunch in the afternoon, the Committee Head Yoshida immediately agreed.


  After Yoshida, Kitayama-san asked, “Do you want to go on the rounds with me, then?”


  I remembered Morisaki’s words from the day I had transferred in.


  The people to watch out for amongst the second-year girls.


  The first name on that list was “The actual Head of the Public Morals Committee” Kitayama Shizuku.


  Kitayama-san looks like a quiet and obedient girl. She occasionally makes retorts that dig into your vitals, but she doesn’t seem to be the kind of person who would hurt others.


  I felt curious about just what part of her made Morisaki and the others be so vigilant of her. At the same time, the alarm bells of my instincts were going off in my head.


  Maybe he sensed my indecision, Yoshida told Kitayama-san that he would take over showing me around, and suggested that they switch shifts for today.


  Kitayama-san readily agreed. Maybe her intention was to get Yoshida to say that all along? I’m probably just overthinking it, but if that is indeed the case, then her nickname of “actual head of the Public Morals Committee” makes sense.


  It was then that I noticed that there was one person missing from the group of people who usually have lunch together.


  I casually asked if Chiba-san was on leave today.


  I could tell that the six people at the table except for Shiba immediately turned somber.


  While I was worried that I asked something inappropriate, Shiba gave me a short explanation saying, “She’s not attending school today because of the Shonanoka (post-funeral) ceremony.”


  I had thoughtlessly forgotten that the eldest son of the Chiba Family had died in the line of duty during the search for the terrorist.


   


  After school, Yoshida showed me around the duties of the First High Public Morals Committee. The first thing that surprised me was that the logs of the activities were properly maintained. When I asked about it, I was told that the head of the Committee, Yoshida, was maintaining the records himself. I was also told that Yoshida also took notes during meetings. Apparently, Yoshida is good at speed writing.


  When I asked him if he used shorthand, he gave me a demonstration on the spot. He started writing characters on a large notebook with a brush pen at a fast pace. I couldn’t read it, but I somehow understood that it was cursive script.


  I was really shocked to see someone who practices calligraphy in this day and age. I was so surprised that I couldn't control myself. I asked him why he had such a skill.


  With a slightly distressed expression, Yoshida replied that it was necessary for making talismans. Come to think of it, this guy was a practitioner of ancient magic. So he still uses magic that utilizes talismans? I remember that he used a strange-shaped CAD during the Nine Schools Competition.


  My wish to see Yoshida use magic in his original style was soon granted. A fight had broken out behind the small gymnasium.


  It seems the students of First High are hot-blooded as well. There is a big difference between what you hear and see for yourself.


  It seemed to be a usual occurrence. Yoshida’s warning to halt was just a formality. He probably understood that these people wouldn’t stop just from being told to.


  Yoshida did not take out any talismans. Instead, he took out what appeared to be a folding fan from his left sleeve. Looking closely, it appeared to be a set of metal cards set in the appearance of a folding fan using a metallic frame.


  Yoshida unfolded one of the cards of the fan-like item using his left hand, extended the index and middle fingers of his right hand together and touched that card.


  I felt something move through the air. I felt a cool and pleasant mist brushed upon my cheeks, and suddenly, the students who were fighting were enveloped in a thick fog.


  I heard screams saying it was cold from within the fog. Well, it’s still February, so it’s like the middle of winter after all.


  But that was not the only reason. I think that fog also included a dense layer of Psions.


  That would make it difficult to read any activation sequences. It was not as perfect an interference as cast jamming, but I thought that it would be difficult to cast any magic using a CAD unless you used a much larger quantity of Psions than usual.


  Yoshida gave another warning. Along with a threat that he would use electricity on them next time.


  The brawl immediately subsided.


  It was a very interesting thing to observe.


  Towards the end of the patrol, I asked Yoshida why there were some boys who called him by his first name and some who called him by his last name.


  It was something that I had been curious about, but Yoshida explained it to me politely.


  Since it’s a matter of Yoshida’s privacy, I won’t write it down here.


  I was just surprised to see that he had a side to him that cared for his friends.


   


  February 26th, 2097 (Tuesday) 


  Today after school, the student council work was shown to me.


  She and that guy worked together in the Student Council.


  That gave me a somewhat complicated feeling.


  In the Student Council Room, besides Mitsui-san from my class, a first-year student wearing a maid dress and Mayumi-san’s little sister were present.


  The name of the first-year student with the maid dress is Sakurai-san.


  Mayumi-san’s little sister is Izumi-chan.


  Shiba-san is a given, but that guy takes his work seriously as well.


  Actually, what the heck is up with his typing? It looked like he was only using the keyboard, but his fingers were moving so fast while typing that my eyes couldn't keep up. Don't tell me there's something like a "Typing speed increasing self-acceleration magic".


  Apart from their usual clerical work, they were also preparing for the graduation ceremony and the after party. It should be the same at Third High. As that guy seemed to be taking care of the administrative work all by himself, Shiba-san, Mitsui-san, and Izumi-chan were discussing ideas related to the plan for the party.


  Because I was asked by Shiba-san for my opinion, I shared my information about the progress and planning at Third High. I was good that I could be of service to her.


  In the midst of the discussion, it felt like Izumi-chan was appraising me again.


  Am I being too self-conscious?


  But I am not being a narcissist.


  It was getting gradually darker outside. Kasumi-chan, who is another little sister of Mayumi-san, appeared from the door inside the Student Council Room. I also thought of the time when I visited the Saegusa Family before. These two girls nevertheless are monozygotic twins. I couldn't be sure because they had different hairstyles and gave off different vibes, but I could easily tell that their faces were identical when they were wearing the same uniform.


  Kasumi-chan also sometimes gazes at me appraisingly.


  What on earth is that?


  After that, we met with Yoshida, Saijou, Kitayama-san and Chiba-san.


  We went to the coffee shop Einebrise where I had spent time with Shiba-san last Sunday. It seemed like they were regular customer at the shop.


  I am lost whether to say my condolences to Chiba-san or not, which I couldn’t do during lunch break.


  In the end, I decided not to say anything. That was because Chiba-san was giving off an aura that said it was a touchy subject.


  In our current situation, I thought that saying condolences would be difficult.


   


  February 27th, 2097 (Wednesday) 


  My school transfer period will last until Saturday of next week. Only next Sunday is a holiday.


  Is this okay?


  The mission had ended. As for the cleanup mentioned by my old man, it felt like there was no longer any need for that. Normally it should have been fine to return to Kanazawa right away.


  That made me wonder all the more if I would not regret ending it like this, having done nothing.


  At today’s lunch time, the topic amongst the girls was the question what they want to do for the holiday.


  She responded with “Recently it has been exclusively shopping. However, we went to see a movie on occasion.” There seems to have been an Onee-san who likes movies.


  Now, on the left side of the monitor where I am writing my diary, the ticket site is displayed. The schedule of movies that would be screening or premiering next week was displayed as a list there.


  Well, what should I do?


  I’ve been asking myself that since a little while ago.


  Is it okay not to do anything like this?


  And will I not regret this?


  I may never get this opportunity again.


  That's right. I won't get anywhere if I just keep being indecisive.


  If I’m rejected, I’ll just give up.


  I touched the monitor and pressed enter.


  A message was displayed saying that the ticket was downloaded to my inbox.


  It's a little late to be thinking this after having submitted an engagement request, although it was my father who actually did it. I can no longer turn back now.


  I really don't want to risk everything on this, though.


   


  February 28th, 2097 (Thursday) 


  The last class for today is over.


  As usual that guy came to pick up Shiba-san.


  I called out to that person to stop her as she started to go towards the Student Council Room.


  There were many students in the corridor.


  Next to her, that guy was there.


  However I chose to not try and be alone with her on purpose. I felt like I would lose if I hid from him and did things in secret.


  I displayed the ticket on my mobile terminal and invited her to go see a movie with me this Sunday.


  Her eyes were wide open. She looked up at Shiba’s face with a slightly troubled expression.


  Shiba-san asked me “Is that an invitation to a date?” directly.


  I stubbornly answered “Indeed”.


  That guy’s response was “I can’t let her go alone”.


  He had made his position known.


  But the next line was surprising.


  That guy gave his permission as long as I don’t mind taking Sakurai-san to the movie as well.


  Nevertheless, I certainly don’t mind. So I hurriedly invited Shiba-san once more.


  After showing a little embarrassment, she smiled brightly and nodded.


  With a beaming smile, she accepted the proposal for a date!


  To tell the truth, I expected that that guy would not stop Shiba-san. That guy has a side to him that does not want to restrain Shiba-san.


  But I knew that I’d never be alone with Shiba-san. There is no guy who’d let his fiancée be alone together with a bastard who has his eyes set on her.


  What was surprising, was that he didn't say that he wanted to come along as well.


  That guy chose Sakurai-san as her companion.


  Of course, I definitely prefer this arrangement. Although I would not be able to be alone together with her, it's far better than having an annoying male accompanying us like a third wheel.


  Is he trying to show off that he has nothing to worry about?


  Can you afford that?


  If that's how he wants to be, then I'll steal her away from him without holding back.


  Don't come crying to me later on!


   


  March 1st, 2097 (Friday) 


  Today it was March. One month left until I become a third-year high school student.


  Today’s lunchtime topic became our future paths.


  I’m planning to go to the National Magic University. Everyone else was hoping to be admitted to the National Magic University, too. I thought Saijou had plans to attend the National Defense Academy but it seems that he wants to be a member of the riot police.


  Objectively speaking, unless I lost my magic power by accident I will not fail the exam for the National Magic University. That is even more certain for her than me.


  If I become a university student, I can be at the same campus as she is for four years this time.


  That could turn into a difficult time for me. The current situation is that she is the fiancée of another man.


  But for now I’m looking forward to my campus life with her.


   


  March 2nd, 2097 (Saturday) 


  Honestly speaking.


  I did not get anything done since this morning.


  Tomorrow is finally the day, you know?


  To this day I had not realized that I was so inexperienced.


  I never imagined that I’d be worried about what to wear tomorrow.


  For now, I have the ticket. I arranged the purchase for Sakurai-san’s already.


  There are enough war funds.


  I also set the GPS. Although I don't think it is necessary as I made sure to beat the map of the meeting place and the movie theatre into my head.


  I set my alarm clock as well.


  All preparations are done, everything is okay.


  Alright, let’s sleep.


  I’ll become even more anxious if I stay awake.


   


  March 3rd, 2097 (Sunday) 


  I would never make a cliched mistake like being late for the appointment because I overslept.


  My head was sharp and clear after having a good night’s rest. Am I actually more resilient than I thought?


  I washed myself thoroughly in the bath. I shaved my beard while I checked myself 10 times in the mirror. I dried my hair diligently with a hair dryer. I put on the clothes I had selected after agonizingly trying on different clothes for 3 hours yesterday. After all that I left for the meeting place.


  I wasn’t this anxious even during the Yokohama incident.


  I arrived 40 minutes before the appointed time at the meeting place.


  Well, that's only natural.


  The waiting time was not as painful. As I imagined her in various casual clothes, the appointed time came before you could say movie date.


  She appeared three minutes before the appointed time.


  The instant I laid my eyes on her, the world changed.


  Through my eyes, it was undoubtedly changed.


  The scenery became gorgeously colored.


  She was the center of the world.


  I even forgot to breathe while I was staring at her.


  The hem of an elegant gray skirt was peeking out under the hem of a beige long coat.


  Her legs were wrapped in thick tights and the heels of her pumps made rhythmic sounds.


  The color of her cashmere muffler and her coat was matching her beige gloves. In her overall mature fashion coordination, her fluffy earmuffs became a cute accent.


  She came before me who was standing in place and asked: “Did I keep you waiting long?”


  I shook my head so vigorously, just short of tearing it off entirely.


  She leaked out a slight chuckle.


  I thought I was being childish.


  But I don’t regret it. Because it made her laugh.


  For the sake of her smile I will do anything, even act like a clown.


  After my nervousness subsided, I noticed Sakurai-san standing diagonally behind her.


  Sakurai-san was wearing a short coat, a turtleneck sweater, slim fit jeans, high cut sneakers, fake leather gloves and a knit hat. Her fashion coordination was a bit tomboyish, in contrast to Shiba-san.


  It looked like a battle-oriented style to me. Or is that just my imagination?


  Because it was precisely the right time, we headed to the cinema without any further delay.


  There is no need to be in a hurry because we have reserved seats.


  After we bought only drinks we entered the screening space.


  But naturally, the inside was heated. Sakurai-san and I just opened the front of our coats while Shiba-san took off her coat gracefully.


  Below the coat was an elegant gray one-piece.


  I stopped breathing. How many times did that happen today. I fixed my eyes on her. She smiled at me a with a troubled expression while sitting down elegantly.


  The seat order was me, then Shiba-san, then Sakurai-san.


  In the cinemas 100 years ago, it was so narrow that the shoulders of people sitting next to each other would touch. Lovers would hold hand on the armrest while watching the movie. I'm not sure if this is the truth, or a lie, but that was supposedly a common occurrence.


  But in the cinemas these days it didn’t happen that the bodies of people next to each other would touch.


  The enveloping bucket seat conveys vibrations and inclination as an important feature. Naturally one can turn off this feature by choice, but that does not change the fact that the seat surrounds the entire body.


  Therefore it won’t happen that Shiba-san’s and my shoulder or our fingertips touch by accident. I envied the people from back then.


  The movie I picked advertised itself as a typical love story. I had no interest in movies at all, so I chose the currently best-selling title in the love story category for safety.


  The distributor is a famous Hollywood studio. The setting was the New York of the 1990s. In this era the existence of super powers, let alone magic, was not public. A girl who was hiding her powerful psychokinesis all her life meets an ordinary boy and falls in love with him. That’s about the rough outline of the story.


  The lights were turned off in the hall. The 180-degree half-cylindrical shaped screen was lit. The audience is supposed to watch the front screen while within 30 degrees left and right only auxiliary images were reflected to deepen the feeling of immersion. I was impressed since this was my first time watching a movie in a long time and said “Ahhhh!”.


  Before watching it, I expected that it would be an ordinary setting with no plot twists, but it certainly lived up to its reputation as a worldwide hit. It does not rely on flashy special effects. A girl who suffers from her secret and a pinch of forbidden love. The boy is frustrated that the girl will not show her feelings easily. Each emotion was drawn carefully with deep 3D images. Despite the tragic ending, I felt refreshed after watching it.


  Shiba-san also seemed to be satisfied. Because this was the most important thing for me, I felt relieved that she said “That was interesting” and laughed.


  It went well so far.


  But at the exit of the cinema, that guy was there.


  That guy wasn’t alone. In addition to the usual faces of the lunch group Mayumi-san’s little twin sisters were waiting for us.


  Shiba-san mutters “Onii-sama” with a surprised expression. She still seems to have the unconscious habit of calling that guy “Onii-sama”.


  Perhaps because she calls Shiba “Onii-sama” internally I thought that I still had a chance. However at that time I didn't have the presence of mind to think of such things.


  Despite Shiba-san standing beside me I yelled at them spontaneously “You guys, what are you doing!”. Their reactions were not likeable at all, only Mitsui-san and Shibata-san looked frightened while the rest was composed. Chiba-san was smirking extremely pleased.


  That guy shamelessly gave me a reply “I came to pick up Miyuki”! That guy seems to have given his permission only for watching the movie.


  Are you kidding me! Of course I had invited her with “Would you like to go watch a movie?” but what followed in such situations after the movie was finished wasn’t “thanks” and “goodbye”! Afterwards there would be various options like drinking tea or walking around in the streets!


  From there we decided to spend the time together with everyone. After seeing the apologetic smile she directed at me, it was impossible for me to object.


  Even with such a smile, she was dazzling.


   


  


   


  To be honest, it was kind of fun, you know? But this wasn't what I wanted, was it?


  That guy is not the only one with a bad personality. Everyone including the girls around that guy have personalities too.


  I was convinced of that today.


   


  March 9th, 2097 (Saturday) 


  Today my time at First High had come to an end.


  Even if I read back the diary of this week, from Monday to Friday there is nothing of great importance written down.


  The feeling of fatigue from Sunday continued throughout the week.


  I am ashamed even if I do say so myself.


  Today the lunchtime group members will give me a little farewell party.


  I was told to go home first and change my clothes, so I did as instructed and changed to casual clothes. The place they took me to was an establishment for a retro game called bowling.


  I tried bowling for the first time in my life, under the rule that magic was absolutely forbidden, which was obvious even without being said.


  Because it was my first time my results were awful. It saved me that I wasn’t the only one.


  Shiba-san’s rough clothing today was a long knitwear sweater and woolen tights. She often had gutter balls (when the ball goes off the bowling and into the trench) and let out an embarrassed laughter every time. That appearance was insanely cute. It was hard to suppress my impulse to secretly taking a picture of it.


  Chiba-san seemed to be experienced and she had the leading score amongst the girls.


  And that guy, I never hated him more.


  Even though he said it was his second time, what’s up with that high score! It’s my farewell party so why can’t you hold back a little is what I wanted to say.


  He set such a high score all by himself that not only Saijou and Chiba-san, even Yoshida and Kitayama-san seemed to be weirded out by him, so I wanted to say, "Serves you right!"


  After that I was taken to another retro game called karaoke.


  Shiba-san’s singing voice was wonderful.


  That guy is worse in singing than I was. I was a little relieved because of that.


   


  March 10th, 2097 (Sunday) 


  Today, I decided to return home after making a stop at the Kanto branch of the Magic Association.


  However I hadn’t told anyone of that plan.


  Still, she was waiting at the closest station to the Magic Association.


  Because I found it surprising, the first thing I was asked was a mumbled “Are you alone?”.


  Shiba-san laughed for a moment and turned her eyes towards her rear.


  Following that gaze at a little distance away was that guy, leaning against a pillar.


  Geez! Just posing there!


  But if he is sending me a lifeline, I’ll use it. Is what I thought.


  After exchanging some casual chatter I brought out my courage and squeezed out some words.


  I told her that I was happy to be in the same class for this month.


  She widened her eyes. Then a beautiful smile stretched across her face.


  This might’ve been her reply.


  “I also enjoyed it. If there is another opportunity I will keep you company again.”


  I do not mind if that’s just lip service.


  At that time, I didn't care about what the relationship between her and me was, or what the relationship between her and that guy was.


  I vowed in my heart that I will absolutely attend the same college and the same campus as her.


   


  [This will be continued on another occasion.]


   


  Afterword 


  The “Master Clans Conference Arc” is complete with this volume. Have you enjoyed it?


  Following Zhou Gongjin from the “Ancient City Insurrection Arc”, this time Gu Jie was let go and therefore the enemies will be renewed in the following chapters. I think some people are already guessing who the next enemy will be, but you have to read to see what will actually be there…


  Just to mention a little teaser-like thing: A character that was a friend so far will stand as an enemy and a large scale magical war will break out with an important person that only appeared by name so far. Please look forward to it.


  Oh, there is no chance of a development in which Miyuki becomes Tatsuya’s enemy, so don’t worry about that.


   


  The protagonist this time was different than usual, as head editor-sama pointed out and I somewhat think that myself as well. I don’t think the main character was out of focus too much though… how did all of you feel?


  Speaking of out of focus characters, there was also a suggestion asking if Ichijou Masaki is developing ok. I personally think that it’s nice to see him act as a teenager.


  To tell the truth, as embarrassing as it is to say, I am writing this time’s story without knowing the thing called “the internal organ theory of the heart”. The phrase “the internal organ theory of the heart” comes up in a Google keyword search, but I don’t know if a hypothesis with this name really exists. I have seen stories on TV that said character and hobby taste were changed by organ transplantation, but since the information from the internal organs is transmitted to the brain, I think the brain might be sufficiently influenced by the replacement of an organ… Even if it’s taking measures after it’s too late, I think I’d like to read publications related to that.


  By the way, as a personal wish, I think that the spirit wants to exist as a soul, not some electrical signal created inside the brain.


   


  Together with the publication of Volume 19, I am finally able to reveal a new media experience. As an author a movie seems like a really big deal, but it will receive a special story and I will make it the most interesting I can with everyone from the staff in the company. Please look forward to this. The content will be an original episode.


   


  The next volume will become a collection of short stories. I have published the episode concerning the 2096 Nine Schools Competition serially in the Dengeki Bunko magazine and a newly written short story is planned to be recorded. It is not decided yet if this will be “Volume 20”. Maybe it will have a name such as “Volume 13.5” or “Side B”?


   


  Thank you very much for following me this time as well. In the next chapters Tatsuya and the others will also continue on to the last school year. “Mahouka Koukou no Rettousei” is finally rushing to its climax.


  Please look forward to the short story collection of the next volume and the new chapters of “Prologue of Disturbance Arc” (provisional) as well, thank you very much.


  (Satou Tsutomu)
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