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Underneath the moonlight-- Hinata walked along the sandy shoal dressed in her miko garb, offering 
up a ritual prayer.

It was a puriĕcation ceremony.

Hinata had again requested to be the one to cleanse Chikage's corpse. And thus, Hinata ĕrst had to 
purify her own body.

IImmediately following the report of Chikage's death, Taisha headquarters dispatched Shinto priests 
to begin the post-mortem procedures. e plan was to cleanse Chikage's body overnight and carry 
out the funeral service the next morning.

Hinata's voice quivered as she recited the prayer.

(Why... must things be so cruel...?)

Wakaba had told her how Chikage had behaved in the forestized world. But by no means could 
Chikage's rampage have been of her own volition.

TTamako, Anzu, Chikage.

e lives of three girls had been lost.

Had they lived normal lives, in a normal time--

e boisterous Tamako would be dragging Anzu every which way as Chikage would begrudgingly play 
along.

All three of them would still be alive.
 
MMeanwhile, Wakaba was in Yuuna's hospital room.

"Gun-chan..."

"..."

Yuuna sat up in bed as she listened to Wakaba's report. Her report of Chikage's death.

Yuuna's head was down, obscuring her face, but her ĕsts were clenched tight.

"I'm getting discharged soon... so I thought we'd be able to hang out again..."

"... I'm sorry..."

WWakaba felt responsible for Chikage's death. is wouldn't have happened had she been more attentive 
to Chikage's dangerous mental state. is wouldn't have happened had she been strong enough to 
guarantee Chikage was safe from the Vertexes.

"It's not your fault at all, Wakaba-chan."
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Around two thirds of the memory cards were labeled with a month, year, and the name 
"Wakaba-chan" written in small letters. But the remaining third only had a month and year. And 
those cards only seemed to start around the year 2015.

"What about these ones without Wakaba-chan's name on them?"

Yuuna picked up one such memory card.

"ose ones have pictures of all of us."

Hinata inserted the card into her smartphone and Ęipped through the photos one by one.

"Ah! "Ah! is one's from when we all ĕrst came to Marugame Castle! at brings me back!"

Yuuna spoke happily as she looked at the picture on the smartphone.

e photo showed six girls in Marugame Castle, all elementary students.

Six girls who were brought into Marugame Castle not fully grasping the entire extent of the 
circumstances that brought them there. Everyone looked bewildered. ese girls had just met and 
still had not talked with each other much.

Hinata swiped her phone screen.

e next photo was of the ĕrst time they all went out for udon.

"Here. is place is one of the few genuine handmade shops. A rarity even in Kagawa now."

Wakaba and Hinata had taken Yuuna, Tamako, Anzu, and Chikage to a certain udon shop in the city. 
e four of them were from out of prefecture, so it was the ĕrst time they had eaten Kagawa udon.

YYuuna had said she wanted to eat udon, the soul food of Kagawa, so Wakaba and Hinata had taken 
everyone to their recommended shop. At the time, the heroes' faces had yet to be widespread through 
the media, so they were able to eat in peace without the other patrons causing a commotion. ey 
merely attracted as much attention as any other large group of six elementary schoolers would.

e four out-of-towners ordered udon as recommended by Wakaba and Hinata, and as soon as they 
had their ĕrst mouthful of noodles, their eyes opened in surprise.

(All four): "...!?"

FFor a minute, everyone froze as if time had stopped.

e ĕrst to speak was Tamako.

"Wh-what!? What on earth is this majesty!? It's a tamashock! is Ęavor is a 30 kilotamashock!"

Tamako later explained that one tamashock was equal to the surprise you feel when you try to buy 
a drink at a vending machine, but open your wallet and ĕnd you only have 80 yen. Apparently, 
awakening to her power as a hero was merely a 27 kilotamashock for Tamako.
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Tamako continued carrying Anzu on her back.

"Anzu, what did you think would happen if a girl like you slept in the park all alone late at night? I'm 
gonna give you an earful when you wake up."

But Tamako was smiling even as she said that. She was indeed mad at Anzu, but it seemed she was 
even happier to know that Anzu was safe.

Anzu woke up en route to the dormitory.

""Huh...? Where am I...?"

"Marugame Castle. We're just about back at the dorm."

When Wakaba answered her, Anzu looked around dubiously, still half-asleep.

"Huh...? Oh, I must've fallen asleep reading..."

"Was that the book you were reading?"

Hinata gestured toward the paperback book Anzu was still holding onto.

EEven in her sleep, Anzu wouldn't let go of the book. e cover looked quite darker than the romance 
novels Anzu usually read.

"Yes... Nevil Shute's 'On the Beach'... It's about a post-apocalyptic world where people try to keep 
living normal lives until the very end. Reading it made me feel sad... but I just couldn't stop reading..."

Perhaps still sleepy, Anzu said just that before closing her eyes once more.

"We'll... be okay... right...? Forever..."

It was hard to tell from Anzu's tone if she were sleeptalking or if she were serious.

"O"Of course we'll be okay, Anzu! Our world's not post-apocalyptic. We don't have to worry about 
waiting to the very end. Just leave it ta Tama ta make sure you and the whole world are safe!"

Anzu's breathing calmed down in response to Tamako's words.

In the end, Tamako carried Anzu all the way back to her room like that.

"... I don’t think we shall discover anything that’s good, or very hopeful. But even so, it’s fun
just ĕnding out..."

Wakaba muttered as she gazed at the picture of Tamako carrying Anzu.

""Wakaba-chan, what was that?"

Yuuna asked dubiously.
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"Ahh, that's a line from the protagonist of 'On the Beach'... I borrowed it from Anzu aer that all 
happened."

at novel was the sad story of a post-apocalyptic world.

But until the end of the end, people continued their jobs as normal, raised children, did housework, 
and spent normal days with their family and loved ones--

If the world were not faced with impending collapse, this surely would have been an all too ordinary, 
happy story.

IIf only.

If only Wakaba and the other girls lived in a world not faced with impending collapse, they would 
surely be living ordinary, happy days.

"... Let's look at the next picture!"

And with Yuuna's suggestion, Hinata swiped her screen.

One by one, new pictures showed up.

A picture of everyone by a decorated Christmas tree, from before the Vertexes started appearing again.

""at reminds me... is is around when I started getting along with Gun-chan."
 
Even aer the six of them started living together in Marugame Castle, Chikage still would not open 
her heard to anyone.

At school, she would play games with headphones on during breaks. During lunch break, she would 
disappear somewhere, apparently to eat alone. Aer school, she would immediately head back to her 
dorm room, speaking with nobody.

TTamako, Yuuna, and the others would try talking to her during break times, but they would get no 
reaction from Chikage as she was too busy concentrating on her games with her headphones on.

"What's her problem!? We're trying to talk to her! How gloomy can you be!?"

Even as Tamako vented her frustration, Chikage didn't so much as look up from her game screen.

And then one day, near the end of the year, Christmas decorations started popping up downtown.

"We gotta do something Christmas-y too! Together!"

Yuuna declared.

""Christmas...?"

Just then, Chikage paused her game and murmured.
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It was a quiet little voice, but since she rarely responded to her classmates at all, everyone turned to 
Chikage.

Chikage awkwardly looked away and resumed her game, but Yuuna spoke up to her.

"Let's have a Christmas party, Gun-chan!"

"..."

"Okay?"

".."... I don't know what Christmas parties are like... My family's... never done anything... for 
Christmas..."

ose words took Tamako and Anzu by surprise. As the Miko attached with the heroes, Hinata alone 
was informed of Chikage's past and strained household situation, and thus could see how that might 
be the case.

"Well, you see, for a Christmas party, you decorate a huuuge tree, eat cake and poultry, wear hats, and 
go all 'boom!' and stuff!"

"..."...? I know... what a Christmas tree is... but...? Poultry? ... like honetsuki dori? Boom... so you shoot 
guns? So... you wear hats while eating honetsuki dori and shooting each other with guns...?"

A scene played out in Chikage's mind with fedora-wearing maĕosos devouring honetsuki dori with 
one hand, pistol in the other, shooting at each other.

"No, no! You see, there are these things made with gunpowder where you pull the string and they 
make a super loud sound! And the hats are, well... they're like, triangle shaped like this!"

Yuuna awkwardly tried to describe party poppers and party hats. But Chikage didn't seem to follow.

""Anyway, let's have a Christmas party! en you'll understand! Okay?"

Yuuna almost overbearingly decided to hold a Christmas party in the Marugame Castle classroom for 
Chikage to attend.

Since it was a Christmas party organized by young girls, it was not much. ey could only prepare a 
small tree, decorate the classroom, and get a cake and some sweets they scrounged up.

But still, everyone enjoyed themselves quite a bit.

AAs they prepared for the party, Yuuna stayed by Chikage's side the entire time, and little by little, 
Chikage started talking with her.

"Takashima-san... I'm not good talking with people... I've always just played games..."

Chikage spoke while decorating the classroom.

"You like games?"
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"Tamacchi-sempai, you're really the same age as me!"

at exchange between Tamako and Anzu aside,

Anzu suggested that they should really make the most of the occasion and give Chikage something to 
commemorate her graduation.

Everyone agreed, and so they went to a local stationery shop to buy formal certiĕcate paper. e ĕve of 
them composed the content of the text, and Wakaba wrote it as she had the best handwriting.

e winner of the mock battle would hand the diploma to Chikage. If Chikage herself won, then 
everyone would hand it to her together. at was the plan.

A diploma made by her friends in Marugame Castle.

Deĕnite proof that the girl named Koori Chikage had lived there.

"..."

Yuuna's shoulders shook in silence.
 
IIn the end, they had no more footprints to follow to ĕnd Chikage.

ey were nothing but ordinary girls outside of their "Is a hero" and "Is a miko" status, so they were 
limited in what they could do.

But while they were unable to ĕnd Chikage, the girls made a solemn vow.

One day, the Taisha requested Wakaba once again address the citizens with another speech:

Now that Chikage had passed away, Wakaba and Yuuna were the only heroes capable of ĕghting. 
us, the citizens needed to be calmed and given peace of mind. Furthermore, they were to be told 
that Chikage's death was a result of her becoming unsuitable as a hero, and that Wakaba and Yuuna 
excelled in both ability and mental fortitude, so they would not be defeated by the Vertexes. us, 
Shikoku was safe.

Wakaba stood at Marugame Castle, facing the people once again.

e people came to hear the hero's words.

e media came to broadcast the hero's speech live.

WWakaba had completely memorized the speech the Taisha had prepared, along with the gestures and 
intonation she was to use. As with the previous speech, it was a carefully formulated speech created 
by analyzing famous speeches of the past. e speech wove a story with logical progression, decorated 
with eloquent rhetoric. e gestures and intonation were carefully chosen for psychological effect.

It was a speech whose ĕrst and foremost goal was to manipulate the audience's emotions.
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