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      Prologue


      Champion of Justice


      Everyone who knew Kurumi Tokisaki shared the same opinion of her: She was a good girl.


      Born into a wealthy family and raised like a cherished princess by indulgent parents, she had lived seventeen years without discomfort or dissatisfaction. Her life was extremely peaceful; she harbored no ill will toward anyone, nor did anyone harbor any toward her.


      This, surely, was happiness. Anyone looking at her life would no doubt call it charmed, and she herself thought the same.


      That wasn’t to say she was without trouble, though.


      A vague sense of helplessness lurked eternally within her heart, perhaps because she had grown up wanting for nothing. Or perhaps it was in her nature to feel as such.


      She looked out at the world and saw people tortured by all kinds of trials and tribulations. Some were caught up in war and lost their lives. Others, afflicted by congenital illness, had barely taken a breath before their lives ended. Some lacked basic necessities or were subjected to baseless prejudice. An icy wind blew in this world and harmed the weak without mercy.


      Whenever she watched TV, read the papers or magazines, or simply looked around with her own two eyes, Kurumi was overwhelmed by an extraordinary powerlessness.


      Could everyone have felt something like this at one point in their lives? Eventually, everyone learned how absurd and irrational the world could be, and they came to some compromise in their hearts, averting their eyes from the misfortune in the parts of the world they could not touch.


      Yet, still, this feeling lingered in her heart, no matter how much time passed.


      Maybe she could do something. She wanted to reach out to those in trouble. Put kindly, this stemmed from a pure desire for justice. Put harshly, it was a childish, naive way of thinking.


      It was a feeling that took root deep within Kurumi Tokisaki’s heart—one she would show no one.


      And then, perhaps precisely because of this nature of hers, it happened.


      That day.


      It was a day like any other, around five PM. Kurumi was walking toward the orange light of the sunset with a friend, chatting about nothing in particular.


      “Hey, Sawa?”


      “Yes?” Sawa Yamauchi, her classmate, blinked repeatedly as she gave Kurumi a curious look. She was an unsophisticated girl with chestnut hair in braids.


      “Do you have any plans tomorrow?” Kurumi asked. “If you’re free, I’d love to come over.”


      “Oh, sure! Do you want to pet Marron again?” Sawa said with an elegant giggle. Marron was Sawa’s family pet. He was a friendly American shorthair, a cute little kitty that would wind its way around the legs of even complete strangers, purring and looking for pets.


      “N-no, I wouldn’t say that,” Kurumi stammered. “It’s simply, well, I was hoping we could study together…”


      “Hee-hee! Let’s!” Sawa replied with a gentle grin. “Come on over. If you love cats so much, though, you really ought to get one of your own.”


      Kurumi furrowed her brow in consternation.


      “…My mother is allergic.”


      “How unfortunate. Well then, I guess you’ll have to wait until you have your own place.” Sawa laughed again and split off toward her house with a wave.


      Kurumi waved back and watched her go. Once her friend had vanished from sight, she began walking once more.


      Tranquil days, nothing to complain about. She was blessed with friends, she wasn’t starving, and she didn’t suffer from any illness.


      No doubt, this peace would continue. Kurumi felt the tiniest twinge in the depths of her heart, but she tried to ignore it as she set out for home.


      Before too long, however, she realized something was not quite right.


      “…Hmm?” She blinked rapidly as she turned yet another corner and whirled her head around.


      At some point, the people, the animals, the very sound itself had vanished from her surroundings. She felt like she had accidentally wandered into a parallel world.


      For a moment, she thought there was something wrong with her hearing, but that wasn’t it. She could still very clearly hear the sound of her own voice and of her clothing rustling.


      “Wh-what is going on…?” Bewildered, she began to run to at least try and get away from whatever was happening.


      However…


      “Wh—?” She was forced to stop very quickly.


      The reason was extremely simple—an unidentified monster had appeared before her.


      The creature appeared as a shadowy void in humanoid form. A hazy aura emanated from it, and it cried out from time to time in a voice somewhere between a scream and a howl. It was quite clearly nothing of this world.


      “Eeeah?!” Kurumi reflexively caught her breath and tried to flee.


      Overcome with fright as she was, though, her body didn’t move precisely as she wanted. Her feet tangled beneath her, and she fell onto her backside.


      “Aah!”


      “…………”


      The monster caught sight of Kurumi and lumbered toward her.


      “N-no!” She shrank into herself, unable to do anything else.


      However, in the next instant, a bright light blanketed her field of vision, a deafening explosion rocked her eardrums, and the figure of the monster closing in on her vanished.


      “…?!”


      A girl appeared in front of her, taking the place of the beast.


      “You okay?” she asked.


      “Huh? Oh! Y-yes.” Kurumi lifted her face, confused, and inspected the girl.


      She had fine facial features and long hair fluttering in the wind. She wore a beautiful dress imbued with a faint light. A somehow somber shadow colored the expression on her face, enhancing her inherent mystique. All these elements combined to make her look like an angel, or perhaps a goddess.


      A heartbeat later, Kurumi pieced together what had happened. This girl had defeated the shadow monster and saved her.


      “Th-thank you so much. I owe you my life,” Kurumi squeaked out, her voice trembling as she took the girl’s extended hand and allowed her to help her to her feet. “What…on earth was that?”


      “A Spirit,” the girl told her, abruptly lowering her eyes. “A world-killing monster.”


      “A Spirit…?” Kurumi slowly repeated.


      “…Yes.” The girl nodded. “Who are you, exactly? What are you doing here?”


      “Oh! I’m terribly sorry,” Kurumi said. “My name is Kurumi Tokisaki. And…I don’t have any idea how I got here.”


      The girl put a hand to her chin, mulling over Kurumi’s response. “…You wandered in here all on your own? Hmm. Might be that you’re compatible.”


      “Huh…?” Kurumi tilted her head.


      The girl looked Kurumi right in the eyes. “I know this is all pretty sudden, Kurumi, so my apologies. Let me ask you something—do you want power?”


      “Do I want…power?” Kurumi stared at her, uncomprehending.


      “…Yeah. Do you want the same kind of power I have?” the girl asked. “I’m sure you’d be compatible with a Sefirah. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to save the world with me.”


      “…”


      The girl spoke preposterous words so suddenly. The average person would have no doubt laughed them off or been immediately suspicious.


      Kurumi, too, felt a similar urge.


      Yet something inside of her, embedded far more strongly in the depths of her heart, made her head drop forward in a nod before she even fully realized what she was doing.


      “Great. Together, we’ll be unstoppable.” The girl smiled gracefully before continuing.


      “Pleased to meet you, Kurumi. I’m Mio Takamiya. You might say I’m…a champion of justice.”

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 1


      Nightmare’s Seduction


      “Kuru…mi…”


      Shido wasn’t particularly aware of the name slipping out of his mouth. It was simply that the moment he registered the girl before him, his mind, his eyes, his everything converged on her, and he opened his mouth without thinking.


      It was understandable. The girl was so impressive that she commanded his attention.


      Her hair was shiny and pitch-black. Her skin porcelain, imbued with a bewitching air. Her lips pale red, turned up in a coquettish smile. And barely glimpsed among all these, in place of an eye, a clockface. There was only one girl in the entire world with these features.


      Her name was Kurumi Tokisaki. The so-called worst Spirit, who wielded the Angel that controlled time, Zafkiel.


      She had come to Shido and his friends countless times, made attempts on their lives, threatened them and blocked their way forward, and, every so often, stood by their side. And now she was here.


      “Why—?” Again, Shido spoke only somewhat consciously.


      Kurumi had not appeared in a back alley in the middle of the night, nor when he was in a tight spot surrounded by enemies. She had come to him in his high school classroom: Year 2, Class 4’s room. In a scene exemplifying the ordinary, the avatar standing before him now was anything but.


      Her presence unnerved him so much that his mouth dried up, and he gulped.


      “Hee-hee!” Kurumi broke into a smile where she was seated, as though amused by the look on his face, and continued in a playful tone. “‘Why?’ You say such strange things, Shido. I’m not sure that is the proper way to address a classmate returning to school after a lengthy absence.”


      She leaned back, showing off her outfit.


      She wasn’t wearing her usual Astral Dress, with its mix of blood and shadow coloring, but rather, a blazer and a pleated skirt—the same high school uniform worn by every girl in class.


      “You…,” Shido said dubiously, his brow furrowing.


      Kurumi had been registered in this class several months ago—that much was true. He didn’t know how she had managed it, but she had apparently done all the paperwork, and her absence had been treated as mere leave instead of a withdrawal.


      This did not mean, however, that he was naive enough to believe her every word. She had originally begun attending school here simply to go after Shido.


      “Oh goodness, oh dear.” Kurumi smiled merrily, no doubt inferring the weight on his heart from the look in his eyes. She stood up and took a step toward him.


      “Shido!”


      “…”


      Two shadows lunged out from behind him, put on the defensive at Kurumi’s sudden movement, and he saw long hair the color of night and pale locks neatly trimmed to shoulder level swinging in front of him—Tohka Yatogami and Origami Tobiichi, the Spirits Shido had walked to school with.


      Kurumi seemed to have expected this. She smiled faintly, not looking particularly surprised, and brought the hand she’d extended to her own mouth.


      “Hee-hee-hee! As popular as ever, Shido,” she teased, and looked at Tohka and Origami with a lascivious gaze. “Rest assured, I have no intention of causing a commotion here.”


      “What…?!”


      “We’re supposed to believe you?”


      “Oh my, dear me!” Kurumi pretended to wipe away an imaginary tear. “I’m disliked by both of you? How terribly sad.”


      Tohka faltered, then looked at Origami and saw that her expression hadn’t changed one bit. She gasped and reassumed her own stern expression.


      Kurumi giggled through her fake tears, then lowered her voice to hide her next words from their other classmates.


      “…Were I planning on abandoning all pretense and turning to violence, I would have manifested my Angel already.”


      “Wh—?” Shido gasped.


      Kurumi’s smile grew broader, and she kept going in a singsong manner.


      “I would envelop the school in my City of Devouring Time and have my avatars hold the unconscious students hostage…a gun to the heads of all your school friends. I wonder how exactly you would fight back then, Shido? I can hardly wait to find out.”


      “Kurumi!” Shido shouted, his face growing harder.


      “Ee-hee-hee! Hee-hee!” Kurumi responded with an unsettling laugh. “I do hope that you will take the fact that I have done none of this now as proof of my sincerity. If you still find it difficult to trust me, well, I am willing to meet whatever demands you and your friends may have.”


      “…! You—” Shido gulped hard at what was obviously a threat despite the flowery words it was dressed up in.


      Tohka and Origami clenched their fists, as if shoring up their defenses, but Shido placed a hand on each of their shoulders to stop them.


      “…Fine,” he said finally.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Such a kind, kind boy.” Kurumi smiled with satisfaction and tossed her hair back.


      Wincing slightly at this captivating sight, Shido nevertheless did not let his guard down.


      Nor should he have. If she wasn’t here to hurt him, he had no idea why she had come back to school now after so much time.


      “Kurumi, what exactly are you doing here?” he demanded.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Enough with that scary face,” she said coquettishly. “I simply came to celebrate school life with you, Shido.”


      “………” Shido fell silent.


      Kurumi shrugged mischievously and continued, cranking up her volume so the other students could hear.


      “How awful, how mean! I merely wished to attend school with you, Shido. Have I not always done what you tell me? At your house, I am always nude, and when you call, I am soon by your side to serve you. Might I not have this much as a reward?”


      “Bwah?!” Shido cried out at this nonsense. He hurried to set the record straight in a panic. “Wh-what are you even talking about?! None of that—”


      But it was too late. His classmates had heard Kurumi and were already muttering among themselves and shooting him looks.


      “What? Is she for real? Itsuka’s up to something again?”


      “Hold on. That’s Tokisaki. She transferred here in June, right?”


      “I thought she was on a temporary absence. She’s been at Itsuka’s house this whole time?!”


      And so on and so forth.


      Baseless rumors began to fly at lightning speed.


      “…Urgh.” Shido pressed a hand to his forehead in despair. Meanwhile, Kurumi giggled, seemingly even more delighted.


      But Shido couldn’t be bothered with gossip right then. Not to mention that this wasn’t the first time he’d faced harsh criticism. He ran his hands through his hair to set his mind straight, sighed heavily, and turned his gaze back to the girl.


      “…You just came to learn, then? If that really is all you want, I’ll be the first to welcome you. I’ll even throw you a party at my place. Of course, I will have to seal your Spirit power,” he told her with a frown.


      Naturally, he wasn’t serious. While he spoke from the heart, he didn’t honestly think Kurumi would respond in earnest.


      And yet, she surprised him.


      “Yes, yes,” she said breezily. “That wouldn’t be an issue at all.”


      “…Huh?” he cried, stunned. He spent a few seconds doubting not only his own ears, but also the language processing centers in his brain. He shot a glance at Tohka and Origami and registered the shock on their faces, too.


      “Kurumi?” He stared at her wide-eyed. “What did you just…?”


      “I said I have no issue with entrusting my Spirit power to you, Shido. However…” She smiled bewitchingly and held a finger up. “I do have one condition.”


      “…” He gulped again. He had a hard time believing that the Kurumi would let go of her Spirit power just like that. Her condition was likely some unreasonable demand that was, for all intents and purposes, impossible to honor. She was probably just pulling his leg.


      Still, he had to check. If there was even the slightest chance of sealing Kurumi’s Spirit power, then his only option was to cling to that scrap of hope. Plus, more than anything, even though she always looked as though she was toying with him, he could see solemnity in her eyes now. He took a deep breath and made up his mind.


      “…And what would that be?”


      “Well…,” Kurumi started to say, just as the bell rang to announce the start of classes. “Oh dear! Is it already that time? How unfortunate. I suppose we must take our seats.” She whirled around, turning her back to him, and started toward her own desk.


      “Kurumi!” Shido couldn’t stop himself from calling out to her. Several of his classmates turned toward him in surprise.


      She simply giggled, not surprised in the least, and put a finger to her mouth. “Let’s discuss details after school, shall we? Too many prying eyes around now. And it is a student’s duty to study, after all.”


      She walked away, leaving these words lingering in the air.
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      “…Origami Tobiichi. Former AST member. Rank at the time was Master Sergeant. Wizard rank B plus. Resigned for personal reasons a few months ago.”


      In DEM Industries’ Japan offices, Artemisia Ashcroft put a thoughtful hand to her chin as she read the information displayed on the screen before her.


      Artemisia’s golden hair shone like a bundle of pure sunlight, and her distinctive eyes were as blue as the sea. Even a gentle smile made her appear to glow, yet currently, her expression was shadowed with bewilderment and doubt.


      “There’s no mistake. That’s her,” she murmured, and tapped at the console to display more detailed information.


      The monitor showed her all kinds of data—height, weight, Realizer proficiency. She was currently accessing the DEM Industries international Wizard database.


      In these modern times, a Wizard was not a person who chanted spells or performed rites, but rather someone who could use a Realizer independently and deploy a Territory. To that end, it was necessary to undergo a surgical procedure to have a small device embedded in the brain. This was impossible to perform in secret as an individual, however, which meant this database contained information on all Wizards using DEM Industries Realizers.


      When Artemisia had gone to attack a Spirit in space a month or so earlier, she had seen what had seemed to be another Wizard. Curious, she’d decided to go ahead and look into her, just in case, and had managed to find the girl’s information in the database.


      “Hmm…”


      However…


      She pursed her lips together unhappily. It was all fine and good that the girl was listed as expected. The database, though, contained only the most basic of data and not the information she really wanted. She stretched her back in her chair.


      “What are you doing, Artemisia?”


      A voice came from behind her. She looked back and found that another girl had come to stand there at some point. Her hair was a paler blond than Artemisia’s, and her eyes a deeper blue. If Artemisia was the sun, then this girl was the ethereal moon.


      Their similarities ended at their appearances, though. Artemisia would never be so arrogant as to name herself the sun before the woman before her, Ellen Mira Mathers. Executive leader of DEM Industries’ second enforcement division, and the Wizard widely agreed to be humanity’s strongest.


      “Oh, Ellen. I was just…you know,” Artemisia replied vaguely, and Ellen leaned forward slightly to peer at the screen in Artemisia’s hands.


      “Origami Tobiichi?” she asked. “Why are you interested in her?”


      “You know her?” Artemisia asked, looking up at Ellen.


      “A little,” the other woman said, narrowing her eyes ever so slightly.


      This reaction wasn’t particularly noteworthy in and of itself, but for some reason, Artemisia felt like she caught a glimpse of slight annoyance in it.


      “Did something happen with her?” Artemisia asked.


      “No.” Ellen averted her gaze. “Nothing.”


      Artemisia knew Ellen wouldn’t tell her anything when she got like this, so she gave up on seeking an explanation and decided to go with her original question.


      “This girl,” she said slowly. “She’s a Spirit, right?”


      “Yes.” Ellen nodded. “Codename: Angel. The Spirit formerly known as Origami in this world.”


      “And she’s ex-AST?”


      “She is. Most likely, she quit the AST when she became a Spirit.”


      “Huh…” Artemisia stroked her chin as she turned her eyes again to the picture of Origami on-screen. After a few seconds, she murmured, “Hey, Ellen? Have I met this girl before?”


      “…Why do you ask?”


      “She seemed to know me.”


      “…” Ellen fell silent. But after a few seconds, she sighed quietly. “You underestimate yourself, Artemisia. There’s nothing strange about a former AST member having heard of the SSS’s Artemisia Ashcroft.”


      “Hmm. I suppose not,” Artemisia agreed thoughtfully.


      “Indeed.” Ellen sniffed. “Also, given that you yourself don’t know whether you met her or not, how on earth should I know?”


      “Ah-ha-ha! That’s true!” Artemisia gave her a wry smile and shrugged.


      Ellen sighed in exasperation. “At any rate, Ike called for us. I’m heading there now.”


      “Oh, okay. Hang on a sec.” Artemisia put her computer to sleep and followed the other woman out of the room.


      “…”


      Ellen glanced at Artemisia as they walked down the hallway in silence.


      Noticing this, the sensitive girl smiled at her, and Ellen awkwardly turned her eyes forward again.


      She had been a little surprised to be asked about Origami Tobiichi, but it didn’t seem like Artemisia had regained her memory.


      Artemisia had, indeed, crossed blades with Origami in their previous battle. It made sense that she would have questions about any conversation they had.


      Ellen doubted the memory procedure could be undone by a few simple words exchanged on the battlefield, but it might be a good idea to check the conversation log to be safe. Mulling this over, she stepped into the elevator with Artemisia.


      “Say, Ellen?” Artemisia asked. “This call… Do we have a new mission or something?”


      “No idea,” Ellen replied. “Ike said there was something he wanted to show us.”


      “Something he wanted to show us?” Artemisia parroted.


      “Yes.”


      The girls arrived at the top floor of the building and made their way to the office of DEM Industries Managing Director, Isaac Westcott.


      However…


      “…”


      Ellen stopped abruptly in front of the office door. She had detected a bizarre presence on the other side. While Westcott did have an abnormally intimidating air, the something she felt on the other side of this door had a very different aura from his. It was almost as though…innumerable monsters were lying in wait for the two.


      “Ellen.”


      It didn’t go unnoticed by Artemisia, either. Her face tensed, eyebrows twitching slightly.


      “Yes.” Ellen gave her a nod.


      “What is that?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Isaac hasn’t been attacked…has he?”


      “Impossible. This might be a branch office, but it’s still DEM Industries. No one could slip past us and set up a—” Ellen gasped.


      There was one. An individual who had previously attacked this very Japanese branch office—Nightmare, the Spirit who controlled time and shadow, and who had an inexhaustible supply of clones of their past self.


      Naturally, Ellen hadn’t been negligent in her security precautions. Still, she could think of no other potential attacker. Gritting her teeth, she flung the door open without knocking.


      “Ike! Are you all right?! I—” Both her feet and mouth stopped the second she entered the room.


      The reason was simple. There was no Spirit there, only Westcott sitting alone.


      “What…?” She frowned.


      “Aah, good. You’re here,” Westcott said, looking up at her, and then furrowed his own brow. “What’s the matter, Ellen? You look as though you’re ready for a fight.”


      “…Oh. No, it’s nothing,” she said, straightening her slightly askew collar.


      Artemisia charged into the room after her, then stopped, similarly surprised.


      “Huh? I was sure I felt something in here…”


      Westcott gave the girls an amused look before slowly standing and walking over to the window.


      “Now then, both of you,” he said. “There could be only one reason I called you here today. Now that the Spirit in space has fallen into Ratatoskr’s hands, their total Spirit count climbs to ten.”


      “…There is no excuse for my incompetence.” Ellen bowed, a pained look on her face.


      The memory of the battle in space—in which her Goetia had been defeated by the enemy airship, Fraxinus—was still fresh. If she hadn’t fallen, the outcome of the fight would have been quite different.


      Westcott seemed disinterested in blame.


      “We’re not here to find fault. You both performed well. And in fact, I believe our current situation is what will lead us to our greatest success.”


      “Our greatest success?” Ellen repeated with a slight frown.


      “Indeed.” Westcott nodded. “A sufficient number of Spirits have been assembled, and I have in my possession a Demon King, albeit an incomplete one. If I had any regrets, I suppose it would be the fact that Elliot is not here.”


      “…!”


      Elliot. Ellen’s expression tightened at the traitor’s name.


      Westcott went on with a shrug. “At any rate, it’s nearly time. Do you remember what we talked about before, Ellen? We shall have this Shido Itsuka fulfill his role as a key.”


      “…! You mean—” Her eyes grew wide.


      A grin popped up on Westcott’s face, and he held up his right hand. Darkness spilled from his palm, taking shape as a book with a black cover.


      The Demon King Beelzebub, the miracle in the form of a tome Westcott had taken from the Spirit code-named Sister. Its power was omnipotence, the most sinister and evil ability. Through it, the user could see any and all phenomena occurring in this world.


      “Although Sister has jammed the search function, we can still slip through Ratatoskr’s defenses by concentrating the Demon King’s power on a single point of investigation. And perhaps it’s about time for us to go after them in earnest. No need for mercy now. Give your strength free reign as humanity’s most powerful Wizard.”


      “I will take care of it,” Ellen responded immediately. “I will bring you this greatest of successes.”


      “I hope you do. I’m counting on you girls,” Westcott said. Ellen stood up straighter and nodded. Artemisia followed suit a heartbeat later.


      “Well then, we will shift into action straightaway. If you will—,” Ellen started, only to be interrupted.


      “Aah, one more thing.” Westcott arched an eyebrow as if he had just remembered something.


      “What is it?”


      “I forgot to tell you. I decided to arrange for some extra personnel for this mission.”


      “Extra personnel… Do you mean Wizards?” Ellen tried to maintain her composure, but she couldn’t entirely keep her displeasure out of her voice. “You mean to say our strength is insufficient?”


      “No.” Westcott shook his head, a faint smile playing on his lips. “You are without a doubt the most powerful Wizard of your generation, and Artemisia’s abilities are second only to yours. Still, we must not overlook the power of numbers. With their abilities sealed, the Spirits are essentially children before you both. However, assembled in great numbers, even those children will be able to check your movement for a few minutes. And in those few minutes, our target might well escape once more.”


      “…Ike,” Ellen said flatly.


      “Ha-ha-ha! Struck a nerve, huh?” Artemisia laughed, carefree, and Ellen furrowed her brow in annoyance.


      Westcott’s words were undeniable fact. The reason she had failed to take down her target when individual strength should have led to her victory was none other than the clump of Spirits who had come forward to obstruct her each and every time.


      DEM had other Wizards and the autonomous Bandersnatches, but compared to the Spirits, these were hugely disadvantaged in terms of sheer power, and Ellen was reluctant to rely on them as backup.


      “Ike, I doubt there are many Wizards who could match our pace,” she noted. “Working alongside a mediocre team could hinder our performance.”


      “I suppose,” Westcott agreed readily. “Not to worry. I’m sure they will be a boon to you.” He slowly held up a hand and snapped his fingers.


      In the next instant, several sheets of paper danced up from behind Westcott’s chair, as if thrown into the air by a sudden gust of wind.


      “Wh—?”


      “Ah!”


      Ellen and Artemisia cried out in surprise as the sheets of paper plastered themselves to the walls.


      The pages appeared to have been torn from an ancient book.


      “That can’t be…!”


      Ellen narrowed her eyes to peer at the papers but quickly widened them again in surprise.


      Understandably so. There were girls crawling out of the thin sheets. Hair such a dark grey it was nearly black. Verdigris-hue eyes stared curiously at her and Artemisia. Their most notable feature, however, was that their faces were identical.


      “…! Ellen,” Artemisia said.


      “I know,” she replied, a bead of sweat rolling down her cheek.


      Yes. This was the same infinite presence she and Artemisia had detected before they had entered the room.


      “Allow me to introduce you,” Westcott said, the corners of his own rust-colored eyes turning up in a smile. “These are the daughters of the Demon King, the Nibelcole.”

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: image]
          

        

      


      Shido peeked at his phone to check the time. The orange light of evening poured in through the classroom windows. He exhaled slowly, getting his breathing under control before lifting his face.


      Classes were over, and his classmates had long since gone home. The only people in the classroom were Shido, Tohka, Origami, and the Yamai sisters, Yuzuru and Kaguya, from the class next door. They, too, were Spirits whose power he had once sealed.


      There was only one reason for Shido to stay after school—he wanted to speak with Kurumi again. They were on the roof, the location she had set for their meeting.


      He balled his hands into fists as if to steel himself, then got to his feet.


      “Okay,” he said. “I better get going, gang.”


      “Um…” Tohka’s eyebrows raised with anxiety. “Will you be okay, Shido? On second thought, maybe we should come with you.”


      The other Spirits bobbed their heads up and down.


      “Tohka’s right. It’s too dangerous.”


      “Our strength is essential if you are to tackle the jet-black Spirit cloaked in darkness.”


      “Unity. We will accompany you.”


      “Thanks, gang.” Shido stroked Tohka’s hair with a pained smile on his face, then slowly shook his head. “I’ll be okay. Kurumi might be a dangerous Spirit, but she doesn’t go back on her word. And…”


      He clenched his hands again as he continued.


      “I’m absolutely cooked if I can’t even have a one-on-one conversation with the Spirit whose powers I’m supposed to seal, y’know?”


      “Shido…” Tohka still looked worried, but she nonetheless shook her head vigorously and forced a bright expression onto her face. “…Mm. Okay. You got this!”


      “Yeah.” He nodded lifelessly and left them in the classroom. As he stepped into the hallway, he heard a familiar voice over the communication device in his right ear.


      “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you this, but make sure you don’t do anything reckless. We may be monitoring you from Fraxinus, but Kurumi’s Angel is not something you can plan for. We don’t know what is going to happen here.”


      It was Shido’s little sister and Ratatoskr commander, Kotori Itsuka. She was keeping an eye on Shido and the Spirits from aboard the airship high up in the sky.


      “Yeah, I know,” he said, and then continued jokingly. “But Ratatoskr’s supposed to save the Spirits, right? Kurumi may be scary, but if I run off without even talking to her, my even scarier little sister’ll give me a solid kick in the pants.”


      “Goodness!” Kotori retorted with a sniff. “Personally, I would punish you by tying you up and tickling you before I exposed all your secrets to the world. This little sister of yours must be quite the sweet girl to let you off with nothing more than a kick in the pants. You take good care of her, okay?”


      “…Ha-ha.” Shido laughed dryly, sweat beading on his forehead, but he did feel the tension in his body ease somewhat. He pursed his lips and clenched his teeth to psych himself up before opening the door and stepping out onto the roof.


      “…”


      The world suddenly brightened, making the light of the hallway behind him seem dim, and he squinted. The girl standing in the center of the light slowly came into focus as he did.


      “Goodness!” Kurumi must have heard the door open, announcing Shido’s arrival. She slowly turned from where she stood pressed up against the fence and took a few steps toward him, her heels clacking rhythmically. She picked up the hem of her skirt and gave an ostentatious curtsy. “Hee-hee-hee! Welcome. How wonderful it is of you to join me, Shido.”


      For a moment, he stood in awe of her grace and beauty. He quickly shook his head to regain his senses. He couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. He stared hard at her face.


      “Okay, Kurumi,” he said. “I came, just like I promised.”


      “…” Kurumi peered at him intently for a few moments, then twisted her lips up in a smile. “It occurred to me this morning…you’ve changed a little, haven’t you, Shido?”


      “Huh?” He stared at her blankly.


      “You appear more mature than when we first met. Well, I suppose it’s only natural since you have been through some terrible bloodbaths. Hee-hee-hee! You’ve turned out quite wonderfully.”


      “…Q-quit teasing me,” Shido said, shrinking back. He was grateful it was evening. He wouldn’t have been able to hide the redness of his cheeks without the orange light of dusk shining on him. “How about we pick up where we left off this morning and you tell me about the condition for sealing your Spirit power?”


      Kurumi grinned once again. It was an incredibly beautiful smile, and an incredibly frightening one. With the sun at her back, she looked like a messenger of death come to lure Shido to hell—and this was no exaggeration.


      “Yes, yes,” Kurumi began, almost melting into the light of the horizon behind her. “Well then, I shall tell you. I—”


      “…?!” Shido suddenly felt dizzy.


      Actually, to be precise, the sensation wasn’t exactly dizziness. He felt like someone had forced his body to shut down, and a dark sense of loss beyond anguish or illness swept over him.


      He had felt this indescribable sensation before.


      He had felt it when a bullet had pierced his body.


      He had felt it when a sword had plunged into his chest.


      He had felt it when a key had made a part of his body disappear.


      It was a feeling that lay far beyond the experience of anyone living in a human body, and it was trampling his very being. It was death.
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      In the sky above Tengu City in the Tokyo metropolis at five thirty PM, Ellen, clad in the platinum CR unit Pendragon, turned her attention to the high school campus far below as she hung in the air thanks to the Territory deployed around her body. The distance between her and her target was likely well over ten thousand meters. But the eyes of a Wizard like Ellen could clearly make out the human figures in motion there—Nightmare, several other Spirits, and Shido Itsuka.


      “Ready?” she said, almost to herself, while she kept her gaze fixed on the ground.


      “Of course. Ready when you are,” came Artemisia’s voice over the comm.


      Equipped with Pendragon’s sister unit, Lancelot, Artemisia was focused on the same targets as Ellen, only from a different location.


      Ellen silently acknowledged this response, dropped her gaze to the ground again, put a hand to the unit on her back, and unsheathed her weapon.


      The folded-up sword deployed to create a blade of concentrated magic, outputted by her Realizer, that shone with golden light. Adorned with the name of a sacred sword, the laser blade Caledfwlch was Pendragon’s main armament.


      “Here we go,” Ellen said brusquely, and kicked at the air to descend, one leg bent behind her. She closed in on her target as quickly as a bullet—so fast that the average person would have lost consciousness or, worse, had their body torn to pieces.


      As cliché as it sounded, she moved faster than the naked eye could perceive. Because in truth, few people could have seen Ellen at that moment.


      However…


      “…! Hah!” Flying forward as if to split the sky in two, Ellen stopped abruptly and swung her sword.


      Magical light bounced back and illuminated the surrounding clouds.


      “Hngh!” she groaned. However tremendously powerful Caledfwlch might have been, it would not cause a shower of sparks like this with a single blow.


      It had struck another sword imbued with magic.


      “Hoo-ee! Stopping me in the nick of time like that! You’re really something, Ellen,” the girl whom she had crossed blades with said with a forceful smile. She was wearing a CR unit with a wolfish silhouette. Her hair was tied up in a ponytail, and she had a distinctive mole stamped neatly under her left eye.


      “You.” Recognizing the interloper’s voice and face, Ellen furrowed her brow. “Mana! Why are you here?!”


      “Hah!” The girl—Mana Takamiya—came back at her with a shrill battle cry and another swing of her sword.


      “Tch!” Ellen’s face contorted in annoyance, and she manipulated her Territory to steady herself and knock the blow aside. She pulled back to the rear to put some distance between them before fixing a glare on Mana.


      “Oh my!” Mana shrugged teasingly. “Look at that face! You’re giving me such a fright. Keep scowling like that and you’ll get wrinkles, you know.”


      “…You’ve got jokes,” Ellen spat, and set her brain to work while keeping a guarded gaze on Mana.


      Mana had Ellen’s flight. That was fine. While Mana wasn’t as powerful as Ellen, she was still a more than sufficiently strong Wizard. It was an order of difficulty easier to snipe a hunter fixed on her target from the side than it was to confront that hunter directly.


      However, that assumed Mana had known Ellen’s precise location and target. Had Mana known that Ellen would be hunting Shido?


      No. Even if that information had leaked, it was hard to imagine Mana could have grasped even the fact that Ellen was after Shido.


      In which case, Mana was simply afraid of the possibility of Shido being attacked and thus was always on guard in the area?


      No. Even if she had been vigilant, it was simply not possible to be watching a range of ten thousand meters centered on Shido twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, no matter how powerful a Wizard she might have been.


      “…Hmph.” Ellen rejected a number of possibilities in her head and slowly pushed her hair back.


      Figuring out how Mana had known her location was not the most important thing right now. Ellen issued commands in her mind and opened a channel with Artemisia.


      “Artemisia. An obstacle has appeared. I am going to regroup. We will—” She had gotten that far when she abruptly realized that all she could hear was static instead of Artemisia’s voice in response. “What on earth…?”


      It was hard to imagine Artemisia had been eliminated. Most likely, their communication was being blocked, or Artemisia, like Ellen, had been pulled into a fight with some outside actor.


      Tch. Clicking her tongue quietly, Ellen narrowed her eyes at Mana. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but I commend your skill.”


      “…Seriously?” Mana twisted up her face, annoyed for some reason. “I’m just sooo fantastic. You know, Ellen, if you hadn’t shown your face, this could’ve ended as an amusing little anecdote.”


      “…? What?” Ellen furrowed her brow at Mana’s babbling.


      Mana shook her head slightly, as if to say that she had no intention of explaining herself any further. “That tale has nothing to do with you. Anyway, what are we doing here? Looks like the perfect moment slipped you by already.”


      “Hmph.” Ellen sniffed unhappily and turned the tip of her laser blade on Mana. “Allow me to compliment you on how you stopped my attack. However, that will only have any real meaning once you’ve claimed victory here.”


      “Hmm? In that case…” Mana readied her laser blade, prepared to accept this challenge.


      Ellen didn’t let her finish. “That’s what I figured you wanted to hear,” she continued.


      Ellen’s unit backpack opened, and its contents were deployed inside of her Territory—several pages from a book.


      “…Paper?” Mana said dubiously and lowered her center of gravity slightly. She was likely simply wary, trying to digest the meaning of Ellen’s actions.


      Ellen’s mouth softened into a smile. With her right hand gripping her sword, she brandished her left in front of her, and the pages lined up in a neat row.


      She knew it was impossible for Mana to defeat her. Just as Westcott had said, the other girl was more than capable of buying time if nothing else. In which case, rather than respond to Mana’s transparent challenge, Ellen should return to her mission as soon as possible.


      “…What is she trying to do here?” Mana muttered at Ellen’s incomprehensible actions.


      She wasn’t, however, asking Ellen this question. Even if the other girl could have heard Mana, Ellen wasn’t the kind of person to show the cards in her hand to the enemy she was facing off against.


      “Come out, Nibelcole,” Ellen said, snapping her fingers.


      The pages hanging in the air around her pulsed and wriggled as girls crawled out from inside of them—girls clad in black, all with the exact same face.


      “Aaah…”


      “What? Our turn already?”


      “Sure. Whatever. It is for Father’s sake, after all.”


      The girls spoke in turn as they stretched and yawned and fixed their eyes on Mana.


      “…!” Mana gasped. For a moment, she wondered if she was hallucinating. Because it wouldn’t have been that difficult for Ellen to project visions of her own devising inside of her Territory.


      Alas, this was no illusion.


      About twenty girls had, in fact, popped out of thin air in front of her. They all possessed a realistic quality that seemed unlikely for hallucinations. Mana could also sense their concentrated power.


      It was almost as if she was facing the avatars of Nightmare Kurumi Tokisaki.


      “These girls should be more than enough of a challenge for you.” Ellen smirked and issued her order to the girls. “Nibelcole, I am heading toward the target. I leave this to you.”


      The Nibelcole glanced at her and waved.


      “Sure thing. You go on, now.”


      “Ellen, like, what are you to Father, anyway? His girlfriend?”


      “Whaaat? No way. Father has way better taste in women!”


      The girls cackled together.


      “Wh—?” Ellen arched her eyebrows. She had likely not expected this reaction. She loathed the idea of Mana seeing her upset, however. She shook her head to regain focus and turned her eyes downward—to the high school where Shido and the Spirits were.


      “Tch! You’re not goin’ anywhere!” Mana fired up her thrusters to block the attack.


      But the instant she moved, the snickering gaggle of Nibelcole abruptly turned needle-sharp eyes on her.


      “Tch.” Mana grimaced and gritted her teeth.


      In a one-on-one fight, Mana could likely hold her own against the Nibelcole with ease. But she estimated that there were at least twenty of them. Plus, their objective was not to defeat Mana, but to keep her from interfering with Ellen, which changed their tactics completely.


      Mana had to cut through this wall of twenty girls and block the movements of Ellen, a Wizard whose skill surpassed her own. She felt a trickle of sweat run down her cheek at the entirely unrealistic objective. She was very clearly outnumbered. Unless she had some extra hands on her side, like the Nibelcole—


      Suddenly, an extremely unsettling laugh came from behind her.


      “Oh my, oh dear!”


      “…Huh?”


      “What’s this? So many of the same face. Kinda scary.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! We of all people can’t go saying that!”


      The Nibelcole spoke one after the other as a group of newcomers popped out from behind Mana.


      They wore red and black Astral Dresses. Their hair was tied up asymmetrically on either side of their heads. And the left eye of each one was a ticking clock.
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      These avatars floated forward to lend support to Mana, each one an identical copy of the Spirit Kurumi Tokisaki.


      “…Nightmare,” Mana snarled as she looked to her left.


      “What a coincidence, Mana.” Kurumi favored her with a tremendously bemused smile. “I could lend a hand if you’re in a pinch. Whatever I may be, I do quite dislike those who bully the weak.”


      “Which mouth is babbling on here?” Mana snapped. “I’ll go on and cut that head off and take your wagging tongue with it.”


      “Oh goodness! So frightening, so scary.” Kurumi shivered very deliberately. “How. Ever. I don’t think this is really the time for such bravado, is it? It would be quite difficult for you to stop these enemies all on your own.”


      “…Tch.”


      Mana clicked her tongue, not bothering to hide her dislike of Kurumi, and readied her laser blade, Wolftail.


      “Once we take care of them, you’re next on the chopping block!”
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      “Shido! Shido!” Kurumi called.


      “…!”


      Shido opened his eyes with a gasp. “Huh…? Wh…at…?”


      He spoke as if dazed, his words tumbling out as he took in his surroundings.


      He was standing on the roof of Raizen High School facing Kurumi, who was outlined by the beautiful late-afternoon sun.


      All of which made him ask himself, Why am I checking on the obvious?


      He was entirely familiar with the situation of which he’d just taken stock. Somehow, things felt slightly off, like a few seconds of consciousness had been snatched away and his memory was retracing its steps. It was like someone had pushed the “Reset Level” button.


      “Are you all right, Shido?” Kurumi asked, concerned.


      “Y-yeah… Sorry. I kinda spaced out—” Once again, he was overcome by a strange sense of wrongness.


      Backlit by the setting sun, Kurumi seemed a little different than she had earlier.


      She hadn’t changed in any perceivable way. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what exactly was different. Yet he felt like he could see the faintest hint of exhaustion in the face that was normally so aloof and at ease.


      “Kurumi?” he asked. “You’re kind of…”


      “Oh my…,” Kurumi said, arching an eyebrow, her tone the same as always. “Is something the matter with me?”


      “…Oh, no.” He faltered. For a second, her face was again that of the Kurumi he knew.


      She seemed different, but not so much so that he could pinpoint exactly what had changed.


      “Now then, shall we discuss the situation?” Kurumi continued, gesturing theatrically. Perhaps she could tell what he was thinking, perhaps not. “My objective is the same as it ever was. I wish to have the power of the Spirits you have accumulated. The reason for my return to school is also extremely simple. After sealing Mukuro, you have now amassed the power of ten Spirits. Hee-hee-hee! I do believe it’s getting to be about that time.”


      “…”


      Shido didn’t respond and kept his eyes on Kurumi. His expression tightened, beads of sweat dotting his face.


      “I wish to have the power of the Spirits.”


      She meant she was planning to “eat” Shido and the Spirit power within him. That meant death for him. While this was a request from a Spirit, it wasn’t one Shido was able to grant.


      Kurumi was clearly aware of this impasse. She touched a finger to her lips in a flirtatious gesture and grinned.


      “And your objective, Shido, is to seal my Spirit power. Isn’t that right?”


      “…Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “But that alone’s not enough.”


      “Which is to say?” Kurumi cocked her head slightly to one side, and Shido snapped a finger out at her.


      “I’ll seal your Spirit power, make you pay for all of your crimes, and, on top of that, see that you live a happy life. That’s my… Our ultimate objective.”


      “Oh dear, oh my!” Kurumi doubled over as though that was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. “Hee-hee-hee! You are so very kind, Shido. Unfortunately, however, I cannot agree to that. That ‘happy life’ you speak of sounds interesting, but I cannot lose my Spirit power.”


      Kurumi moved her finger from her lips and held it up in front of her.


      “What a pickle we’re in, huh? Your wishes and mine run parallel, Shido. Someone has to budge, or time will simply pass without meaning, our dreams wholly unrealized.”


      She held up her other index finger and pushed it to her other extended fingertip.


      “Say, Shido…”


      She smiled bewitchingly, making her two index fingers kiss. She tilted her head slightly to one side.


      “Wouldn’t it be so much better if these parallel lines crossed, and one of us achieved our goal? Even if, for instance, the other had to lose everything.”


      “…!”


      A visceral sense of danger ran through Shido’s body.


      For a few moments, the air between them was thick with tension.


      Yet Kurumi, the source of the heavy atmosphere, simply giggled to herself. “No need to brace for a fight, Shido. I believe I told you I have no intention of taking what I want by force.”


      “…So then how, exactly?” he asked, with suspicious eyes.


      “Hee-hee-hee!” Kurumi threw her hands out dramatically, as if she had been waiting for that very question. “I shall take a page from your book, Shido.”


      “Huh…?” He stared at her blankly.


      “Hee-hee!” She whirled around and stepped forward lightly, the soles of her shoes clacking against the ground.


      “A contest, Shido. Whoever makes the other weak in the knees is the winner. What do you say?”


      “…Huh?” he said, stunned by this unexpected proposal. “A contest to woo the other?”


      “Yes, yes,” Kurumi murmured as she approached him slowly. “I will attend this school for a time. If I should fall in love with you while I am here, I shall offer up my Spirit powers to you. How. Ever. If you fall in love with me first, then I am the victor. Then, I shall have you, Shido.”


      “Listen…” Shido stared at her. “There’s no way I’m gonna say I’ve fallen for you, not when losing means I die. There’s no contest—”


      “I wouldn’t be so sure.” Kurumi tugged his chin up coquettishly, interrupting him. “I am…quite confident I can make you devote yourself to me, even if it means throwing away your life.”


      “…!” Shido gulped hard.


      “Don’t you believe in yourself, Shido?” She giggled, looking down at him. “Surely you must think you can make me a slave to your affections. To make me choose you over all else.”


      “I— Um…” Shido’s heart pounded fiercely. He couldn’t tell if it was because he was terrified he might die if he made the wrong choice, or if his heart had already been captured by the bewitching wiles of the girl before him.


      As if to caution him, Kotori’s voice rang out in his right ear.


      “Calm yourself, Shido. Kurumi of all people coming up with an offer like this… It’s just plain weird. She might have some ulterior motive. Reine, hurry with the analysis—”


      She was cut off by the sudden ringing of a shrill alarm.


      “What the—?! Now of all times?!”


      “Reine! This signal!”


      “Wh— How…?!”


      He heard Kotori’s bewildered voice followed by a burst of static, and then his communicator fell silent.


      “…!”


      He tapped his earpiece but got no reaction.


      Communication with Fraxinus had been cut off. He was essentially at sea in the middle of the night, having lost sight of his lighthouse.


      Still, in this desperate situation with his back up against the wall, Shido felt a strange mix of emotion stronger than his frustration and confusion. He felt elation. He felt a sense of duty.


      He had been given an opportunity to seduce Kurumi Tokisaki. The old Shido would have certainly balked in fear. That Shido would have no doubt been hard-pressed to answer her and would have struggled to make a decision.


      But that wasn’t who he was anymore. He was not the Shido of old. He was the boy who had made ten Spirits fall for him and sealed their powers.


      He felt like Tohka, Yoshino, Kotori, Kaguya, Yuzuru, Miku, Natsumi, Origami, Nia, and Mukuro were all there at his back. These girls had placed their faith in him and entrusted their powers to him. If he turned away from Kurumi now, he’d never be able to face them again.


      “Fine.” He snapped a finger out at her and grinned. “I accept. I’ll make you choose me over anything else.”


      “Hee-hee-hee! Hee-hee!” Kurumi’s smile grew broader with delight. “I would expect nothing less. This is precisely why I hold you in such high esteem.”


      She whirled around and issued her declaration of war in a playful tone.


      “Now then, shall we begin our date?”

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      Victory or Defeat


      “Hngah!”


      It was nighttime.


      Shido had barely registered the sound of the front door flying open before the newly returned Kotori punched him square in the solar plexus.


      “Augh?!” Caught completely off guard, he doubled over at the sudden impact and collapsed onto the living room floor.


      “Wh-what are you doing, Kotori?!” he gasped.


      “Can it!” she snapped. “Don’t you understand the situation you’ve gotten yourself into?! If you lose, you’ll die!”


      “…I know,” he wheezed. “What else was I supposed to do?”


      “Yeesh.” She sniffed in annoyance and ran her hands through her hair. “I mean, I know. You basically had to take Kurumi’s offer. That still doesn’t make me okay with it! As usual, my idiot brother doesn’t spare a thought for his own self!”


      “H-hey…” Shido got to his feet again, sweat trickling down his cheeks, and Kotori jerked a thumb at herself.


      “Hmph,” she grunted.


      “‘Hmph’?” He stared blankly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Punch me. As payback,” she told him. “I mean, comms getting cut just when you had to make a decision—as your backup, I let you down in a big way.”


      “Okay, hold up.” Shido frowned, troubled. From time to time, Kotori would try to settle things with machismo.


      He actually liked this about her, but there was absolutely no way he was going to hit her. Big brothers have a natural soft spot for their little sisters. Still, if things got smoothed over and they just moved past it, Kotori would probably be left feeling like they weren’t even.


      “…Okay, fine.” He sighed, got to his feet, and faced her. “You’re sure about this?”


      “Yup. Come at me.” She spread her arms to show that she was defenseless.


      He took a deep breath and cried, “Hiyaaah!” Hands moving lightning-fast, he grabbed her sides and began to move his fingers in rapid jabbing motions.


      “Wha—?! H-hey, no— Ah! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha?!” Kotori laughed in anguish, twisting and squirming under his fingers.


      She fell backward onto the sofa, and he continued tickling her insistently. Finally, he clapped his hands once.


      “Phew!” he said theatrically. “Well, now we’re even.”


      “Kn-knoht phair… Zo mean…” Kotori panted weakly, entirely worn out from laughing.


      Then he heard shouting as the door swung open again. “Shido! We’re coming in!”


      After they’d parted ways at school, Tohka, Origami, and the Yamai sisters had gone home to change out of their uniforms, and now they marched into the living room, joined by Yoshino, Natsumi, Mukuro, Nia, and Miku, who lived in their own places in the city, and even Reine, the Ratatoskr analyst. Most likely, Kotori had called them here to discuss the day’s events.


      “…Mm?”


      As they took in the aftermath of the tickling onslaught, their eyes grew wide in surprise.


      “Wh—?!” one of them cried. “Why is Kotori shaking and crying on the sofa?!”


      “…Huh?” another said. “What happened?”


      “Oh, uh… Okay, so…” Shido tried to explain the situation to the Spirits, some of whom were jumping to conclusions with alarming speed.


      A heartbeat before he could tell them what had actually happened, Kotori leaped up and threw her arms around Yuzuru. Miku was standing closest to her, but Kotori neatly slipped past that Spirit in a splendid dance.


      “Waaah! You guys… Shido… He—!” She buried her face in Yuzuru’s chest, deliberately fake sobbing.


      The Spirits glared daggers at Shido, in disbelief at this uncharacteristic reaction from Kotori.


      “Sh-Shido?! What did you do to her?!”


      “There, there. You’re safe now, Kotori.”


      “Phew! Sorry, boy. Sorry. We interruptin’ something?”


      The Spirits each reacted in their own way.


      “Huh?!” Shido shrieked. “H-hang on! You’ve got the wrong idea! I was just—”


      “Strange. What about this is ‘wrong’?”


      “Oh, uh, I mean, Kotori’s not telling the…” He gasped, his shoulders jumping up as he realized that all Kotori had done was say his name—she hadn’t told any lies.


      Still clinging to Yuzuru, Kotori glanced back at him, the corners of her mouth turning up.


      “…! K-Kotori!” he yelled. “Y-you planned this!”


      “What are you talking about?! Don’t try to shift the blame to Kotori!”


      “A-are you all right, Kotori?”


      “Aaah! Not fair, Kotori!”


      “Knew it. Little sister stuff, huh? That’s your thing? Glad I went and got those adoption papers drawn up, Big Bro.”


      The cries that came from the Spirits one after the other were a mix of condemnation, envy, and desire.


      “Wait, that last one doesn’t even make any sense, though?!” Shido couldn’t keep himself from shrieking.


      It took about ten minutes for the commotion to die down.


      Unable to contain her laughter, Kotori had soon given the game away and explained to the others what had really happened.


      The girls had mobbed him, and for some reason in the process several pieces of his clothing had been taken off, but the culprit was never discovered. Rather, he had three suspects in mind, but he didn’t have the evidence to call them out.


      Later, he would discover that it had been a conspiracy carried out by all three suspects, and the event would come to be known as the One-Two-Nine Incident. But that’s a story for another day.


      “…That’s the long and short of it,” Kotori said, wrapping up her explanation. She looked around at the Spirits crowding the living room. She saw Yoshino and Natsumi gulp, clearly a little nervous.


      That wasn’t surprising. The quarrel between herself and Shido wasn’t the only thing Kotori had told them about.


      There was also how Kurumi, the worst Spirit, had shown up at school and had come to Shido proposing a contest.


      Naturally, Tohka, Origami, and the Yamai sisters had been there, too, and Reine had watched the whole thing from aboard Fraxinus, so they knew the details. But given that the other Spirits didn’t attend Raizen High School, they were not so well-informed. Considering the future they needed to face together, Kotori felt obligated to make sure everyone understood the situation they were in.


      “Just be sure to keep your guard up,” she said. “Kurumi’s objective is Spirit powers. There’s a nonzero chance she’ll approach you all, too.”


      “R-right…” Yoshino nodded.


      “…Got it. Won’t leave the house.” Natsumi hugged her knees, afraid.


      Kotori gave a wry smile. “I’m not saying you all gotta become total hermits. We’ll keep a tighter watch at Ratatoskr, too, just in case.”


      Mukuro, sitting next to Natsumi, spoke up in a small voice like a moan.


      “Hmm… I don’t fully comprehend this.” She tilted her head adorably, and her golden hair dragged across the surface of the sofa. While Shido had given her hair a trim the other day, its length was still magnificent, and it was the longest of any of the Spirits.


      “Huh?” Kotori arched an eyebrow. “What don’t you get?”


      “Seeking the power of Spirits,” Mukuro mused. “What does this Kurumi intend to do with those powers? Her objective cannot be simply their possession.”


      “Well…,” Shido groaned.


      Mukuro was right. It had been over six months now since Kurumi had first appeared on the scene. She had been an enemy at times, but she had also helped him out. Never once, though, had he asked her what she was going to do with the Spirit power she amassed.


      “Hah! I understand a bit. When one has come into this world as a Spirit, it is not only right, but reasonable to seek the greatest strength!” Kaguya said, snapping a cool pose.


      Next to her, Yuzuru let out a sigh. “Lament. If only Kurumi were as simple as Kaguya, she would be quite easy to understand.”


      “D-do not scorn me!”


      “You misunderstand. I am not ‘scorning’ you. Simple things are the strongest in this world. Simple is best. In other words, you are the strongest, Kaguya.”


      “What? Really?! Keh! Keh-keh! That I am! You have come to understand this, too, Yuzuru!” Kaguya once again struck a proud pose, and Yuzuru glanced at Shido as if she’d just proven her previous point.


      Shido wasn’t sure how to respond, opting to evade the question with an ambiguous smile.


      He realized that Nia, normally the first to jump on board any shenanigans, currently seemed very serious, as though she was thinking hard about something.


      “…? What’s up, Nia?” he asked. “You eat something bad?”


      “I did, yes,” Nia retorted sharply, with a flick of her wrist. “This morning, this candy lying on the road— Hey!”


      “Phew.” Shido sighed with relief. “Same old Nia.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean, boy?” Nia demanded, narrowing her eyes.


      “Uh…” Shido bowed his head.


      “Well, whatever.” Nia shrugged. “I kinda sorta have an idea about what Kurumin’s up to.”


      “…! Wh—?!” A look of surprise rose up on Kotori’s face.


      Nia shrugged again. “Yeah, I guess that’d be a shock to the ole system. Sorry. I wasn’t trying to keep it secret or anything.”


      “Nia, you call her ‘Kurumin’?!” Kotori cried.


      “That’s what stands out to you?!” Nia snapped.


      Shido started to clap.


      “Ah, now the little sister gets in on the act!” Nia pursed her lips unhappily. “What do you Itsukas think I am, anyway?!”


      Shido exchanged a glance with Kotori, a wry smile on his face. “I mean…,” he said.


      “Right?” Kotori agreed.


      “Oh, enough!” Nia threw her hands up into the air in a gesture straight out of a manga.


      “Look, we’re sorry, okay?” Kotori said placatingly. “So, you know Kurumi’s objective. Did you look it up when you had the complete Raziel?”


      “Mm-hmm. You’re half right.” Nia cleared her throat to pull herself together. “I guess it was before the boy sealed my Spirit powers. I was in my room when this black Spirit suddenly came up out of a shadow.”


      “Nia!” Kotori cried out, surprised once more. “You’ve met Kurumi before?!”


      “And that doesn’t sound like a chance meeting,” Shido said. “What could she have wanted…?”


      Nia held out her hands to calm the two before continuing. “I guess she wanted me to look something up in my Raziel. Ah, to be honest, I wanted to refuse, but when I looked up her Angel, it seemed, like, wicked strong, y’know? I was like, ‘Yeesh, can’t beat that thing.’ So I just looked her thing up for her. Sorry for being such a loser.”


      “…No, that was a smart decision. What exactly did she want?” Kotori asked.


      Nia pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Information on the primeval Spirit.”


      “The primeval…”


      “…Spirit?”


      One could easily imagine question marks popping up over the heads of the Spirits in the room.


      “Yup.” Nia nodded firmly. “The first Spirit in this world, the one who popped up thirty years ago. Kurumin wanted to know the exact time and location she appeared, and everything I had on her powers. She wanted to take her out.”


      “Wha…?” Shido furrowed his brow. This was a disturbing development. “Kill her? She wants to kill the primeval Spirit? That’s Kurumi’s objective?”


      “As far as I know. Don’t know why she’d want that, though.” Nia scratched at her cheek and muttered, “Never imagined in my wildest dreams Raziel’d be snatched away from me.”


      “Kill the primeval Spirit…” Kotori unwrapped a Chupa Chups, popped it into her mouth, and flicked the stick up and down, a troubled look on her face. “I get wanting to know the Spirit’s powers. But why the location and time of her appearance…?”


      “To erase that Spirit from that point in time thirty years ago,” Origami interjected.


      Kotori looked up in surprise. “Huh? You know something?”


      “I don’t know anything,” Origami said quietly. “Previously, in the world before, Kurumi said something along those lines when I went to ask for her help.”


      Origami had previously used the power of Kurumi’s Angel, Zafkiel, to travel through time to save her parents’ lives.


      “Right, okay. And Kurumi’s Angel, Zafkiel, lets her travel through time. That’s why she needs the Spirit power Shido’s already sealed. She’ll kill the primeval Spirit when she appeared thirty years ago and erase her existence from history.”


      Having gotten this far, Kotori scratched her head, frowning.


      “Ugh. This only gives us more questions. Kurumi’s looking for Spirit power so she can use the bullet to go back into the past, and her objective is to kill the primeval Spirit? Why would she want to do that?”


      “Anything further would be mere speculation,” Origami said, staring at Kotori coolly yet intensely. “It’s dangerous to go too deep with too little information. What we have now is meaningful, if only because it gives a clear shape to our unknowns.”


      Kotori dropped her head forward with a sigh. “…You’re right. Thanks for the warning.”


      She took a deep breath to calm herself and poked herself in the forehead.


      “To fight Kurumi, we need to hurry and turn those unknowns into knowns. Our objective’s out there on full display, while her hope is shrouded in mist, which puts us on seriously rocky terrain.”


      “Ngh…” Shido felt sweat bead on his forehead.


      Kotori was right. Knowing Kurumi’s motivations would make for a powerful advantage in their contest. Shido was preparing to step out stark naked, while Kurumi had on a full suit of armor.


      His brow furrowed and creased as he realized once again how rash he had been.


      Kotori noticed the look on her brother’s face and shrugged.


      “You look like a Chihuahua getting rained on. I told you before—given the situation, you had no choice but to accept Kurumi’s proposal. Even if the line to us hadn’t been cut, things still would have played out more or less the same. Let’s talk about what we do now.”


      “R-right…” Shido nodded. He clenched his jaw as if to psych himself up. If Kotori had to walk on eggshells around him because of his anxiety, what sort of big brother would he be?


      “Oh, that reminds me,” he said, recalling something she had said. “Kotori, what happened with the comms? I was really worried. You sounded pretty panicked.”


      “Oh.” Kotori grimaced and crossed her arms. “I haven’t told you yet, huh? There was this weird signal on Fraxinus’s radar.”


      “What was it?” he asked.


      “Well, you’re not going to believe this straightaway, but—”


      “It was a communication from me,” a voice said from behind them, interrupting Kotori.


      Shido turned his face in the direction of that voice, and his eyes widened in surprise the moment he saw who was standing there.


      It was a girl about the same size as Kotori, hair tied up in a ponytail, mole under one eye. She was currently covered in bandages and compresses.


      “Mana?!” he yelped.


      Indeed. Standing there was Mana Takamiya, the girl who claimed to be Shido’s biological sister.


      “When did you—? No, before that, what happened to you?!” he cried. “Are you okay?!”


      “It’s nothing too serious. Scratches, that’s all.” Mana smiled and waved a dismissive hand.


      “Listen, you…” Kotori glared unhappily. “I thought I told you to get into a med pod.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Apologies. Once we’re done talking, I’ll go right back. I just…had a little something I wanted to tell you all.” The smile vanished from Mana’s face, and she looked over the group with serious eyes.


      “What is it?” Kotori asked.


      “I wanted to tell you about what happened while you all were talking with Nightmare—Kurumi Tokisaki,” Mana said, and sat herself down in an empty chair before telling them how Ellen Mathers had come after Shido and how she had summoned the many girls with the same face.


      “Wha—?” Shido inhaled sharply at this shocking new information.


      He wasn’t the only one. The Spirits also stared at Mana in surprise.


      “Wh-what the…?”


      “That was all going on at the same time?”


      “Hngh. Saving them all from certain doom without anyone the wiser… Dammit, that’s crazy cool. I wanna do that, too.”


      “What exactly were those girls Ellen summoned?” Shido asked, and Mana shook her head slowly.


      “No clue. That’s the first time I’ve seen that many of the same face from anyone other than Nightmare. If nothing else, I’m certain they’re no honest creature.” Mana shrugged as if to say she’d thrown in the towel on that one.


      “Okay, and?” Kotori demanded. “I mean, we already figured out that much for ourselves. You didn’t actually come here just to tell us that, did you? You and Shido have the same tendency not think proactively, but you’re not such a ditz that you can’t decide what’s important and what’s not.”


      Mana smirked. “I’m honored you’d say that, Kotori. You’re right. I have one other thing that I haven’t told you yet.”


      “Is it how you managed to predict Ellen’s attack?” Kotori asked, narrowing her eyes slightly, and Mana nodded.


      “It is.”


      “…?” Shido frowned. “What do you mean? You didn’t ask Mana to come watch out for us, Kotori?”


      “Of course not. If I’d known DEM was planning an attack, I would’ve told you guys. I certainly wouldn’t leave Mana to handle it. She’s supposed to be on bed rest.” Kotori glared at Mana. “I’ll let your disobeying of orders slide this time, since you did save them, but this’d normally be cause for harsh punishment, you know.”


      “W-well, let’s set all that aside for the moment.” Mana laughed cheerily. “I knew about Ellen’s attack plan in advance, from the time of execution right up to the precise coordinates where she would appear.”


      “That’s what I don’t get,” Kotori said. “Ellen was in total stealth mode. Even Fraxinus’s radar couldn’t pick her up until the clash started. How on earth did you get hold of this information?”


      “It’s quite simple.” Mana sighed quietly. “I had an informant.”


      “Who?”


      “Nightmare. Kurumi Tokisaki.”


      “Huh…?” Shido’s pupils shrank in reaction to his great surprise. “H-hold on a second. Kurumi? How do you mean?”


      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Mana shook her head slowly. “Those are simply the facts. Yesterday, she appeared in my room out of nowhere. I thought she had come to attack when I was down, and I took her head without waiting for answers.”


      “…”


      Mana said the most astonishing things so nonchalantly. She had a long history of fighting Kurumi, and she was clearly as aggressive as ever.


      Mana continued, seemingly unbothered by the beheading.


      “Then, however many avatars showed up and said they wanted to talk. Well, I figured I could at least grant ’em last words. So I let ’em talk while I stabbed my blade into the head—”


      “And they told you about Ellen’s attack,” Kotori surmised.


      “That’s the long and short of it, yeah.” Mana gave an exaggerated shrug.


      Kotori scowled and narrowed her eyes. “…I have to wonder why sensible, dear Mana kept this a secret from me until now?”


      “Erk!” Mana flinched, and then she spoke, a weak smile on her face. “Oh, you got it all wrong, Kotori. I wasn’t trying to hide anything. Point of fact, it’d be weird if I just believed anything that girl told me, right?”


      “Yet you went to that location because you did believe her words,” Kotori said slowly. “Didn’t you?”


      “Ah.” Mana shrugged. “I assumed she was luring me into a trap. And if I’d told you, Kotori, you’d never have let me go, so…”


      “Oh-ho? I understand quite well now.” Kotori narrowed her eyes until they were mere slits in her face. “We’ll have a looong talk about this later, hmm?”


      “Gah! My condition is flaring up…” Mana pressed a hand to her chest and swooned, collapsing on the spot.


      Kotori waved her hand dismissively, showing no sign of worry. “Yeah, yeah, woe is you. This time, I’ll make sure to put you in a more secure medical facility.”


      “Unh! Oh! Actually, I think I was imagining it.” Mana got to her feet like nothing had happened.


      Kotori watched her with a sigh, lifting her head to get herself back on track. “At any rate, Kurumi.”


      “Yeah. Why did Kurumi tell Mana about Ellen’s attack?” Shido asked, bewildered. “And how did she know about it in the first place?”


      Origami looked up. “Didn’t she share the information about Ellen’s attack purely because she wanted Mana to stop it? Kurumi Tokisaki is after Shido’s Spirit powers. She wouldn’t be happy if DEM took them out from under her. She has her countless avatars constantly carrying out intelligence activities. She could have easily learned about DEM’s attack plans in the process.”


      “Hmm.” Shido groaned and put a hand to his chin. “I guess.”


      “You don’t think so?” Origami asked coolly.


      “Oh… No, I just… Hmm…,” he replied vaguely.


      What Origami had said made perfect sense. Still, for some reason, he recalled the look he’d seen on Kurumi’s face that day, and the feeling of something irregular that had given him pause.


      There was no point in bringing up something so vague and confusing with the whole group. Shido gave a slight shake of the head.


      “No, it’s nothing,” he said. “We should get ready for tomorrow.”


      “Right.” Kotori nodded firmly. “We’ll keep digging into this, but the most critical issue is for you not to let Kurumi get her claws into you, Shido. You make sure you stay vigilant.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      There was still so much they didn’t know about Kurumi. Shido would be lying if he said he wasn’t worried about going toe-to-toe with her. If he won, though, he would finally be able to seal her Spirit powers.


      He dropped his head forward, trying to calm his racing heart.
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      The next morning, the peace of mind Shido had taken a whole night to carefully cultivate quickly crumbled away.


      “Nnghaa?!” he cried.


      That was only natural. After all, when he opened the front door to head off to school, he found Kurumi waiting for him there, clad in a black coat with a brilliant smile on her face.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Good morning, Shido. What a lovely morning it is, don’t you think?”


      “K-Kurumi?!”


      “Yes, yes. Whatever is the matter, Shido? You’ve gone pale.” She giggled, greatly amused.


      “Oh…” Shido took a deep breath to try and get his heart rate back under control. He had been so confident in his declaration to her the day before, so the clear bewilderment at her sudden appearance probably wasn’t the best look.


      “Well, I’m surprised, of course. What are you doing here?”


      “Oh goodness, oh my,” she said coyly. “Is it so unusual for classmates to walk to school together?”


      “…I guess not,” he replied, sweat beading on his forehead.


      Yes. There was nothing unusual about it. His contest with Kurumi had begun. In fact, he really ought to have known better than to be caught off guard like this.


      He couldn’t let her dictate the pace, however, so he forced on a bold smile and said, “You came all this way to pick me up… Looks like you’re interested in me, huh?”


      “Hee-hee-hee! Who can say?” She approached Shido on nimble feet, slipped her arm around his, and pressed herself tightly against him.


      “…!”


      Shido was flustered by her sudden proximity. He had no idea what to do.


      “Now, shall we go?” She nudged him down the road.


      Shido, however, wasn’t good at simply following along. He covertly slipped his free hand into his pocket, plucked out his comms device, popped it in his ear, and switched it on.


      “…Mm. Something up, Shin?”


      A few seconds later, he heard a somehow sleepy voice and that very particular nickname. There was no mistaking it—it was Reine.


      The mere presence of a support system keeping an eye on the situation from on high calmed him considerably. He let out a sigh of relief.


      “…Sorry, Reine. Emergency,” he replied, quietly enough to keep Kurumi from hearing.


      “…She’s there, then?” Reine guessed a heartbeat later.


      Shido nodded.


      “…She got to work surprisingly fast. I’ll call Kotori. For the time being, just make conversation. Silence is a mood-killer.”


      His earpiece was set to connect automatically with the bridge of the airship Fraxinus, hanging in the sky above Tengu City, unless he specifically connected to somewhere else. His calls were generally taken by the commander, Kotori, but he knew she was currently back at their house.


      He swallowed hard and restarted the conversation with Kurumi.


      “Pretty cold out, huh?” he said. “Guess that’s expected of a February morning, though.”


      “Yes, yes. Luckily, we have each other to keep warm,” Kurumi responded, and pressed herself even more closely to him.


      “…?!”


      His whole body stiffened up. His stride turned robotic and unnatural.


      That much was to be expected.


      Kurumi was indeed terrifying. This was none other than the Spirit known to be the evilest, who had eaten any number of people up to this point.


      Plus, she was unbearably beautiful. It wasn’t only her shiny black hair, smooth skin, and attractive features. Each and every detail provided intense stimulation to the male Shido, from the faint fragrance that wafted up abruptly to the fleeting sensation of fingers so delicate they looked as though they would break if he touched them too carelessly.


      “Hngh…,” he groaned.


      “…Calm yourself, Shin. Your heart rate’s increasing.”


      Just as Reine said, if he gave himself over to these emotions, all that lay ahead was annihilation. To calm himself, he recited the Heart Sutra (half-remembered) to himself.


      “…Haah!” Kurumi blew into his ear abruptly.


      “Fwah-haah!” He gasped reflexively at the unexpected sensation.


      “Oh my, oh dear.” Kurumi laughed, immensely delighted. “Shido, you make the most adorable sounds.”


      “Listen, you…” He got the feeling he was being made to dance in the palm of her hand. He had to change direction. He cleared his throat to try and start this whole conversation over.


      However, as he did, she once again yanked him forward and then started off in a direction that was not the usual route to school.


      “Uh, Kurumi? Where are we going?”


      “Hee-hee-hee! We still have time before first period. What’s wrong with a little detour?”


      “Huh? What are you…?” Shido tapped on his earpiece, calling for a referee to weigh in.


      A half-second later, he heard a new voice from the earpiece.


      “Give her what she wants. We’ll provide support if any danger pops up.”


      A familiar voice—Kotori. Apparently, she had raced from the Itsuka house to Fraxinus.


      Shido nodded slightly to indicate his understanding to both Kurumi and Kotori. “…Okay,” he said. “A detour can be nice. Have any place in mind?”


      “Nope. I simply wish to be with you as long as possible, Shido,” Kurumi cooed.


      “Ha-ha! You know all the right things to say.” He laughed and set his mind to work.


      He was stuck playing defense. Wasn’t there some way he could go on the attack and pierce her cool demeanor?


      “Oh!” he shouted in sudden realization. “You mind joining me a minute, then? There’s this spot I wanted to show you.”


      “…Oh?” Kurumi narrowed her eyes, intrigued by Shido’s counterattack. “Well, that is exciting. Hee-hee-hee! Please, lead the way.”


      “Off we go, then?”


      “Yes.”


      He started walking, arm still firmly linked with hers.


      They walked along for a few minutes before stepping into an alley, and he felt Kurumi shudder.


      “…Shido, where are we?” Kurumi’s voice shook ever so slightly as she looked at the scene before them.


      That much was understandable. The alleyway had a huge cluster of cats all clumped together.


      He might have had less information on Kurumi than on the other Spirits, but at the very least, he knew she loved animals (cats, particularly).


      “I found this spot a little bit ago,” he said casually. “Totally by accident. The stray cats in the area hang out here. You like cats, right, Kurumi?”


      “Th-they’re whatever,” she said, seemingly forcing the words out.


      He glanced at her and saw a slight flush on her cheeks. This was an unexpectedly good reaction.


      He crept over slowly so as to not startle the cats, knelt down, and gently petted the back of a curled-up tabby.


      “Look!” he said, glancing at Kurumi. “Seems like they’re pretty used to people. Why don’t you pet her?”


      “…! Well, if you insist, Shido, I can’t possibly refuse.” Kurumi’s face lit up like she had been waiting for him to ask. She crouched down next to him and reached a hand out.


      Right before she touched it, however, the tabby started and lifted its face, as though on guard.


      Kurumi’s response was entirely unexpected.


      “It’s all right. There’s nothing to be scared of. Meow!” she mewed, moving her fingers back and forth rapidly like a cat toy.


      “…Uh?” Shido’s face contorted in surprise. He knew she liked cats, but he never imagined the Kurumi would speak so sweetly to any creature.


      “Meow, meow.”


      Seemingly unaware of his reaction, Kurumi slowly moved her finger closer to the cat.


      The tabby eyed her suspiciously before quickly jumping up and running off.


      “Ah!” she cried out in shock and stared at the space the cat had occupied just a moment before.


      The look on her face was comical—a side of her she normally never let show—and Shido chuckled even as he felt a little bad for her.


      “…!”


      Kurumi gasped, embarrassed. “Wh-what is so funny, Shido?” she demanded.


      “Ha-ha!” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “Sorry. I’m laughing with you. I’m not making fun of you, I swear.”


      She pursed her lips in displeasure.


      This look, too, was extremely cute, but he really hadn’t wanted to put her in a bad mood. He pointed at another cat, still curled up on the ground.


      “Look,” he said. “There are still others. Why don’t you pet that one?”


      “It’s all right,” she responded, sulking. “It’s not as though I particularly wished to pet the cat. This one will only end up running away as well.”


      Shido gave her a crooked smile as he tried to console her. “Don’t say that. Come on. I’m sure it’ll be okay this time. Meow,” he said, imitating her earlier cat call.


      “…!”


      Her cheeks flushed, and she looked at him almost reproachfully before smiling suddenly, as if something had just occurred to her.


      “…You may be right. Well, then,” she said, and a mischievous smile spread across her lips. She reached her hands out and tickled Shido’s throat.


      “Hyaaah?!” he yelped.


      “Hee-hee-hee! You’re right. This one’s quite docile, hmm?”


      “H-hey…,” he said, his own cheeks turning red at the sudden attack.


      “Hee-hee-hee!” She giggled and stroked his hair. “Good boy. Come now, sing for me like you did before. Meow?”


      “…Hngh. M-meow.” He had just told her the next one she petted wouldn’t run away, which meant that he couldn’t push her hand off. And so, for a brief period, he was forced to accept the loving caresses of an exceedingly amused Kurumi.


      They arrived at the school about twenty minutes later, right before the bell for the start of classes.


      “Shido!”


      “Shido.”


      Tohka and Origami called out in a slight panic as soon as he stepped into the classroom with Kurumi.


      He raised a hand in greeting. “Hey, guys. Morning.”


      “Mm. Good morning,” Tohka said, furrowing her brow. “Wait, are you okay? You worried us!”


      Tohka lived in the apartment building next door to the Itsuka house and always walked to school with him. It was natural for her to worry at least a little when he failed to show up at their usual time.


      He was just about to apologize for his absence when Origami opened her mouth.


      “This morning, there was a traffic accident at the Nichome intersection,” she said flatly. “Since you were late to school, I was worried you had perhaps been involved.”


      “Huh?” He knew that intersection well. As he should have—it was on the road he took to school every morning. But he’d had absolutely no idea that there’d been an accident until Origami said so. He hadn’t even gone down that road this morning.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Good morning, Tohka. Origami.” Kurumi’s voice came from behind Shido, and he saw alarm suddenly color the faces of Tohka and Origami.


      “Mm. Kurumi.”


      “So it was your doing.”


      “My doing? What a rude way to speak to someone,” Kurumi replied, cool under the pointed gazes of the other two girls. “I walked to school with Shido, simple as that. Do we have a problem?”


      Shido could hear their classmates whispering as they watched the scene unfold.


      “Catfight?”


      “Catfight.”


      “Now, then,” Kurumi said. “The teacher will be here shortly. Hee-hee-hee! I’m looking forward to what the day might bring, Shido.” She gestured adorably and walked over to her desk.


      “…”


      He watched her go. There was no particular meaning in the interaction. Still, there was something. He picked up on a somewhat strange aura at her back as she slowly walked away.


      “Mm?” Tohka asked him abruptly. “What’s the matter, Shido?”


      “Oh! No, nothing.” He jumped slightly. “It’s nothing. Kurumi’s right. We should sit.” He set his bag down on his desk.


      Tohka cocked her head to one side curiously for a moment, but obediently returned to her seat the moment the teacher stepped into the room.
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      “Tee-hee-hee-hee.”


      “Keh-heh-heh-heh.”


      “How are you doing, me?”


      “Yes, yes. Everything is going according to plan.”


      “What about Kurumi Number 193?”


      “Contact’s been cut off.”


      “She’s likely…”


      “Oh my, oh dear.”


      “What about Kurumi Number 238?”


      “Her, too.”


      “Earlier.”


      “Oh my, oh dear, oh goodness.”


      “How sad.”


      “So upsetting.”


      “Such cruelty.”


      “Such callousness.”


      “Aah, aah. Still…”


      “Yes, yes. We do not have the luxury of rest.”


      “It’s getting to be time for the next plan.”


      “Well then, I’ll be on my way.”


      “Yes, yes.”


      “Best of luck, Kurumi.”


      “I shall see you again.”


      “Yes, yes.”


      “Across the River Styx, one day.”


      “Soon enough, in the depths of hell.”
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      The chime of the bell echoed throughout the school, signaling the end of fourth period.


      “…”


      Hearing this, Shido clenched his fists, hyping himself up.


      After all, lunch was after fourth period.


      It was day two of the contest with Kurumi, and while he’d been caught off guard that morning, he always brought his A game for his best period: lunch.


      He shoved his textbooks into his bag and pulled out his secret weapon—his bento box.


      As if he and his opponent had made plans in advance, a shadow appeared out of the corner of his eye. Kurumi.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Say, Shido? Would you like to have lunch together?” she said, smiling and gesturing with the lunch bag she held in one hand. But the intent behind this bright smile was clearly serious. She was no doubt thinking the same thing he was.


      He was, however, not without a plan. He was nervous but still stood up in response.


      “Of course,” he said. “Not here, though. If we’re going to do lunch, let’s at least go up to the roof.”


      “Why, I’d be delighted,” she agreed, and turned her gaze on the seated Tohka and Origami sandwiching Shido, extremely on guard. “Why don’t you join us, girls? We could even invite Kaguya and Yuzuru as well. I’d hate for you all to have to shove your ears against the door like yesterday.”


      “Wh—?!”


      “…!”


      The two Spirits reacted.


      For a second, Shido didn’t understand what Kurumi was talking about. But he soon put the pieces together.


      “Did you guys actually…?”


      ““…””


      The two girls averted their eyes awkwardly. Apparently, they’d been eavesdropping on Shido and Kurumi’s conversation the day before.


      He had put on a strong front when he’d left them in the classroom, but it seemed they had nevertheless been worried about him.


      “Thanks,” he told them with a wry smile. “…Anyway, let’s get going. I don’t want to waste our precious lunch break.”


      “Absolutely.”


      Shido and Kurumi nodded at each other and started moving in sync, Tohka and Origami trailing after them.


      They picked up Kaguya and Yuzuru from the neighboring classroom and headed up to the roof.


      Unlike the day before, the sunlight was comfortably warm. Shido stretched slightly, walking toward the fence and slowly settling himself onto the bench. Kurumi sat down next to him, and they exchanged a glance before he opened the lid of his lunch box.


      “…Wh—?!” Kurumi peered at his lunch and gasped.


      Her reaction was understandable. What he had brought was a specially prepared kitty-cat-themed box, stuffed with bite-sized, cat-shaped rice balls.


      “Mm. What’s up, Kurumi?” He gave her a quizzical look. “Something wrong with my food?”


      “…No. I think it’s adorable.” Kurumi flushed ever so slightly, and her eyes wandered the tiniest bit. She spoke extremely eagerly.


      This was the exact reaction he’d anticipated, so he immediately launched the sortie that would start the battle.


      “Ha-ha! Thanks. I made plenty. You want a bite, Kurumi?”


      “…!”


      Kurumi jolted, her eyebrows jumping up. Perhaps she had guessed his intention.


      It wasn’t just the look of this kitty-cat lunch he had so carefully prepared. He had poured all of the technique and imagination he possessed into its flavor as well.


      He had been in contact and conversation with ten Spirits so far, and he had sealed them all. While there was a variety of methods to strike a loving chord, it was clear that the way to a Spirit’s heart was through their stomach. Delicious food opens doors.


      Naturally, he didn’t think he could seduce Kurumi with food alone, but given that he was up against the impregnable Castle Kurumi, if he could put even a single crack in those solid fortress gates, he would take it as a win.


      “…”


      Kurumi exhaled slowly, trying to temper her excitement, then gave him a radiant grin. “Yes. Well then, I shall accept this indulgence. I would feel somehow guilty about simply taking, though.”


      She opened her own lunch box.


      “Perhaps we could trade?”


      “…!” It was Shido’s turn to gasp.


      Rice neatly divided up with a colorful array of side dishes, arranged in a perfect balance of red, yellow, and green. While the dishes themselves were bento lunch staples, his experienced eye could tell they had all been carefully prepared.


      He was certain he wasn’t the only one there who had sharpened his sword for the kill.


      “Ha!”


      “…Hee-hee-hee.”


      They chuckled in unison.


      The other Spirits felt beads of sweat trickle down their cheeks.


      “Mm. What exactly is going on with those two?”


      “A fierce skirmish is taking place.”


      “Two battle-hardened experts are testing each other’s power! I’ve seen this in manga!”


      “Comprehension. I can almost see an intense aura.”


      Tohka and the others whispered so as not to interfere.


      Shido abruptly smirked as he held out his box full of kitties toward Kurumi.


      “Please, take a bite.” Shido held out his lunch with a daring smile on his face. He seemed to exude an aura of determination. Kurumi swallowed hard.


      To think he would come at her with an attack like this… It seemed she had underestimated him.


      She couldn’t show weakness now, though. She forced herself to assume an air of composure as she slowly reached out her hand.


      “Yes,” she said, with a stiff smile. “I would be delighted, thank you.”


      Then, right before reaching the bento box, she froze.


      And of course she did. Shido’s bento was crammed with all sorts of different cats—dazzling white cats of shiny rice, black cats covered in nori seaweed, and even calicos that got their color from finely chopped bonito fish and soy sauce—and they were all crying out to her, “Meow! Eat me! Meow! Eat me!” To choose just one out of all of them—it was simply too cruel. She couldn’t do it.


      “Ngh!”
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      “Hmm? What’s wrong? You don’t want any?” Shido said, tilting his head.


      His words and his expression were nothing unusual, but in that moment, he looked like a villain to Kurumi. It seemed to her like there was something evil behind the grin plastered on his face. At the same time, in the space behind him, she could have sworn all kinds of cats popped up and mewed.


      She could not bend the knee to him here. Bracing herself, she picked up a black cat onigiri.


      “…I-I’ll have this one,” she said. And then, after a long, hard look at its adorable face, she tossed it into her mouth.


      “…!”


      Direct hit.


      Thanks to her avatars’ investigations, she already knew that Shido liked to cook. Still, she’d never imagined he would be so skilled.


      The moment the mellow fragrance of the nori tickled her nose, the neat shape of the onigiri crumbled gently, and grains of rice filled her mouth. She suddenly envisioned countless cats pushing up against her in a fluffy pile. Ha-ha-ha! Hee-hee-hee-hee!


      But that wasn’t all. Once the rice broke apart, the star of the show hidden within appeared—a juicy meatball. It took incredible ingenuity and clever skill to fit a meatball into an already bite-sized onigiri. The teriyaki sauce came at her in an onslaught of flavor, a perfect rich addition balanced out by the rice.


      Kurumi squirmed with pleasure, feeling like she had been bapped by numerous cats’ soft toe beans. “Aaah!”


      It felt like her insides—her mouth, nostrils, esophagus, stomach—which were beyond her own reach, were somehow being lovingly caressed.


      She pressed a hand to her spinning head and somehow managed to pull her lips up into a smile.


      “I…should expect nothing less of you, Shido. This is quite delicious.”


      “Yeah? I’m glad,” he replied, a smile rising on his face. “As long as you like it, that’s all that matters.”


      Shido’s attack was complete—it was time for Kurumi’s counter. She picked up her chopsticks, plucked a piece of karaage chicken from her bento box, and held it out to him.


      “Now, Shido. Say ‘aah,’” Kurumi said, offering him a piece of karaage.


      “Hngh!” He stiffened at the destructive power of this sight.


      Indeed. This was a contest of love. Whoever was swept off their feet would lose. In which case, the taste and look of a meal alone wouldn’t be the sole deciding factor—how it was fed to the opponent held just as much power.


      To that point, the method Kurumi had chosen was both rational and effective. There wasn’t a teenage boy in the world who wouldn’t be thrilled to have a cute girl tell him to say “aah.” The move skillfully leveraged her particular strengths.


      “Goodness!” she cried, her brow furrowing slightly. “Whatever is the matter, Shido?”


      “Erm… Nothing.” He wiped the sweat off his forehead as he opened his mouth wide and bit down on Kurumi’s karaage.


      “…!”


      In an instant, a lightning bolt jolted through his body, and he was overcome with sensation.


      It tasted spectacular. Of course, she had used good meat, but her preparation was perfect, her frying method impeccable. The use of ginger as the seasoning base instead of garlic allowed him to taste the girlish heart that had been put to use here, enhancing the flavor even more.


      That alone was not what made the karaage special.


      He envisioned a cozy kitchen on a warm morning. Kurumi happily cooked away, an apron over her uniform, the sleeves of her blouse rolled up. While she might have had her sights set on the Spirit power he possessed, that didn’t change the fact that she was thinking of him when she made this lunch. The extra care and emotion she put into her cooking, her heart full thinking of the person who would eat the meal, made her work that much more precisely and gave rise to the flavor now spreading throughout his mouth.


      Given that he could cook, himself, Shido rarely got the chance to eat anyone else’s home cooking, and so for him, this morsel of chicken carried the sharp sting of a special attack.


      “Hee-hee-hee!” Kurumi giggled. “How is it, Shido?”


      “…!”


      Shido shuddered and wiped away the tears springing up in his eyes. He somehow managed to regain his composure and smile.


      “…Ah, it’s really good,” he said finally. “I could almost cry.”


      “Oh dear, such exaggerations,” Kurumi responded demurely. She no doubt noticed that the fire her chicken had lit in his eyes had not gone out. Her smile quickly turned into something bolder.


      “…”


      “…”


      They gazed into each other’s eyes, taking stock of their standing in their battle. Then, a few moments later, they moved in sync.


      “You want another one?”


      “I’m also quite proud of my rolled omelet.”


      Shiiing!


      One could almost hear the sound of swords being drawn. Shido and Kurumi grinned, sweat beading on their foreheads, and again they held up their bento boxes in unison.


      “O-oh!” Tohka exhaled slowly. “I feel like we’re watching something real serious, even if I don’t totally get it!”


      “Tohka. Step back. You’ll get caught in the crossfire,” Origami cautioned, grabbing Tohka’s shoulder.


      “Ngh…” Kaguya clenched her hands into fists, vexed. “How graceful those two appear! Yuzuru! We, too, must have a contest!”


      “I concur.” Yuzuru nodded. “I accept. Hyaah! The curry bun I just bought at the canteen.”


      “Ompf! Mm, it’s good. Standard. Now, for my bread with a flow of strawberry jam redder than blood!”


      “Chewing. It is good. Standard.”


      The Yamai sisters then tilted their heads, as though they had only just processed that they had no clue what they were doing.


      Meanwhile, the battle between Shido and Kurumi roared on. Shido offered up a calico cat with soy and bonito; Kurumi countered with a traditional boiled and dressed spinach.


      “Ngh! The flavoring of the bonito… This isn’t any ordinary soy sauce!”


      “And you! You dressed the spinach with not just nori but tuna, too!”


      “Hee-hee-hee! Well, how about a little of this while we’re at it?”


      “…?! A-a thermos of miso soup?!”


      And on the war went. For thirty full minutes, the sorties and sallies were nonstop, and before the competitors knew it, both of their bento boxes had been emptied out.


      “Haah… Haah…”


      “Hee-hee-hee. Hee-hee…”


      Evoking scenes of old movies, they both plucked grains of rice stuck to their cheeks and popped them into their mouths simultaneously.


      “I suppose…we have ourselves a draw.”


      “Phew! I guess so.”


      Kurumi and Shido clapped their hands together in perfect harmony, bowed their heads, and cried, “Thanks for this!”


      “Whoa!” The Spirits next to them began to applaud enthusiastically.


      “…Oh my?” Kurumi arched an eyebrow in sudden realization, and her mouth curled into a bewitching smile as she leaned in close to him. “Say, Shido…”


      “Wh-what?” He froze in place.


      “Please stay very still a moment.” She brought her face in even closer.


      He could see the delicate pores of her skin, and a faintly sweet scent wafted into his nostrils. Each time she exhaled, her breath tickled his neck, and he felt a jolt of electricity run through his brain stem.


      “Uh… Wh-wh—?”


      The sudden closeness only confused him wildly.


      What is she…? She couldn’t be… A kiss? Now?


      Naturally, given that this was his objective, he had no reason to refuse. Still, she wasn’t infatuated with him. If they kissed now, he wouldn’t be able to seal her Spirit powers. This was Kurumi, after all. Sure, he knew he had put up a good fight, but he didn’t think a single lunch would be enough to win her heart.


      That meant this kiss was entirely pointless. In some roundabout way, that also made it a pure kiss. Shido had no clue how to interpret it.


      While he was stuck in this loop, Kurumi’s soft lips were getting closer and closer.


      The next moment, her tongue shot out and licked his cheek.


      “Eeeah!” he cried out wildly.


      “Heh-heh! You had some rice still stuck to your cheek on this side.” Kurumi giggled and licked her lips.


      His eyes grew round, and he touched the cheek where he had just felt that unexpected tickle. “For real? You can’t be serious.”


      His face grew red. He knew he had gotten caught up in the fervor of the bento battle, but he couldn’t actually believe bits of rice had been stuck to both his cheeks.


      “Oh dear!” Kurumi giggled with delight. “I’ve been caught in a lie.”


      “…Hey.” He reflexively rolled his eyes. She had apparently licked his cheek just to get a rise out of him.


      She stared at Shido for a moment, amused by his discomfort, then took notice of the other Spirits for the first time.


      “Hee-hee-hee!” she giggled, looking them over. “What’s the matter, girls? I’m going to blush if you continue to stare at me in such a manner.”


      “…!”


      “W-we weren’t staring!”


      “Conformity. Yuzuru and the others were simply taking lunch as we always do.”


      “…”


      The Spirits all reacted to Kurumi’s words, and Kurumi herself laughed merrily once again before standing up slowly.


      “Kurumi?” Shido glanced up at her.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Well then, I shall be taking my leave, Shido,” she said. “Your food was truly delicious.”


      “Yeah, yours was pretty great, too.”


      She abruptly leaned forward and brought her face close to his once more. She ran a gentle fingertip along the line of his jaw.


      “…!”


      He stiffened reflexively.


      “Say, Shido?” she cooed. “This is a bit off-topic, but do you have plans after school next Wednesday?”


      “Next Wednesday?” Shido frowned curiously. She was inviting him somewhere.


      He didn’t have any specific plans. Winning his contest with Kurumi was at the forefront of his mind. He had no choice but to accept her invitation.


      “…”


      He thought it over for a second, then looked at her with defiance in his eyes.


      “Sorry,” he told her. “But I have something I have to do that day.”


      “Oh goodness, you do?”


      “Yup. I’m going on a date with the girl right in front of me.”


      “Oh my, oh dear.” She opened her eyes wide in surprise. Then she smiled, amused. “We really are on the same wavelength, Shido. Well then, please do let me have some of your time that day.”


      “Of course… You don’t mean ‘let you have time’ in the literal sense, though, right?” Shido replied, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. The expression itself wasn’t unusual, but from the mouth of Kurumi, who literally ate the time of human beings, it suddenly took on an ominous double meaning.


      She laughed, her shoulders shaking perceptibly. She clearly understood his concerns. “Hee-hee-hee! You do say the most amusing things. Naturally, you may take it as common usage. Although…”


      Kurumi stopped short and slid the finger she had on his jaw up to his cheek.


      “I do intend to make the meaning you are currently picturing a reality that day as well.”


      “…!”


      She smiled brightly, her left eye shining mysteriously. This light came from an impossibly beautiful, impossibly cold, impossibly bloody will. The unshakable resolve in her gaze made him inhale sharply.


      “All right, then. It was a pleasure. I’m very much looking forward to Wednesday, Shido.” Her expression softened suddenly as she whirled around, picked up the hem of her skirt, bent at the knees, and curtsied neatly. And then, on nimble feet, she danced back into the school building.


      “…Haaah!” Ten seconds or so after she disappeared, Shido let out the breath he’d been holding, the thread of tension finally cut.


      “Y-you okay, Shido?!” Tohka and the others looked at him with worry.


      “Y-yeah.” He nodded slowly. “I’m okay. Sorry. I knew it would be like this, but— Um. Ow. Origami, that hurts.”


      Origami was insistently wiping his face with a moist towelette, yanking and pulling his face into new shapes, and he felt a bead of sweat trickle down his cheek.


      Next, he heard Kotori’s congratulatory voice over the communication device in his ear.


      “Nice work. That went pretty well. Kurumi’s emotional indices had been normal thus far, but they shifted pretty significantly there.”


      “R-really?” he asked in response.


      “Uh-huh. Although, a certain someone’s indices were also equally erratic. Especially toward the end.”


      “Hngh…”


      He was only too well aware of what exactly it meant for him and the worst Spirit to be wooing each other. Thus, he’d tried in his own way to prep strategies and put up a good fight.


      Actually facing Kurumi, though… Exchanging words, touching each other, her breath on his skin—his supposedly firm resolve had been melted into a spineless jelly.


      As he reflected on this, Kaguya put a hand to her chin, a troubled look on her face.


      “So, then…,” she said slowly. “Why’d Kurumi pick next Wednesday? Is something happening?”


      “Oh, I don’t know…” Shido furrowed his brow, puzzled.


      But there was one person whose eyes widened in sudden realization—Origami.


      “Next Wednesday,” she said, and then pulled out her phone and began to tap at it. A few seconds later, her expression transformed into one of smug satisfaction as she turned the screen toward Shido and the other Spirits.


      “I know what she’s planning. She wants to end the contest that day.”


      “What do you m—? Oh!” he started and then stopped the second his eyes dropped to her phone screen.


      Origami nodded sharply. Her next words came quietly with a hint of frustration. “Next Wednesday is February fourteenth. Valentine’s Day.”


      The bell signaling lunch’s end rang, sounding almost like a warning.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      Girl Time


      “Thanks for coming, gang,” Kotori said as she looked out over the group that evening, in one room of the Spirits’ apartment building.


      For some reason, the lights were low, and the center of the table alone was illuminated like a spotlight. Kotori had her elbows propped up on the table, her fingers interlocked. Shido didn’t really understand why, but she felt even more like an intense commander than ever.


      The all-star Spirit team was there in full force—Tohka, Origami, Yoshino, Kaguya, Yuzuru, Miku, Natsumi, Nia, and Mukuro. They made themselves comfortable at the round table in different ways, some with heads propped up in hands, others stretching out languidly.


      “Hm-hmm. What do we have to discuss at this hour…?” Mukuro asked with a yawn.


      After all, it was midnight, an hour when good little children had long since dropped off into dreamland. Several of the other Spirits also looked quite sleepy, with the exception of Nia. For some reason, she seemed even livelier than she had during the day.


      Kotori nodded slightly and continued speaking as if to answer Mukuro’s question. “I’ve already explained the situation. This afternoon, Kurumi Tokisaki invited Shido on a date. For February fourteenth—Valentine’s Day.”


      “Mm.” Tohka crossed her arms and frowned. “What is this ‘Valentine’s Day’ anyway?”


      “Oh… Sorry, I guess I didn’t explain that part. Valentine’s Day is—”


      “Well, that, you see!” Nia said excitedly, interrupting Kotori. “It’s the day Valentine, the patron saint of lovers, was horribly executed!”


      “Wh—?!”


      “I-is it…a scary day?” Yoshino asked.


      Tohka and Yoshino stared at her in surprise, while Kotori whapped Nia on the head.


      “Come on, word it a little better! You’re not wrong, though.”


      “Eh-heh-heh!” Nia chuckled bashfully. “Sorry, sorry. Think of Valentine’s Day as a day when girls give boys presents.”


      “Mm-hmm, presents.”


      “Question. What should they give them?”


      The Yamai sisters spoke up, cocking curious heads to opposite sides in symmetrical fashion.


      “Right, well,” Kotori said slowly. “There’s no hard-and-fast rule, but in Japan, chocolate’s pretty standard.”


      “Oh-ho!” Tohka’s eyes glittered and shone. She flapped her hands excitedly. “A day when you get chocolate? I never knew such a great day existed!”


      “…Uh, Tohka. I don’t want to rain on your parade,” Natsumi interjected with a dubious look. “Girls give chocolates to boys. You’re the one giving the gift.”


      “Mm? I know.” Then she frowned. “Oh. I don’t get to eat the chocolate? Hmm. That’s okay… I’m just happy I can give Shido a present.”


      “I can see you deflating, you know,” Natsumi told her, raising an eyebrow.


      Kotori sighed in exasperation and shrugged. “Don’t worry, Tohka. There’s been a trend of giving chocolates platonically, too… Plus, March fourteenth is White Day, when guys who got valentines give gifts to the girls in return.”


      “O-ooh!” The look Tohka gave Kotori was the kind usually reserved for a priest handing down a divine revelation, and the rest of the group laughed.


      “Excuse meee, Kotori? What does this maaatter?” Miku said, bringing her finger to her chin in an adorable gesture. “I will be jealous of her being with my daaarling on Valentine’s Day, but…”


      Kotori nodded in acknowledgement. “Kurumi intends to end this contest with their date that day. If Shido loses, she takes his life and his Spirit powers. We can’t just sit back and let that happen.”


      “…I get that Shido is how he is, but I can’t imagine he’d accept the loss with his life on the line.”


      “I agree,” Kotori replied. “There’s no chance Kurumi would have shown up if she wasn’t certain she could win. So better safe than sorry.”


      “Question.” Yuzuru raised her hand. “When you say ‘safe,’ what do you mean, specifically?”


      “Broadly speaking, we have two courses of action.” Kotori held up two fingers as she spoke. “One is that we also give Shido chocolates.”


      “A valid option. I had already intended to give him chocolates.”


      “Oh, yeaaah. I mean, if I were a guy and the only one who gave me chocos was Kurumin, you know, she’d have me eating out of the palm of her hand,” Nia teased.


      Kotori offered a crooked smile, understanding where Nia was coming from.


      “That said, however,” Kotori continued, “that’s just the big day. We’ll make sure we have something to give him, homemade or otherwise. The real issue is the days leading up to the fourteenth. I want to build Shido’s resistance as much as possible before then.”


      “His ‘resistance’?” Tohka crossed her arms with a frown.


      “Yep.” Kotori nodded. “Give him some advance immunity, so he doesn’t get seduced by Kurumi.”


      “Hm-hmm,” Mukuro said. “Immunity to what, may I ask?”


      “That is…” Kotori snapped a finger into the air. “Mature appeal!”


      “…?!”


      The Spirits began to whisper, and Kotori continued, as if to curb any protests.


      “Those of you who witnessed today’s battle understand. The ease with which a femme fatale can lure a man right into the palm of her hand—that’s the greatest weapon Kurumi has at her disposal. Her succubus wiles, enticing enough to capture someone’s heart with a single bewitching gesture. This is the first time Shido’s encountered a type of Spirit like this, so we have to get him used to this kind of allure while we can.”


      “…”


      The Spirits gulped.


      Two of them, however, threw their arms into the air excitedly, breaking through the oppressive atmosphere—Miku and Nia.


      “Meee! Pick meeee! I’m a year older than my darling! I’m an older womaaan!”


      “Me too! Me too! I got aaall the mature appeal!”


      They shouted, throwing their heads back confidently.


      Kotori scowled and shook her head. “This isn’t a matter of numbers. Being mature is all about your mindset. If you’re not as old mentally as you are physically, you’re just a large child.”


      “Hngh!”


      “Ackk!”


      Kotori’s words cut Miku and Nia like a knife, and they both shrank into themselves.


      “Urgh, you have no mercy, Kotoriii… My style gives ‘older woman,’ doesn’t it…?”


      “I mean, come on, I’m… I’m super good at all-nighters and…”


      “…”


      Origami set a hand on each of their shoulders, and they threw their arms around her, overwhelmed by emotion. Miku’s hands, though, were rather dubiously positioned.


      Ignoring their wailing, the others kept the meeting chugging along.


      “This’ll be a bit of work. However tough guys might act, what they all want deep down inside is for an older girl to twist them around her finger and pamper them.”


      “Kah-hah! You mean to say that in the end, a man is an eternal child, hmm?”


      “Assent. By that logic, are you thus a boy, Kaguya?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?! By what logic?!”


      “Settle down— Huh?” Kotori stopped abruptly. “Where’d Origami and the other two go?”


      “Hmm?” Tohka looked where Origami, Nia, and Miku had been only a moment ago. They had vanished, just as Kotori had said.


      “No idea…”


      “Perhaps the bathroom?”


      The Spirits frowned while Kotori glanced at the door with a groan.


      “Well, whatever,” she said with a shrug. “I’m sure they’ll be back soon. At any rate, if we can temporarily sate Shido’s adult desires, then he should be able to keep his cool no matter what Kurumi throws at him. We’ll play the roles of those older girls and build up his resistance.”


      “B-but, Kotori, we’re much smaller than Shido…,” Yoshino said, her eyebrows tenting on her forehead.


      “Right.” Kotori nodded, troubled. “If we can act adult enough, have that je ne sais quoi, we should be able to radiate that same mature appeal, regardless of our actual ages. Naturally, the effect would be much greater if we were actually adults, but that’s clearly—”


      “…Um.” One of the girls raised a tentative hand. “There may be something we could do about that?”
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      “Mm… Unh…” Shido slowly opened his eyes where he lay in his bed.


      His sleep-dazed mind slowly cleared, and as it did, he gradually took in the situation around him.


      It was still dark; it seemed dawn had not yet come. He didn’t think he had gone to bed particularly early, but…


      “…Hmm?” He tried to roll over and go back to sleep before he suddenly frowned, his mind still hazy.


      His body wouldn’t move.


      For a second, he thought it was sleep paralysis, but something felt off. It almost felt like someone was clinging to him. It was a warm, soft sensation. He was clearly not alone.


      “…”


      He wordlessly set his mind to work and exhaled quietly.


      Normally, he might have wondered if he was dreaming or experiencing some kind of supernatural phenomenon, but for better or for worse, he had some idea as to the cause of this phenomenon.


      “Origami? Or is it Miku? There’s no way this is Nia, right?” He rolled his eyes and the force clamped even more tightly around his body.


      The blankets flew up.


      “Clever Shido.”


      “Clever daaarling.”


      “Clever boy.”


      “Gaaah?!” He looked at the girls who had appeared from under the blankets and let out a cry of surprise. He hadn’t imagined all three of the suspects he’d named would be there together. But what shocked him even more were the suggestive underwear, baby doll nightclothes, and garter belts that they wore.


      “G-guys?” he stammered, his expression confused. He had no idea what was going on.


      The girls smiled and once again pressed their bodies up against him. Origami’s lightly defined abs and Miku’s ample bosom attacked him from either side. Even though he’d felt their skin touching him only a second earlier, it called up an entirely different kind of tension and excitement in his heart after seeing them in these skimpy outfits.


      “Hey…,” he protested. “Wh-whoa…”


      “It’s okay, Shido. Let it happen.”


      “That’s riiight. We ladies are here to pamper you.”


      “Yeah, that. If you go from zero to sage here, then li’l ole Kurumin won’t be anything you can’t handle.”
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      The three closed in on him, their allure in both attitude and appearance different than usual.


      Shido’s heart started to pound violently.


      “Ah, guys are weird, huh? They say if a guy turns thirty without any experience with girls, he gets magical powers. But anytime they want, they can turn into a wise sage thanks to postcoital clarity…” Nia paused.


      “…Oh, I suppose they’d need to be a playboy to achieve that. And you’re a playboy, boy!” Nia joked around as always, and Shido cooled down nicely.


      “…Ah, come on, you guys. I don’t know what this is about, but just go back to your own rooms already!” he cried and shoved the three girls out of his room.


      “Fine. I’ll come back later.”


      “Eeek! You’re so magnificent when you’re fooorceful, daaarling!”


      “Does this mean you’re a butt guy instead, boy?”


      “Yeesh…” He sighed in exasperation, used a sleeve to wipe the sweat off his forehead, and crawled back under his blankets.


      Yet he couldn’t fall back asleep right away. Having been woken up at a totally random hour didn’t help, but more than anything else, he caught the scent of the girls still lingering faintly in the air, which made his heart race.


      “…Hmm?” Some time later, he abruptly furrowed his brow.


      Outside the window, he could hear some kind of quiet tapping sound from the balcony.


      “What is that noise?”


      It sounded almost like someone knocking on his window. Staring suspiciously, he pulled himself out of bed and walked over to the window, rubbing his eyes. He reached for the curtain, then stopped.


      Maybe the fact that he was still half asleep had clouded his judgment. Only now did he think that maybe it was actually very strange for a visitor to knock on his bedroom window in the middle of the night.


      “No way… Kurumi?” he muttered, furrowing his brow. After all, there weren’t too many people who would come see him like this in the dead of night.


      “…Actually, I can think of a couple more people who would.” He sighed heavily, recalling his earlier attackers. In fact, if he had to say, it was much more likely that those three were swinging by to make another attempt on him rather than Kurumi being his visitor.


      Either way, he wouldn’t find out if he just stood here. He took a deep breath, firmed up his resolve, and yanked the curtain back.


      However…


      “Huh?” He couldn’t see anything outside. Not only that, the tapping itself stopped at the same time as he opened the curtains. “Weird. I was sure…”


      Frowning, he opened the window and stepped out onto the balcony. The chilly air assaulted his body, which had gotten used to the cozy warmth of his bed.


      “Unh! So cold!”


      He slipped on his sandals and looked around, but there were indeed no suspicious shadows, and he didn’t spot any little birds up way too early. Maybe he was still half asleep. Scratching his head, he went back inside.


      “Hee-hee! Hee-hee!”


      “…?!” He heard a laugh from somewhere and nearly jumped out of his skin. “Wh-what…?” He looked around in shock.


      He then heard several other voices in quick succession.


      “Huh. So, this is the Shido Itsuka?”


      “Hmph. Seems pretty average. I’m kind of surprised.”


      “Yeah? He’s kind of cute, though.”


      “Wh-what on earth…?” He looked around for the source of the voices, confusion coloring his face. But he couldn’t spot anything that could have been a person.


      For a second, he wondered if it was Kurumi’s avatars talking from the shadows. He knew, though, that these voices were not Kurumi’s.


      “Who’s there?! What do you want with me?!” he shouted. His voice echoed across the silent night sky.


      Several nearby voices giggled in response. Then several pieces of paper fluttered down from the sky.


      “What the…?” He cocked his head to one side and bent down to pick up one of the pages. But the instant his hand neared it, the paper abruptly began to glow with a faint light.


      “Boo!” A girl leaped out from inside of it.


      “Ah?!” Shido fell back onto his backside, stunned.


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha!” the girl giggled. “You totally overreacted.”


      “Wh-who are you…?” He looked up at her in a daze, asking an absurdly idiotic question. He inhaled sharply as his still-groggy brain was at last beaten into wakefulness by the shocking sight.


      Unless he was dreaming, this was no ordinary girl popping out of a piece of paper. He’d already heard about a girl just like this from Mana.


      “No way. DEM’s…?!” he said, a hint of fear visible on his face.


      More girls with the same face began crawling, one after the other, out of the pages scattered around him. It was a sight reminiscent of Kurumi’s avatars showing up en masse, and for a brief while, he was rendered speechless by this sight that so clearly ignored the laws of nature and logic.


      “Hmm. So he knows about me?”


      “But, I mean, ‘DEM’s’? Such an ugly way to refer to us.”


      The girls pursed their lips with dissatisfaction.


      Shido couldn’t respond. Because in the midst of this chatter coming at him from all directions, one girl said something unbelievable.


      “But, sure. I mean, we are something of a Spirit, after all.”


      “Wha—?!” He widened his eyes in surprise. “Sp-Spirit?!”


      His head spun—he was certain he had heard the girl correctly. If it was true, if she was a Spirit, she could have the ability to create avatars like Kurumi. The question remained, though: Why would a Spirit be with DEM when that company was trying to kill Spirits?


      “Yes,” yet another girl said. “Called Nibelcole. Good name, don’t you think?”


      “Well, Father actually made us, though. So perhaps we’re a bit different from the Spirits you’re talking about.”


      “Wh-what do you mean?” Shido asked in reply, baffled, and the girl—Nibelcole—shrugged.


      “Hee-hee! Do you want to know?”


      “We can tell you, but there isn’t much point to it, is there?”


      “Right? I mean, you are going to die here, after all.”


      The Nibelcole spoke such gruesome words so casually.


      He didn’t sense a hint of malice from them, much less murderous intent. They were chatty and relaxed, as though they were simply exchanging a casual greeting or catching him on his way out of the house to ask him to pick something up from the store.


      They were so laid-back, in fact, that Shido, to whom those words were directed, was momentarily speechless.


      “…!”


      That said, however, his reaction was still marvelously quick compared to the average high school boy. He had faced mortal danger on numerous occasions, experiences he really would have preferred not to have had, and his muscle memory propelled him into action. In the blink of an eye, he had whirled around and was kicking at the balcony to escape the Nibelcole.


      However…


      “Huh…?” His field of vision shuddered, and he hit the balcony hard.


      It was only when he looked down at himself in surprise that he realized his legs had been cleanly severed.


      “Hngh… Aaah?!” A heartbeat later, an intense, indescribable pain overcame him, like his brain stem was being crushed.


      He saw the dark night sky flash and crackle, a pain-induced hallucination. His heart pounded fiercely from agitation and anxiety, and oceans of blood gushed from his severed legs.


      “Did you think you could run away?”


      “No, no. After all, Father told us.”


      “This is the end of the line for you.”


      The Nibelcole continued in the same easygoing manner, their faces not so much as twitching at the blood jetting up and splashing back onto their faces.


      Then, a twitch.


      “Uh? Wow. What is this?”


      “His legs are on fire? Wait… The cut-off parts are trying to glue themselves back on?”


      “Hmm. The regenerative abilities of Camael. Nice. Very cool.”


      They peered at Shido’s legs with fascination, like children examining a strange insect on the side of the road.


      It was just as the Nibelcole said—the ends of Shido’s severed legs were currently blazing with a fire that seemed to have sprung up out of nowhere. An incandescent heat flared up over the excruciating pain of amputation, rubbing salt in the wounds by teasing Shido’s pain receptors.


      But the flames were trying to reattach his severed legs, just as the Nibelcole said. This was the healing fire of Kotori’s Angel, Camael.


      “Oh, okay. I get it. That’s why he’s such a hassle.”


      “Uh-huh. No fair. I mean, you kill him, and he just won’t die.”


      “We’re not going to be able to fulfill Father’s request like this. What should we do?”


      The Nibelcole furrowed their brows and exchanged a series of looks, consulting with each other.


      That only lasted an instant. They quickly nodded at each other and looked down to Shido once more.


      “Well, there’s just one thing to do, then.”


      “Mm-hmm. That’s the only option.”


      “We’ll just keep killing you until you die.”


      Just then, he felt a tremendous impact.


      “…?!”


      His vision went red, and pure agony washed over him. It felt like his nerves had become self-aware and started dancing around inside his body violently. If he hadn’t had the blessing of Camael, he would have instantly died from the shock of the sudden, intense torture.


      He screamed wordlessly as the Angel of sound, Gabriel, tried to mitigate the pain. But it was too late.


      The somehow non-malicious, endless, merciless attack of the Nibelcole came again and again and again, digging into his body, crushing it, cutting it up.


      Eventually, his consciousness fell into darkness.
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      “Ngaaah?!” Shido’s throat tore open with a scream as he leaped up in his bed.


      “…?! Hngh?!”


      He opened his eyes wide, bewildered, and looked around. His own bedroom, the same as usual. Judging from the light that now shone through his window, the sun was quite high in the sky.


      “…!”


      A heartbeat later, he hurriedly patted himself down. Once he had confirmed there were no holes in his stomach or chest, his legs hadn’t been cut off, and, above all else, he still had the two hands that were doing this scan, he heaved an enormous sigh of relief.


      “…Geez. Even for a nightmare, that was way too much,” he muttered and went to wipe his forehead, where he discovered his soaked sleeve. This was beyond a little case of the night sweats—it was more like he had encountered a sudden squall in his sleep.


      That made sense, however. He reflected on the nightmare—almost forcing himself to remember everything he would have rather forgotten—and reflexively shuddered.


      What kind of anxiety was he carrying around in his heart that he would have a nightmare like that? And how much of last night was actually a dream?


      He shook his head to try and shake off the memory of the severe pain that still tingled along his nerves, pushed back his damp blankets, and got up. He tugged at his shirt to cool himself down as he went downstairs to shower.


      “…Hmm?”


      His eyebrows arched abruptly.


      The smell of something delicious came wafting up from the first floor, and he heard the satisfying tmp-tmp-tmp of a knife against a cutting board. Someone was preparing breakfast.


      “Maybe Kotori…?” he murmured to himself, tilting his head.


      He and Kotori were the only ones who lived in the house, so it had to be her. Typically, he made breakfast—or rather, all of their meals, but he was a little late getting up today. Was Kotori trying to be nice?


      There was something still bothering him. Had Kotori ever been so comfortable at the cutting board?


      He continued down to the first floor, pondering.


      “…Huh?” He saw who was in the living room and narrowed his eyes.


      “Hmm? Oh, morning, Shido.” The girl sitting on the sofa waved to greet him.


      His jaw hit the floor, and his eyes grew wide.


      This Kotori was clearly older than him. It was a ridiculous impossibility. Was he still asleep? He pinched his cheek. It hurt.


      She looked to be about twenty years old. Long, slender limbs, and a mature face. Her hair wasn’t tied up; black ribbons circled her wrists instead of securing her usual pigtails.


      What caught his eye more than anything, though, was her chest. Kotori’s breasts, which had been a little on the modest side compared to her peers, were now almost unnaturally large. Shido’s now older sister sat with only a white button-up shirt covering her otherwise-nude body, relaxing and watching television. She looked like an office worker before they headed out for the day.


      “What’re you spacing out for? Oh! Captivated by your big sister’s bare legs? Well, you are a man, after all.”


      Shido stared in surprise as Kotori deliberately uncrossed and recrossed her legs, a playful smile spreading across her face. He stared at her body and the seductive beauty peeking out from the hem of her shirt. Shido gasped.
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      “…! I-it’s not that!” he cried. “Kotori… That is you, right? Right? Wait, no. What? What on earth is even—?”


      “Huh?” She stared at him blankly. “What are you on about?”


      “Even if you did grow up out of nowhere, those boobs are just over the top— Pwah?!”


      He was whacked in the face with a cushion, courtesy of Kotori, and his head was thrown back.


      “Shido.”


      While he was rubbing the end of his nose, which had taken the brunt of the cushion offensive, he heard a voice call out to him from the kitchen.


      A fully grown Yoshino was there making breakfast. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, her sleeves rolled up, and she wore a simple apron—she was the perfect image of a young housewife.


      Almost as if to continue the confusing parade, three girls appeared at her feet. For a second, he wondered whose kids had come over, but he quickly realized they were actually Origami, Miku, and Nia in miniaturized forms. For some reason, they were all wearing little signs around their necks that said, I MOVED TOO FAST. I’M VERY SORRY.


      “Failure. But I will not give up. Who says a younger girl can’t play the older sister role?”


      “Nooo! Why are we so tiiiny?! I want to seduce my daaarling!”


      “Ah-ha-ha! Well, having us for contrast makes it way easier to tell they’re all grown up. I mean, look. We’re all teensy, so those young brides seem like whole mommas, instead!”


      “Hah?! S-so then, that means…?!” Miku suddenly looked like she’d just had some divine revelation. She snuggled up against Yoshino’s legs like a spoiled child.


      With a wry smile, Yoshino gently stroked Miku’s hair and looked back to Shido. At the same time, Yoshinon, the rabbit puppet on her left hand (which, for some reason, had had a fake beard tacked onto it), beckoned him.


      “Come, Shido, your mother wants you to taste something for her. Also, I’m Dad.”


      “Um. Would you, please?” Yoshino asked.


      “Huh? S-sure…” Still bewildered, Shido did as asked and walked over to her. He took the small dish from her hand and tasted the miso soup. “Mmm. It’s great. The broth’s really flavorful.”


      “Really? That’s… Well, um. Great,” Yoshino said with a faint smile.


      Shido’s heart skipped a beat. She was different from the usual Yoshino, replete with grace and open-mindedness.


      Then Shido remembered the oddities of the scene before him and shook his head vigorously.


      “…No, wait. No, no! What is all of this?! Was that whole thing last night not actually a dream?!”


      “Part of your training,” the tiny Origami called out from where she stood at his feet.


      “M-my training…?” He looked down at her.


      “Yes.” She nodded solemnly. “We’re building up your resistance, so you’re not bewitched by Kurumi’s allure on the fourteenth.”


      “Resistance…?” He frowned. “What am I supposed to do, then?”


      “Just act normal,” she told him. “We’re monitoring your pulse and your excitement level. We want you to maintain your composure and keep those levels from exceeding a fixed value.”


      Shido gave a half-hearted “Uh-huh…,” and scratched his cheek.


      “Oh!” Kotori called out from behind, ready to tack something else onto Origami’s explanation. “Don’t you worry, we’ve got real penalties set up, too. For every ten seconds your excitement index enters dangerous territory, one of your drawings from when you were a kid will be posted online.”


      “Dammit!” Shido shrieked. “Just when I thought I was safe!”


      Kotori laughed merrily. She really did look like an older sister teasing her little brother.


      He had some serious misgivings about this, but considering it was all in motion already, he knew there was nothing he could do to stop it.


      He sighed and turned back to Origami.


      “…So why’d you make Kotori and Yoshino older?”


      “We thought you’d flop if you had some older girls chasing you,” she told him dispassionately.


      “Okay, whoa! Rude!” he shouted, and Origami tilted her head.


      “So, you can handle being chased?”


      “I—I mean, look. My life is on the line here. Physically and socially, in some ways!”


      “Right.” Origami snapped her fingers.


      Nia and Miku jumped in response. They grabbed onto the hem of Yoshino’s skirt and yanked hard. The skirt tore away, leaving Yoshino wearing nothing but her apron. The chaste young wife was instantly transformed into a woman of the night.


      “Eeek…!”


      “Wh—?!”


      Shido was stunned—and he wasn’t the only one. Yoshino’s face turned beet-red, and she slumped down to the floor.


      This was the polar opposite of being chased by an older woman. Nevertheless, the naughtiness and sensuality radiating from her made Shido freeze.


      Ennnnh!


      Just then, a buzzer blared. It seemed that his heart rate had crossed the fixed threshold.


      “Hngh!” He had to get his pulse down somehow. He hurriedly averted his eyes, grabbed the jacket hanging on the back of a chair, and draped it over Yoshino’s shoulders.


      Not a moment later, a new assassin appeared in his line of sight.


      “Shido— Er, I mean…Mr. Itsuka! Class is gonna—Class is about to start!” Tohka appeared before him dressed as a teacher, complete with glasses and a suit that emphasized her chest to a ridiculous degree. She was even trying to talk like a teacher. Of course, she too now appeared older than Shido, with the grown body of a woman in her twenties. Though, perhaps because the suit was a little too small, her silhouette was emphasized, and his eyes shot to her chest.


      “Um. What’s the matter, Itsuka?” she asked.


      “Oh, uh…” He cleared his throat and looked away, trying to get back on track.


      Tohka looked at him curiously. She seemed completely oblivious to the eroticism she now brandished like a lethal weapon. The disconnect shook him up even more.


      She didn’t appear to notice his reaction one bit as she strutted over to him like a model, took his hand, and sat him down at the dining table. She set another chair next to him and sat down, cuddling up against him.


      “U-uh…?” he said, staring at her.


      “Now then, Mr. Itsuka. It’s time for Miss Tohka’s sweet honey lesson. You and me together…hmm?” Tohka stopped and frowned. She pulled a notebook out of her pocket and looked it over. “Oh, right. We’re going to do something called a naughty extracurricular. Ready? Um, first up are your health and physical education. The pistil and the stamen are—”


      “Who’s in charge of casting here?!” he shrieked and leaped up from the chair.


      “Ah!” Tohka said. “Where are you going, Mr. Itsuka?!”


      “T-to wash up!” He headed for the washroom to try and calm down, to reduce the rush of blood to his head and the flush in his now-red cheeks. The entire time, the buzzer had continued screaming angrily. This was bad. He needed to turn the situation around somehow.


      “Wh—?!”


      However…


      …when he opened the door to the washroom, he froze once more.


      The reason was simple. Natsumi stood before him in nothing but a towel. This wasn’t the usual Natsumi, either. Thanks to her Angel, Haniel, she was now in her adult form.


      Whipped up into a frenzy though he was, Shido was clearheaded enough to put the pieces together. This was how the others had turned into mature women.


      “Oh me, oh my?” Grinning, Natsumi turned her eyes on him. Perhaps she’d just had a shower—her damp hair was plastered to her pale skin, and she was exceedingly seductive. “Hee-hee-hee! Morning, Shido. Too bad for you; you just missed out. If you’d gotten here a minute sooner, I would’ve had nothing on at all—not even this towel.”


      “…! Wh-what are you even—?” His face became an even deeper shade of red.


      Natsumi ran a finger along his chin, amused. “Or, perhaps, did you wait to come in so you could strip me down yourself? Hee-hee! What a bad boy you are.” She took his hand and brought it up to her chest.


      “Whoa—?!” He hurriedly yanked his hand back but pulled too hard and ended up tumbling over backward. “Ow!”


      He hit the floor and grimaced, rubbing the back of his head.


      New figures popped up and looked down on him.


      “Hah…?!” He had barely gotten the chance to breathe before he was gasping in surprise again.


      And of course he was. Before him now were Dr. Kaguya, dressed in a suit with a white lab coat, and Nurse Yuzuru, in a uniform with an absurdly short skirt.


      “Keh-keh! What ails you? Are you in any pain? You may demonstrate to me.”


      “Point. Kaguya, Natsumi went to all the trouble of making us look mature, but the way you speak is still incongruously juvenile.”


      “…! Sh-shut up! I mean, takes one to know one!”


      The twins started with their usual bickering.


      The arguing wasn’t much of a problem. The fact that this was taking place while they wore short skirts dangling right above Shido’s face as he stared up from the floor—that was a problem.


      “…!”


      A shrill alarm sounded.


      He hurriedly righted himself and stepped into the hallway. He had to get his heart rate under control. He started for the front door, hoping to get some air.


      However, there stood the final gatekeeper.


      “Hmph. Whither do you go, my lord?”


      “Mukuro?!”


      Indeed. Just as adult as the others, Mukuro had donned a Japanese kimono and was blocking the entryway. On top of that, she was wearing no ordinary kimono. The gorgeous obi belt was tied in front, and her shoulders were daringly bare.


      In other words, she was dressed like an elegant courtesan.


      “Whoa!”


      Mukuro already had quite the ample figure for her height, but now that she had been matured by Natsumi’s power, her body possessed a destructive power on par with a nuclear weapon. With each graceful, mincing step she took, her voluptuous bosom jiggled and called out to his eyes to rest upon it.


      The roar of the alarm came even louder than before. Shido somehow managed to put off Mukuro closing in on him as he opened the front door in a last-ditch attempt to flee.


      “Hmph. You must wait, my lord.”


      “Ah?!”


      The second he opened the door, Mukuro stepped on the hem of his trousers, and he pitched forward.


      But he did not fall. Instead, his face landed between the breasts of another person standing right outside.


      “Wha—? Hah… Ah?!”


      “…Hmm?”


      A quiet voice came from above his bewildered head. He tentatively lifted his face and saw that it was Ratatoskr analyst Reine Murasame.


      “R-Reine! I’m sorr—,” he started desperately.


      “…Sure.” Reine nodded, understanding, and put a hand on the back of his head, pressing his face back into her cleavage as she gently stroked his hair.


      “…There, there.”


      “…?!”


      “““Oooh!”””


      In the midst of all this chaos and confusion, Shido heard an admiring cry from the audience of Spirits behind him and the sound of applause.
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      A few hours after the commotion at the Itsuka house, Kotori and the other Spirits (now returned to their original forms with Natsumi’s Haniel) were at a confectionary supply shop on Tengu’s main street.


      Kotori looked over the group as she put her hands on her hips and called out, “Attention, please! Erm, thanks to all of your efforts, we saw some success in Shido Training Number One.”


      Nia and Miku immediately began to whisper.


      “Is she suuure, though? I kinda feel like Reinecchi did all the heavy lifting there.”


      “They really should’ve had us in the fight, too, I think.”


      “Ahhh-hem!” Kotori cleared her throat very deliberately as if to say, “We can hear you, you know.”


      “As such, I’d like for us to move to our next tactic.”


      Indeed. They were at the confectionary shop for this precise reason—they were going to make chocolate to gift Shido on Valentine’s Day.


      “All of you, search for your preferred ingredients. I gave you a quick rundown of the bare essentials, but if you’re not sure what to get, ask me or Reine. Okay?”


      “Mm!”


      “Oh-kay!”


      “Roger that.”


      The Spirits all responded in their own way and dispersed throughout the store.


      Kotori watched them go before letting out a sigh. “All right. Should we get to it, too?”


      “…Yes, I suppose so,” Reine replied from where she stood next to her. Rather than her Ratatoskr uniform or the white lab coat she wore to school, Reine was currently dressed in an elegant tunic. The patched-up stuffed teddy bear peeking its face out of her pocket made the whole outfit look quite bizarre.


      Her earlier visit to the Itsuka house had been no coincidence. Kotori had asked her to help choose ingredients to make chocolate and to lead the production process.


      “Now then, first, we need the base chocolate…,” Kotori murmured as she walked toward the back of the shop with Reine in tow.


      This was, no doubt, the shop’s peak season. A variety of different confections were arranged in large display cases decorated with flashy signage and recipes for homemade chocolates.


      “Wow, they really have a big spread,” Kotori remarked.


      Unlike the ready-made chocolates sold at convenience stores, the chocolate here was wrapped in simple, transparent packaging with only an ingredient list pasted on. The origins of the cocoa beans and the blend percentage differed for each, and from afar, they created a beautiful gradation on the shelves.


      Kotori could see five girls—Tohka, Yoshino, Natsumi, Kaguya, and Mukuro—in front of the cabinet, all staring hard at the lined-up confections.


      “Find anything good, girls?”


      The Spirits whirled around.


      “Mm. They all look yummy, Kotori, but there are so many.”


      “Yes… How are we supposed to know which is best?”


      “…Right? We didn’t realize how hard it would be.”


      “Hm-hmm. Cherished younger sister. In what way exactly do these cocoas from Venezuela and Colombia differ?” Mukuro asked.


      “Huh?” A bead of sweat rolled down Kotori’s cheek. She talked a big game about her knowledge of handmade chocolates, but her only experience had been producing some deformed thing using a commercial chocolate-making kit with help from her mother ages ago. She was way out of her depth when it came to such intricate details as region of origin.


      That said, she had told them to ask her if they were unsure of anything, so she felt like she couldn’t exactly confess that she didn’t know. She avoided meeting Mukuro’s gaze, searching for her response.


      “Uh. Ummm,” she said. “Well, you know.”


      As if guessing at her struggle, a hand slapped down onto her shoulder.


      “Reine?” Kotori looked up at her.


      “…Mm.” Reine nodded as if to say “Leave this to me,” and turned her gaze on the other Spirits. “…There are three main types of cocoa. Criollo, which is very fragrant; Forastero, which is resistant to disease; and Trinitario, which is a hybrid with both of those advantages.”


      “Hmm?” Tohka looked perplexed at this explanation. She wasn’t alone. The other three also looked like they didn’t understand a thing.


      Reine had to have anticipated this reaction. She snapped her index finger up as she continued.


      “…It’s likely easier to understand the distinction if you look at the ratio of cocoa to milk, rather than at place of origin. The darker the chocolate is, the more bitter it is. The lighter it is, the sweeter it gets.”


      “Oh, I get it!” Tohka clapped her hands together and turned back to the display case. Yoshino, Natsumi, and Mukuro followed suit and began to pick out the perfect chocolate for their confections.


      “Sorry. Thanks, though,” Kotori said.


      “…Anytime,” Reine replied, looking down at her. “…What kind of chocolate are you going to make, Kotori?”


      “Hmm.” Kotori frowned. “To be honest, I’m still not sure. There’s no real art to just melting the chocolate and pouring it into a mold, but I feel like I’d mess up anything too fancy.”


      “…Mmm. I think you don’t need to make it so difficult for yourself. If you decorate that with some white chocolate or something after it hardens, your personality will shine through enough. It’s a cliché, but what counts is the emotion behind the gift.”


      “Mm. I guess so.”


      “…Mm-hmm. Let me ask you, then,” Reine said. “The person you’re giving these chocolates to—is he the kind of guy who would be unhappy with them because the cooking process wasn’t complex enough?”


      “…!” Kotori’s eyes flew open. She laughed.


      “You’re right. I may have been overthinking this a bit,” she said, and shrugged. Shido would be delighted no matter what her chocolates looked like. “Thanks, Reine.”


      “…Sure.”


      Kotori went back to browsing the shelves with Tohka and the others until she finally selected a milk chocolate that looked to have a good balance of sweetness and plopped it into her shopping basket. Next, it was onto the neighboring shelves.


      This area was chock full of chocolate pens, small heart-shaped sugar candies, and other materials to use in decorating sweets.


      The Yamai sisters had already made it there, picking up packages of dragée pearls shining silver and food-safe golden leaves as they oohed with glittering eyes.


      “No way. You can eat these? They’re not for the wrapping?”


      “Confirmation. It says ‘For use as food’ on the package.”


      “For real? Keh. Keh-keh! With these in hand, we might even manifest the illuminated cross.” An evil smile rose up on Kaguya’s face as she fingered the gold leaf.


      Kotori gave a pained grin, then heard Miku and Nia calling for her.


      “Kotori, Reine! I wanna make these chocolates, buuut I don’t know what I need for them!”


      “M-me too! Same here! Trouble is, I’ve never cooked a day in my life, y’know?”


      “What do you want to make?” Kotori asked.


      Miku and Nia gestured about, envisioning their chocolates.


      “Well, you see, I want to make something like thiiis, that stays all soft and melty even at room temperature. Oh! But not an aaactual liquid. I want something soft enough to basically paint onto my body.”


      “All right, I wanna make something that would make a boy’s energy skyrocket times one hundred. I just dunno what to put in it. I guess turtle?”


      “Just make normal chocolates!” Kotori barked, then sighed dramatically.


      Miku and Nia were nominally the oldest of the Spirits, but they somehow made Kotori feel as though she were dealing with a pair of big children.


      “…Hmm?” Her eyes darted from the chocolate shelves to the decoration shelves. There was one Spirit missing.


      “Huh? Where’d Origami get off to?”


      She turned her eyes to the store’s front, thinking perhaps the other girl was already looking at the boxes and ribbons for packaging.


      She caught sight of the missing Origami emerging from the hardware store across the street.


      “What the…?” Kotori furrowed her brow as Origami came back into the confectionary supply shop, bagged haul in both hands.


      “Where’d you go? You know we’re making chocolates, right?”


      “Of course. I procured the necessary items,” Origami said, radiating confidence, and held her bags out to Kotori.


      Kotori peered inside and saw plenty of cylindrical containers, the use of which was unclear.


      “…What are these?” she asked, arching her brow.


      “Silicon.”


      “…What are they for?”


      “Making molds.”


      “…Of what?”


      “Me,” Origami shot back without the slightest hesitation.


      Kotori suddenly understood Origami’s plan. She wanted to make a life-size Origami Tobiichi chocolate.


      Kotori sighed even more heavily than before.


      “…Erm, maybe hold off on that. Shido doesn’t judge, but even he’d be freaked by that. Seriously.”


      “But this is the only way to fight back against Kurumi Tokisaki,” Origami said with utmost seriousness.


      Judging from her expression, she sincerely believed this to be the case. She was supposed to be smart, so how had she come to this conclusion? Kotori’s head started to hurt as she struggled to comprehend the Spirit’s thought process.


      Reine stepped forward again, ready to take over. “…I see. What an incredible idea, Origami. But I think there’s maybe a problem.”


      “What?” Origami turned curious eyes up at her.


      “…The weight,” Reine said. “The human body is much heavier than you’d imagine. And Shin, kind soul that he is, would cherish a present from you. He would have to consume what is clearly an excessive amount of sugar before the chocolate’s expiration date.”


      “…!” Origami’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t think of that. How embarrassing.”


      “…You care for Shin,” Reine told her with a smile. “Just keep his health in mind.”


      “I will.” Origami nodded firmly. “Difficult to downsize while maintaining quality with manual labor. I’ll have to urgently procure a 3D printer.” She clenched her hand into a fist, her eyes full of new resolve.


      “…” Reine scratched her cheek, an indescribable expression on her face.


      Sighing, Kotori set a hand on Reine’s shoulder. “It’s your day off, and we’re here causing you headaches. Let this one slide and I’ll make sure to add a little something to your paycheck.”


      “…No, I don’t mind,” Reine said in her usual groggy way. “I was going to go shopping anyway. So since we’re at it, I decided I might as well get you to buy enough ingredients for me, too.”


      Kotori’s eyes grew round. “You’re making chocolates, too, Reine? For who?”


      “…Hmm? Well, for the people who make my life better on a daily basis,” Reine said, a hand on her chin as she considered the possibilities. “The Fraxinus crew, my colleagues at school… I thought I’d do some for Shin, too, but maybe he’ll have more than enough chocolates with all these from the Spirits?”


      “Oh.” Kotori shrugged. “So that kind of chocolate, then. I just assumed you’d maybe met someone.”


      “…Sorry to disappoint you, but that sort of thing is not really a part of my life these days,” Reine said, and sighed.


      Kotori turned and gave Reine another look over.


      She had long, slender limbs, and breasts so ample, they almost seemed out of place. The thick, dark circles that shadowed her eyes looked a little unhealthy, but her face was more than lovely enough to make up for that.


      She was smart; she could do almost anything flawlessly. She had a generous personality that allowed her to build a comfortable friendship with the younger Kotori, without looking down on her or showing excessive reverence.


      If Kotori were asked to list women she admired, this exceptional talent would, without a doubt, rank at the top of the list. So she figured that the men of the world wouldn’t be able to leave Reine alone, but for some reason, she never heard that kind of romance talk from her friend and colleague.


      “These days, huh?” she said.


      “…Hmm?” Reine cocked her head to one side and turned toward Kotori.


      “I was just thinking how I actually never hear about stuff like that from you,” Kotori said, eyes shining with curiosity. “So was there someone in the past? You know, like a partner or a boyfriend?”


      “…Hmm.” Reine scratched her head, a little troubled.


      This was a rare reaction, and Kotori found herself even more amused by the whole thing. A grin spread across her face as she jabbed Reine in the side.


      Before she knew it, the Spirits had clustered around them, perking curious ears. The rare romance talk had carried to them on the wind. This was a group of Spirits, to be sure, but they were also all teenage girls. The gossip was sure to draw them in. Although some of them, like Tohka, looked as though they’d only come over to follow the crowd.


      “Come on. It’s no big deal. Go on! Spill the tea!” Kotori said with obvious relish, clearly speaking on behalf of all the girls there.


      “…Mm. Well, I guess.” Reine sighed in defeat. And then, looking off into the distance, she admitted haltingly, “There was someone. Just the one, though.”


      The Spirits let out a fascinated “““Oooh.”””


      “Huh, just the one?” Kotori looked at her in surprise. “I figured you’d have to fight them off, though.”


      “Yeah, yes. I bet you got your fair share, yeah? Go on, you can tell us. We’re not in some group date situation here. You don’t have to pretend you’re an innocent, you know?”


      “…I don’t know about that,” Reine replied vaguely. “Members of the opposite sex are not so interested in me as you all seem to think.”


      “Yeah, yeah.” Kotori waved down this humbleness. “Sure, whatever, let’s go with that. Anyway! What was this lover of yours like? He must’ve been a pretty good guy if you fell for him, huh, Reine?”


      “…Let’s see. Kind… I guess the words I’d use are very kind.” Reine repeated herself, as if processing the idea, and then closed her eyes. “…I don’t think anyone will ever take his place in my heart. He was my first love, and I’m sure he’ll be my last.”


      “…”


      She spoke with such pathos that it halted Kotori’s interrogation for a few moments.


      Stepping up to the plate in her stead, Kaguya cocked her head to one side curiously.


      “…Why’d you break up, then? Sounds like you still lov—”


      “Hey,” Kotori interrupted with a sharp glance.


      Kaguya seemed to finally read the room as well and averted her eyes apologetically.


      Reine spoke as though this had all happened a while ago. Yet she continued to have feelings for this man, even to this day.


      Kotori would have been lying if she said that she didn’t feel a prick of curiosity about the particulars of the situation, but she wasn’t tactless enough to pry against Reine’s will. She exhaled quietly and spoke the word that bubbled up in her heart.


      “Amazing.”


      Reine opened her eyes slightly in surprise. “…You think?”


      “Yes. He’s pretty lucky to have you care for him so much,” Kotori said, and the Spirits bobbed their heads up and down in agreement.


      “Yes. I think. It’s very wonderful.”


      “Assent. I’m surprised that you have this kind of bittersweet past, Reine.”


      “Riiight? Truth is stranger than manga. Fiction can’t begin to compare with reality when it comes to stuff like this. Reality just comes right at you, no foreshadowing, no carefully laid plot beats.”


      “Hee-hee-hee! It truly is a beautiful story. I’m the teensiest bit jealous.”


      This last voice was one Kotori hadn’t heard in a while, and she arched an eyebrow as she scavenged her memory for a name to go with it.


      Three seconds later, her whole body stiffened, and she whirled around.


      “Kurumi?!” she gasped.


      Yes. At some point, the worst Spirit, Kurumi Tokisaki, had come to stand behind her.


      “Wh—?!”


      “…!”


      The other Spirits snapped their heads up at Kotori’s cry—or perhaps they had noticed Kurumi’s presence even before Kotori spoke—and a note of alarm bled onto their faces.


      But Kurumi paid them no mind and showed no sign of being upset herself. She simply smiled merrily, like the whole scene was very funny to her.


      “Oh my, oh dear,” she said. “Whatever is the matter, girls?”


      “…Oh, we were just surprised to find you here all of a sudden.” Kotori sniffed as she straightened up again, a bold air emanating from her.


      She looked at Kurumi again and saw that the Spirit was wearing a cute black-and-white coat instead of her Astral Dress. As far as Kotori could tell, Kurumi was not there to fight.


      “What’s up with you, Kurumi?” Kotori demanded, crossing her arms. “You need something?”


      “Aah, good question.” Kurumi clapped her hands together. “I’ve come to do some shopping.”


      “Shopping?” Kotori stared at her dubiously.


      “Yes, yes. I wanted to pick up the items needed to make chocolate for Shido.”


      “““…!”””


      Kotori could hear the other Spirits begin to whisper to each other.


      So their guess had been correct. Kurumi had decided on the fourteenth as the day of the battle because she wanted the advantage that Valentine’s Day would give her.


      Kurumi blinked rapidly as though realizing something. “Did you all perhaps also come to buy chocolate supplies?” she asked.


      “…Well, yeah,” Kotori said, with a glare. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”


      “Hee-hee-hee! Well, I suppose so. There are only so many reasons one might visit a confectionary shop at this time of year. And looking at what’s in all of your baskets, it’s quite obvious—”


      Peering at each of them in turn, Kurumi cut herself off when she saw what was in Origami’s hands and screwed her face up curiously. That was no wonder at all, though.


      “…You are making chocolate, yes?” she asked hesitantly.


      “…That is my intent,” Origami replied evenly.


      Kurumi looked so confused, it was easy to imagine a question mark floating above her head for a moment, but she soon cleared her throat as if to pull herself back together and lifted her face.


      “In that case, I have a proposal,” she said.


      “A proposal?” Kotori gave her a skeptical look.


      About an hour later, they had left the confectionary shop behind and quietly installed themselves in a room in the Spirits’ apartment building in order to get down to the business of making chocolates.


      “…What are we even doing?” Kotori muttered to herself.


      That much was understandable. After all…


      “Oh my, oh dear. So this is where you all live, then? Hee-hee-hee! Isn’t it simply marvelous!”


      …behind Kotori was the worst Spirit, Kurumi Tokisaki, who oohed and aahed as she toured the spacious kitchen.


      Yes. Her proposal…


      “I plan to make my chocolates immediately after I’ve procured all the ingredients. If it’s all right with you, perhaps we could work together?”


      …had been this entirely unexpected and preposterous idea.


      Kurumi was a Spirit. And that made her a target for attack and a subject to defend for Ratatoskr. In order to gain her trust, this kind of interaction was necessary at times. But the situation with Kurumi was very clearly different from that of any of the other Spirits.


      For one thing, Kurumi already knew Ratatoskr’s and Shido’s objectives, and she was the one who had come up with this challenge. It was only proper for Kotori to assume she had some ulterior motive.


      “…”


      However…


      Kotori shot a glance at her.


      …it was true that Kurumi was a dangerous Spirit. Given that she was equipped with her full Spirit powers, if it came down to a contest of numbers, she would thoroughly trounce them. They couldn’t let their guard down for a second around her.


      But this was precisely why this was a favorable opportunity for them, a hard-to-come-by chance to gather information on her.


      The coming fourteenth of February. The day of Shido and Kurumi’s “battle.” Kotori wanted to learn as much as possible about Kurumi before that fateful moment, and thus she had had no choice but to agree to Kurumi’s chocolate-making proposal.


      “…Kotori,” Reine whispered. “…I’m going to go back to Fraxinus for a bit. This is a rare opportunity to measure Kurumi’s emotional indices and likability. I’d like to get as much data as possible.”


      “Yes.” Kotori nodded her permission. “Please do. I’ll handle things here.”


      “…All right. Good luck. Wishing you success.” Reine stood slowly and left the room.


      Kurumi curiously watched her go and cocked her head.


      “Oh dear! Is Ms. Murasame leaving?”


      “Yeah. I guess she had a thing,” Kotori said, sidestepping the question.


      “Mm-hmm.” Kurumi narrowed her eyes as she stared at the door through which Reine had vanished.


      For a second, Kotori thought Kurumi had seen through her lie, but that wasn’t quite it. She couldn’t say for sure, but she felt like she could catch a glimpse of something doubtful in her gaze.


      “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Did you want to talk to Reine about something?”


      “Oh, no. It’s nothing like that.” Kurumi shook her head casually. “At any rate, should we not perhaps get to work, then?” As if to collect herself, she clapped once and set the bags with the confectionary shop logo onto the worktable.


      They were not in any of the Spirits’ apartments but rather the kitchen space on the first floor. Since this apartment building had been purposely built for the Spirits to live in, all kinds of amenities had been included in addition to the living spaces—a theater for entertainment, a fitness center for health. This kitchen was just one more of those amenities.


      Naturally, the individual apartments also had kitchens, but the idea behind this space had been to give the Spirits the opportunity to come together and cook for events like Valentine’s Day or Christmas. It included a massive table where the Spirits could work side by side, a variety of equipment for both Western- and Japanese-style cooking, and even a large industrial gas stove.


      The facility had everything a chef could desire, so much so that when they’d toured the building after it was finished the previous year, Shido had stared like a boy pressed up against the window of a candy store and hadn’t moved on from this place for a few minutes.


      “Hee-hee-hee! It’s simply been ages since I made any kind of sweets!” Kurumi happily spread out her ingredients on the counter and then abruptly widened her eyes. “Oh dear?”


      The reason was quickly made plain. The Spirits had clumped in one corner of the room, wary expressions on their faces.


      “Hmm… What exactly’s going on in Kurumi’s head?”


      “I-if she wants to fight, I’ll take her on…!”


      “War. Yuzuru will also not stay silent in the face of this threat.”


      They glared at Kurumi harshly, muttering to each other.


      That was only natural. Whatever else, this was the Spirit who had declared that she was going to eat Shido and steal his Spirit powers. It was simply to be expected that they’d be on high alert.


      Kurumi seemed to have anticipated this reaction, as well. Her mouth softened into a smile, and she giggled before she raised her voice and continued.


      “Goodness! Are you not going to start cooking as well? Hee-hee-hee! I shall have a monopoly over Shido’s heart.”


      “““Wh—?!”””


      The Spirits all frowned.


      It was such an obvious challenge. But even understanding this (although it seemed it had gone over some of the Spirits’ heads), they could not let it slide. The Spirits snorted with indignation and stomped over to the worktable.


      “Like I’d let that happen! I’ll protect Shido! Mmph, mmph!”


      “I-I’m also going to fight!”


      “Hrmph. Mukuro shall not allow you to have your way with her lord.”


      One after the other, they began to set out the things they’d picked up at the confectionary shop.


      “Hee-hee-hee!” Kurumi laughed like she was genuinely enjoying herself. “I also intend to emerge victorious.” She rolled up her sleeves, put on one of the aprons hanging to one side, and washed her hands.


      The others also shifted to cooking mode and returned to the worktable once more. They looked like surgeons about to operate, with their freshly washed hands held up at chest height.


      “…”


      “…”


      “…Mmph, mmph.”


      But the surgeons—the Spirits—simply stood on either side of the worktable, motionless.


      After a minute or so of silence, Tohka turned to Kotori, a troubled look on her face. “Kotori,” she said. “What do we do now? Nom-nom.”


      “Huh? Oh. Right. Yeah.” Kotori’s eyes widened briefly, but she quickly nodded her head. Now that Tohka mentioned it, while she had told them what ingredients they would need, she hadn’t yet explained the actual process of making the chocolate.


      “Well, basically,” she began, “you’re gonna melt your block of chocolate and pour it into the molds we got. Then you chill that in the fridge, and once the chocolates are hard, you can decorate them however you like.”


      “Oh-ho!” Tohka bobbed her head up and down. “I get it! Mmph, mmph.”


      “…Uh, Tohka? Why do you keep making that noise?” Natsumi asked, looking at Tohka through narrowed eyes.


      Tohka’s voice had been strangely muffled the whole time. Kotori glanced over at her and quickly discovered the reason.


      Tohka had opened the bag of chocolate and was munching away on it.


      “Hey! You can’t eat that, Tohka,” she snapped. “You won’t have any left to give to Shido!”


      “Mm? Ah! When did I—?!” Tohka stared down at herself, stunned, like she had only just noticed what her own hands were doing. “C-curse you, Kurumi… Attacking me so fearsomely like this… Mmph, mmph.”


      “…Uh.” Kotori rolled her eyes. “This is very clearly not an attack. Plus, you’re still eating it.”


      “Hee-hee-hee! It seems that it’s started to work, then,” Kurumi declared. “You want to eat mooore! Mooore!”


      “Mm?!” Tohka’s eyes flew open. “I—I can’t stop! Mmph, mmph…”


      “Don’t you start, Kurumi!” Kotori yelled and yanked the bag of chocolate out of Tohka’s hands. She sighed, already exhausted. “Haah… It’s a good thing we bought extra just in case. Okay. Come on. Let’s get started.”


      “Mm!” Tohka nodded emphatically. But she soon cocked her head once again. “Um. Kotori. How do I melt this?”


      “Huh? What are you talking about? That’s obvious, isn’t it? You take the chocolate—,” Kotori started and then stopped.


      Actually, it wasn’t just the speaking that stopped. For a few seconds, her entire body was still. A bead of sweat rolled ever so slowly down her cheek.


      “…Kotori?”


      “What’s the maaatter?”


      “H-h-hang on a sec.”


      The Spirits looked at her curiously, and Kotori finally broke free of her paralysis. Wiping a hand across her forehead, she set her brain to work and somehow managed to call up the memories of that time way back when she had made chocolate with her mother.


      All she could recall, however, was a scene in which they poured the chocolate into the mold. Right. Her mother had melted the chocolate for her because she’d been too little to use the stove herself.


      She’d never imagined this would be the damage they incurred from Reine returning to Fraxinus. She put a hand to her head and gritted her teeth in frustration.


      “Oh dear, Kotori!” Kurumi giggled. “Do you not know how to temper chocolate? If you’d like, I can go over the basics.”


      “…! N-no thanks. I know that much, at least!” Kotori snapped in response and snorted with indignation.


      However, a moment later, she was obviously puzzled—it was as if a question mark had popped up over her head.


      “Temper”? What the heck is “temper”? Melting the chocolate? Temper… Like “temper tantrum”?


      “…”


      Kotori glanced at Natsumi, and the smaller girl jolted in surprise.


      “…Wh-what?” she stammered.


      “N-no, it’s nothing. Okay, it’s time to melt the chocolate down,” Kotori said, putting on a bold front. “We’re all good so long as we melt the chocolate, basically, so no need to overthink this.”


      She grabbed a pot from the shelf and set it on a burner. And then she tossed a chunk of chocolate into the pot and turned on the heat. The powerful industrial stove wouldn’t have been out of place in a Chinese restaurant, and it soon heated the pot with a sizzle. The chocolate in contact with the bottom of the pot gradually began to lose its shape.


      Tohka and the others let out admiring oohs.


      “Wow, Kotori! It’s really melting!”


      “Mph. Impressive.”


      “Oh! Lookit you, li’l sis! Getting the job done!”


      The others raised their voices in praise, and while Kotori still felt slightly anxious about the whole endeavor, she threw her head back proudly.


      “R-right? Once I set my mind to it—”


      “…Uh,” Natsumi interrupted. “It smells kind of like something’s burning?”


      “Huh?” Kotori hurriedly peered into the pot. “Eeek!”


      The melted chocolate bubbling at the bottom of the pot had started to burn. Black smoke rose up in little clouds, and a charred scent hung in the air around them.


      “O-oh no!” Kotori cried. “Water! I need water!”


      “R-right!”


      “H-here!”


      A glass of water was thrust forward, and she dumped it into the pot.


      Sizzzzzz…


      She heard a sizzling sound, and even more smoke jetted upward until finally the contents of the pot were silent.


      “Haah! Haah!”


      “Ah, that was scary…”


      “Hey! So! Li’l sis! Is this how chocolate-making’s supposed to go?” Nia asked innocently.


      “Hnngh!” Kotori felt beads of sweat pop up on her forehead.


      The liquid in the pot had marched right past brown and gone straight to black, and there were still hard bits of chocolate bobbing about in it. This didn’t look like it would be particularly tasty even after it hardened in the mold.


      She looked up and unexpectedly locked eyes with Kurumi.


      “Oh my, oh dear.” Kurumi acknowledged Kotori’s gaze with a gentle smile. Almost as though she was saying, “I am here to help.”


      “Hngh!” Kotori grimaced, frustrated. She did in fact want to beg Kurumi to teach them how to do this, but her pride simply would not allow her to.


      “…H-hey, Kaguya, Yuzuru?” Kotori turned to the Yamai sisters and lowered her voice so that Kurumi couldn’t hear her. “You guys ever have a chocolate-making contest or anything?”


      The twins put thoughtful hands to their chins.


      “We do not coexist well with creation. Destruction and annihilation are our birthrights.”


      “Translation. Unfortunately, we have never made chocolates before. We have, however, had eating contests.”


      “Y-yeah?” Kotori slumped forward.


      “However,” Kaguya continued. “We do have an inkling as to a method of liquefying this black mass.”


      “Aligned. I feel like they used hot water on TV.”


      “Hot water…” Kotori’s eyes widened.


      Now that they mentioned it, she did have a vague memory of her mother simmering water in the pot. Which made sense. With water in the pot, there was no need to worry that the chocolate would get stuck to the bottom.


      “That’s it!” She got another pot out, poured water into it, and put it on the heat.


      Eventually, the water began to bubble, and steam began to rise up.


      “Perfect.” She picked up the chocolate and tossed it into the water. She thought she heard Natsumi yelp, but that was likely just Kotori’s imagination.


      The chocolate quickly lost its edges and steadily melted into the water.


      “It’s melting. It’s totally melting,” she said excitedly. “Now we just need to harden it.”


      “Hm-hmm,” Mukuro said, peering into the pot curiously. “Younger sister, Mukuro does feel as though this is different somehow from the chocolate that Mukuro has known.”


      Kotori laughed. “Well, you don’t really see chocolate looking like this unless you make it yourself, you know? It’s all good. Once we get this into a mold, it’ll harden into the chocolate that we all know. If you’re so concerned, why not give it a taste and see for yourself?”


      “Hmph. Is that allowed?”


      “Kotori! Me too! I wanna taste it, too!” Tohka threw her hand into the air, eyes shining.


      “Yeah, yeah.” Kotori scooped a little of the melted chocolate onto tiny plates and handed them to the two girls.


      They both licked the chocolate at the same time.


      However…


      “…M-mm?”


      “Kotori? It doesn’t really taste like anything…”


      “Huh?” Furrowing her brow, Kotori also gave the chocolate a taste. And then she made the same face as the two Spirits. “Ugh. What the—? This isn’t good at all.”


      “…Oh, well, that’s prob’ly just because it’s mixed in with water now,” Natsumi said, rolling her eyes.


      Kotori gasped. Natsumi was exactly right. She cradled her head in her hands. “S-so then, how are we supposed to melt it? I mean…”


      “Oh!” Miku’s face brightened as though she’d just thought of something. “Kotori, I thought of a good waaaay of doing it.”


      “…”


      Kotori turned dubious eyes on her. Naturally, if she really did have a good way of doing it, Kotori would gladly have had this knowledge imparted to her, but she felt the look on Miku’s face was simply too smug for that.


      “…What?” she demanded. “I’ll ask, at any rate, but if you say we should lick the chocolate to melt it and then harden that, I’m going to be mad, okay?”


      “Eeek! How did you knooow?!” Miku squealed. “We really do have a deep, undying connectiooon!”


      “Hey! Aah, geez! Get off me!” Kotori pushed Miku back and clutched her head in her hands once more.


      Her pride wouldn’t allow Kurumi to teach her. She needed someone, someone who was good at cooking—


      “…! I know! Origami!” She lifted her face and turned her gaze in Origami’s direction.


      Origami was both smart and sporty, able to master anything and everything perfectly. She of all people would have chocolate-making as one of her specialties.


      However…


      “What?”


      Origami was modeling her own naked body on the computer and 3D printer she had brought in at some point.


      “…”


      Kotori was speechless. Somehow, the vween, vween and shakkak, shakkak, shakkak of the machines before her eyes didn’t line up with the ideal of chocolate-making she had in her head.


      “…Hope that works out for you,” she said uncomfortably.


      “I’ll do my best.” Origami nodded her acceptance of this wish, a serious expression on her face.


      And once again, for the third time, Kotori found herself stuck.


      “…Kotori.” Natsumi raised her voice extremely cautiously.


      “…What?”


      “…Oh. Um. I don’t even know if this is right, and if it doesn’t work, it’s not on my shoulders, and you maybe don’t even want to hear from me in the first place, but—”


      “No, seriously. What?” Kotori demanded, frowning.


      Natsumi averted her eyes. “…It’s a simple one, but I do know a way to make chocolate.”


      “…Professor!” Kotori grabbed her hand.


      “Whoa…!”


      “You’re amazing, Natsumi…!”


      The other Spirits looked at Natsumi with new respect in their eyes.


      “Oh, uh…” Natsumi shuddered, and her eyes darted about uncomfortably. “Don’t go getting your hopes all up, though…”


      “Professor!” Kotori cried again. “What first?”


      “…Um. Put the chopped-up chocolate into a bowl, then the bowl in hot water. Oh! Make sure the temperature stays the same…”


      Natsumi gave halting instructions, and the Spirits listened carefully, immediately getting down to the business of making chocolate.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Hee-hee!” Kurumi laughed with delight as she watched the Spirits jump into action.


      “…?” Kotori’s eyebrows shot up on her forehead. She felt like this laughter was not Kurumi sneering at the weaklings who had come to challenge her, but rather the laugh of an older sister watching warmly over her much younger siblings.


      But when Kotori looked toward Kurumi, she had already turned her gaze away and returned to making her own chocolate.


      “…Couldn’t have been.” Kotori shrugged and then got a bowl for her chocolate. “Woh-kay! Let’s make some chocolates that’ll put Kurumi to shame, gang!”


      “““Yeaaah!”””


      The Spirits raised their fists in the air.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      Past Sins


      And then, at long last, the morning of February 14 arrived. This was the day for lovers, crowned with the name of St. Valentine, and the day of the showdown between Shido and Kurumi.


      “…”


      Shido washed his face in the bathroom with more care than usual, and as he met his own eyes in the mirror, he slapped his cheeks hard to give himself a jolt of energy.


      Slap!


      Fine droplets of water flew out onto the polished surface of the mirror.


      “Woh-kay.” He dried his face with a towel, rolled his sleeves back down, and left the washroom. Of course, he neatly wiped the water off the mirror first. Otherwise, it would leave white spots and make it harder to get the mirror sparkling clean later. It was an altogether fastidious act—or rather, the act of a househusband. But he was okay with that.


      His opponent was the formidable Kurumi Tokisaki. While he had first met her some months earlier, she remained the lone Spirit whose powers he hadn’t been able to seal. She wasn’t so easily won over.


      Still, Shido had no intention of giving up his life today. This would not be the last morning he washed his face in that sink, so he couldn’t leave behind that small future stain. Plus, if he left it to Kotori to clean, she would scrub with too much force and end up damaging the mirror.


      Thinking about how mad Kotori would be if she knew what he was thinking, he opened the living room door, then stopped. Kotori was lying in wait on the other side.


      “Gah?!” he cried, his heart leaping out of his chest. She couldn’t have actually read his thoughts, but he was nevertheless surprised by her sudden appearance.


      “What do you mean, ‘gah’?” She pursed her lips unhappily. “What’s the ‘gah’ about?”


      “O-oh,” he said. “You surprised me is all.”


      She gave him a momentary, dubious look, then shrugged.


      “Well, whatever.” She pulled something out from behind her back and thrust it at him artlessly. “Here.”


      “Huh?” His eyes grew round like dinner plates, and he took a careful look at the item.


      It was a small, beautifully wrapped box. The red wrapping paper topped with a black ribbon was reminiscent of Kotori’s military uniform.


      “Oh.” He smiled slowly. “Could this be…chocolate?”


      Kotori let out a little snort as her cheeks colored faintly, and she averted her eyes. “…Something like that. Guess you’re not gonna go bragging about getting chocolates from your little sister.”


      “Oh, please. Thanks, Kotori.” He took the box with a grin, and Kotori whirled her ever-reddening face away.


      “Yeah, yeah. Anyway, lookie there.” She gestured toward the rest of the living room.


      “Hmm?” He tilted his head curiously as five Spirits, who were presumably on standby, bounced out at him bearing small boxes and bags. From right to left, there were Yoshino, Natsumi, Mukuro, Miku, and Nia.


      “Whoa!” he cried. “You’re all here? You’re super early today.”


      “Yes. I wanted to give this to you…”


      “…I don’t care either way. I mean, doesn’t matter to me…”


      “Mmph. You may accept this, my lord. That woman shall not defeat me.”


      “Don’t wooorry! I didn’t put anything weeeird in them!”


      “Yup, it’s all natural.”


      “Saying stuff like that makes me think it’s not natural and you guys did put weird stuff in!” Shido yelled, and Miku and Nia chuckled.


      Nevertheless, packages of chocolate formed a small mountain in his hands, and he laughed with a crooked smile.


      “Heh! Thanks, gang. I’ve never gotten so many chocolates before in my life.”


      “Y-you’re welcome.”


      “Come on, come on! Ooopen them!” Miku urged. “Pleaaase!”


      “Oh! Are you sure? Okay, then…” He set the packages down on the table and opened them one after the other. He saw chocolates of all shapes and sizes—hearts, stars, truffles, and more. He could tell at a glance these weren’t store-bought.


      “Oh! Did you make these yourselves?!” he asked, and the Spirits all nodded proudly. “It all went okay? Kotori, you didn’t put the chocolate directly into the pot or drop it into hot water or anything, did you?”


      “I would n-n-n-n-n-never do that!” Kotori darted her eyes around, visibly shaken, and the other Spirits laughed.


      So, she had done something like that. Kotori wasn’t hopeless in the kitchen by any means, but she could be a little careless and headstrong at times.


      That said, for amateur work, these chocolates were really something. They were nicely finished with uniform color and shape, and the personalities of the Spirits came through in the adorable decorations. Kotori’s chocolates were in the standard heart shape, Yoshino’s looked like Yoshinon, Natsumi had done truffles, Mukuro had made stars of varying sizes, Miku’s were music notes, and Nia had made boob chocolates from semicircles of blond milk chocolate with a blob of strawberry chocolate dabbed on the top.


      …While at least one of these designs gave him pause, he was a truly blessed boy to receive this many chocolates.


      He thanked them all again, then took bites of each. “Mm. Yum! Ha-ha, these are better than a professional’s.”


      The Spirits all smiled with delight. Kotori looked somewhat relieved as she casually shrugged.


      “I’m just glad you like ’em,” she said. “We need you to get out there today with your A game, after all.”


      “Oh, yeah. That’s true.” He nodded firmly and tossed another chocolate into his mouth. He was filled with energy, and the sugar mixed with the keen awareness that the Spirits were there for him filled him with motivation and drive.


      “Looks like we’ve got nothing to worry about here, huh?” Kotori gave a wry smile. “Oh, but you maybe shouldn’t go to town on those, okay?”


      “Huh?” Shido felt sweat bead on his forehead. “You didn’t actually put something—”


      “No! I mean, you still got the girls at school, so you might not want to fill up now!” Kotori said and slapped his cheek.


      About twenty minutes later, when he was finished getting ready, the Spirits saw him off for school. As he walked out to the road, Shido spotted Tohka in front of the gate.


      “Oh, Shido! Morning!” She gave an enthusiastic wave.


      “Morning, Tohka,” he replied. “Did I keep you waiting?”


      “Nope! I just got here!” she said with a sniffle.


      Upon closer inspection, however, the tip of Tohka’s nose was the tiniest bit red. He didn’t know when exactly this “just” had been, but she looked as though she’d been out here in the cold for quite a while.


      Yet she seemed wholly unbothered. She pulled an elegantly wrapped box from the paper bag in her hand and shoved it at him with a dazzling smile.


      “Happy Valentine’s!”


      “Wh-whoa.” He flushed slightly and accepted the box. Kotori and the others had already presented him with chocolates, and he had known this was coming, but that didn’t stop the joy and slight embarrassment evoked by the gift. “Thanks, Tohka.”


      “Mm! I did well!” She looked at him with glittering eyes. She was clearly waiting for his opinion with bated breath.


      “Hah…” It wasn’t very couth, but he didn’t have much of a choice. He unwrapped the box and opened it up right then and there.


      Several truffles were lined up inside with a dusting of yellow powder. A certain scent wafted toward his nostrils…


      “Oh!” He looked up at her in surprise. “Is that kinako powder?”


      “Good nose!” She clapped her hands once.


      Okay, wow.


      He had not expected kinako truffles. In a way, there was perhaps no chocolate more befitting of Tohka than this.


      He picked up one of the truffles and put it in his mouth. The gentle sweetness of the ganache and the fragrant kinako blended together in his mouth. He didn’t know who had taught Chocolate-Making 101, but these were extremely well made.


      “Mm. Delicious! These are really great, Tohka—” He froze when he noticed Tohka staring at him with a desperate look in her eyes. “…Did you want one?”


      “N-no!” She shook her head vigorously. “I’m okay. Those are for you, Shido.”


      “Yeah? If they’re mine, then there’s no problem with me giving you some, right?”


      “Mm?!” She opened her eyes wide. “I—I… No, I guess not.”


      “Here.” He popped a truffle into her open mouth.


      She snapped to attention, and her face melted. “Mm… S-so good! Call the chef!”


      “You’re the chef,” he said with a dry smile.


      “Oh.” She actually looked surprised. “Right!”


      Still, they couldn’t eat them all right here. He decided to let her enjoy the rest of them later and tucked the box away in his bag.


      “Okay,” he said. “Should we get going? Oh, wait… Kurumi’s not here today?”


      “Oh… Now that you mention it…” Tohka whirled her head around, searching the area.


      Shido put a hand to his chin thoughtfully. They were to put an end to their battle today, so she was probably prioritizing their big date after school.


      “Woh-kay!” he said, and balled up his hands to psych himself up before he started down the road to school, Tohka by his side.


      They reached the school twenty minutes later, and Shido stared at the entrance in surprise.


      The Yamai sisters stood waiting on either side of the school gates, like guardian gods at the entrance to the temple.


      “Kaguya? Yuzuru? What are you—?”


      “So you’ve come, Shido! Keh-keh! Our golden mausoleum of the cross rises up!”


      “Presentation. We’ve been waiting. Please accept these.”


      Kaguya and Yuzuru both handed him a box. Considering the day, it didn’t take much for the students arriving around them to understand what was happening, and Shido heard scattered applause at how bold the twins were in their gift-giving.


      “W-wow,” he stammered. “Thanks, but you really didn’t have to wait just to give them to me here.”


      “Keh-keh! I was wondering what your reaction would be. As you attend the same academic institution as we do, we would not commit such a foolish act as failing to press this advantage.”


      “Assent. Conducting this display before the eyes of all will also act as a check on the enemy.”


      The Yamais brimmed with confidence, whirling around him like tornadoes.


      “We have accomplished our objective! Good day!”


      “Exposition. She said that while she did put on a show of strength, she was embarrassed when she actually handed you the gift in front of everyone, so she would like to leave promptly.”


      “I did not say that!” Kaguya shrieked and ran off toward the school building after Yuzuru, who was half a step faster.


      He opened the boxes after they left and found Kaguya’s chocolates—crosses covered in gold leaf—and Yuzuru’s, beautifully designed with a sprinkle of silver dragée.


      “Always the whirlwind, those girls,” he murmured, a drop of sweat running down his cheek. He walked into the school building, carrying the chocolates he had just been gifted.


      The instant he set foot inside of his classroom, his eyes grew wide once more. “Wha—?”


      His reaction was only natural, however. Anyone would be stunned if they came upon a skillfully crafted sculpture of an angel on their desk.


      He inched closer and realized it was made entirely of chocolate. The craftsmanship was so exquisitely detailed it almost made him nervous.


      And he knew exactly who the culprit was…


      “…Origami.”


      “What?” The reply was immediate. As it would be—the culprit was sitting at the desk right beside his own, after all.


      The angelic sculpture before him now was, without a doubt, crafted in the model of Origami.


      “This is just… Kind of, um…amazing. Thank you,” he told her honestly, unable to find anything else to say about it.


      “I’m glad.” Her mouth softened slightly as her cheeks reddened.


      “I can’t really eat it right now,” he continued. “So it’d be a huge help if there was maybe somewhere I could put it for the time being…”


      “I came prepared,” Origami said, and put a complicated plastic cover over the chocolate. Less than a minute later, the chocolate was beautifully packaged as a pretty figure. “Now you’re good.”


      “O-of course you made a cover for it. Thanks,” he said with a pained smile, as he set his bag and his many chocolates down on his desk.


      “…Hmm?” He suddenly heard voices muttering something from one end of the classroom.


      “…Dammit. Dammit. Dammit. Dammit!”


      “Go to hell, go to hell, go to hell, go to hell, go to hell, go to hell…”


      “Explosive… Materials… How to make…”


      Yes. The other boys in class had seen his Valentine’s Day haul and were uttering dark curses.


      “…”


      His face twitched helplessly as a jumble of emotions tumbled through him. It wasn’t that he couldn’t understand how they felt. He’d said as much to Kotori and the others, but this was the first time he’d ever gotten so many chocolates on Valentine’s Day. Up until this year, the only chocolates he’d basically ever gotten were from Kotori and his mother.


      Although, one year, his friend Hiroto Tonomachi had shared some pretty expensive chocolates with him, saying, “Heh-heh-heh! I bought all the limited-edition chocolate at the shops around here. Now no one can give chocolates…” But that definitely didn’t count.


      As for Tonomachi, he was also staring at Shido with a mixture of sadness and anger on his face.


      “Assembled fellows,” he said from one side of the classroom, as he opened the box in his hands. “We will now perform the ritual.”


      Inside the box was a white chocolate doll with ITSUKA written on it.


      Tonomachi slowly lifted the box up over his head, and the other boys began to drum (with their voices)—tam taka taka taka tam taka taka taka—as they danced a peculiar dance.


      “Huwaaah!”


      Once their drumming reached its zenith, Tonomachi slowly drew a spike from his pocket and hammered it into the chest of “Itsuka” with a strange cry.


      Cracks shot through the chocolate body, and “Itsuka” crumbled into pieces.


      The dancing boys clustered around the chocolate chunks.


      “Hyaaahah! Itsuka’s in pieces!”


      “Aah! Delicious!”


      “I consume Itsuka… I shall thusly gain Itsuka’s power…”


      “…”


      Shido felt a bead of sweat trickle down his cheek watching this apocalyptic scene. These guys were not normally so weird. He supposed Valentine’s Day was actually special for boys, too.


      At the frenzied spectacle of the boys descending on the chocolate “Itsuka,” three of the girls stood with a sigh. They were the class’s famed trio—Ai Yamabuki, Mai Hazakura, and Mii Fujibakama, generally known as Ai-Mai-Mii.


      “Geez. You boys are totally hopeless…”


      “C’mon, c’mon, c’mere.”


      “Tra-la-la-la.”


      Ai-Mai-Mii pulled plastic packages out of their schoolbags and started tossing chocolates toward the boys, clearly out of a sense of obligation rather than any romantic or friendly feelings for their classmates.


      The boys around the sacrificial altar jerked their faces up and caught the chocolates in midair, their hands moving at the speed of light.


      Roughly thirty packages were thrown into the air, but not a single one touched the floor.


      “Blessed be… Blessed be…”


      “Chocolates from an actual girl… How sweet the taste is…”


      “Itsuka’s poison…is nullified…”


      The dark cloud hanging over the boys dispersed at last (or so it seemed).


      None of them there that day imagined that later, a member of the art club, moved by Ai-Mai-Mii’s deeply merciful act, would paint the famous work Liberty Scattering Chocolate to the People.


      “Mm, what?” Tohka watched the goings-on with a frown. “Lotta action.”


      “…Uh-huh. Yeah,” Shido replied quietly. “Just leave them be.”


      And then the Spirits turned as one in the same direction.


      “…!”


      Shido followed their gazes and started slightly when he saw Kurumi standing there.


      The moment she met his eyes, she smiled cheerily. “Hee-hee-hee! Good morning, Shido. What a lively start to the day!”


      “Oh… Good morning, Kurumi.” He gulped hard despite himself.


      That was only natural. After all, today was the day Kurumi had chosen to settle things.


      For the last two days, they had been engaged in an intense battle, attacking and defending and attacking again. However, the fight after school today would be different. He would be on a date alone with Kurumi—none of the other Spirits present—and she would most likely try to seduce him in earnest.


      “…”


      He swallowed again to wet his throat, which was dried by nerves.


      Catching this slight movement with her sharp eyes, Kurumi turned the corners of her mouth up.


      “Hee-hee! You mustn’t be impatient, Shido.” She took a step forward and brought her lips close to his ear. “The best part is still to come.”


      “…!”


      He very nearly shuddered when these words hit his eardrums; somehow, they sounded extremely obscene. But he checked this impulse in order to keep from his enemy the satisfaction of seeing her direct hit and pushed a smile onto his face.


      “Yeah, can’t wait. Don’t worry,” he told her casually. “I’ve already got an apartment in the Spirit building all set up for us.”


      “Oh my, oh dear.” Kurumi smiled even more broadly, just as the bell for the start of classes rang out.
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      “Kee-hee-hee-hee.”


      “Kee-hee-hee-hee.”


      “Tee-hee-hee-hee.”


      “Heh-heh-heh-heh.”


      “Now then, now then. When do we act next?”


      “In exactly one hour.”


      “Oh my, oh dear.”


      “I am getting quite impatient.”


      “We are insatiable, after all.”


      “Kee-hee-hee! Hee-hee!”


      “That is true.”


      “What is this to those girls?”


      “Nothing more than the same thing again for the nth time.”


      “Mm, mm. Also…”


      “Yes, yes. They must have their reasons.”


      “We cannot fault them.”


      “Of course not. I have my reasons, too.”


      “Those paths do seem to intersect, however.”


      “I have no intention of showing mercy.”


      “Now then, now then. Next up…?”


      “We are on our way.”


      “Yes, yes.”


      “Please and thank you.”


      “Have a good death.”


      “Have a meaningful ending.”


      “For me.”


      “For me.”


      “For me.”


      “For Shido.”
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      Time’s passing way too fast today, Shido thought as the final bell of the day echoed throughout the classroom.


      Of course, the hands of the clock weren’t moving faster than usual. Classes had simply come to an end in what felt like the blink of an eye while he was lost in thought about what awaited him after school.


      He would soon be off on his date with the worst Spirit, Kurumi Tokisaki. She was a gorgeous girl, but her true nature was…


      “…Ah.” Shido pressed his lips together tightly, as if to reset his thoughts.


      Kurumi did indeed have a tremendous amount of power. He would be lying if he said he wasn’t scared of her. Nevertheless, he had to make her fall for him. Was there a girl in this world who would open her heart to a boy who ran away in terror?


      Leave your fear at the door, man.


      His excitement and nervousness about the date alone were more than enough to get his heart rate up. He clapped his hands hard against his cheeks to fire himself up.


      “Looks like I don’t need to say anything, huh?” came Kotori’s voice over the communication device in his right ear.


      In order to provide backup for Shido, she and the crew of Fraxinus were already on standby, hovering in the sky above Raizen High School. They had also sent a number of drones with cameras into the classroom and were keeping a close watch on Kurumi.


      Shido steeled himself and slowly stood up from his chair.


      “Shido…”


      He heard a small voice from the desk next to his. He looked over and found Tohka staring at him, worry visible in her eyes.


      “Tohka…” He smiled and pulled a box out of his bag, the one that she had given him that morning. He opened it, popped one of the kinako truffles into his mouth, and then gave her a thumbs-up. “Yeah. This is good. Now I have the power of a hundred men.”


      “Ooh!” Her eyes widened in surprise, and then she waved her hands excitedly.


      “Shido.” Now eyes from the opposite side—the desk to his left—stared hard at him. “My chocolate has the power of a thousand men,” Origami told him, her face expressionless but still with a curious intensity to it.


      Origami’s chocolate was a skillful one-sixteenth scale model of Origami. It would indeed have been difficult to pull out now, and there was a good chance that taking a casual bite out of it the way he’d eaten Tohka’s would be an appalling sight.


      With a pained smile, he scratched his cheek and faced Origami once more. “I’ll eat this later. After I seal Kurumi’s Spirit power, y’know?”


      “…”


      Origami nodded as though she understood.


      Shido looked back and forth between the two girls. “Here I go,” he said firmly.


      “Mm!”


      “Good fortune.”


      With their cheers at his back, he took a step forward and walked slowly to Kurumi’s desk.


      “Hey, Kurumi,” he said.


      “Oh my! Shido. Did you need something?” she said, feigning ignorance with amusement, even though she was the one who had set this as the day of their final battle.


      He exhaled slowly and held out a hand in a slightly theatrical way. “Would you join me on a date?”


      “Oh my, oh dear!” She opened her eyes wide in deliberate surprise, and her cheeks softened into a laugh. “Li’l ole me? Why, I’d be absolutely delighted.”


      She took Shido’s hand with an elegant gesture like she was the wealthy daughter of a famed house and got to her feet.


      A boy offered an invitation to a rendezvous and the girl accepted it. This exchange would look like nothing more to any outsider. And in fact, this was entirely accurate; their classmates, taking in this scene, began to gossip and whisper.


      Tohka and Origami, on the other hand, reacted a little bit differently. Their expressions were full of tension, but they watched Shido go in spite of their fear, trusting in him. They knew these gracious words were none other than the first firing of an arrow, announcing the start of the final battle between Shido and Kurumi.


      “Well then, shall we go?” Kurumi said.


      “I suppose we should.” Shido nodded, got his things together, and left the classroom with Kurumi.


      As they stepped into the hallway, Kaguya and Yuzuru from the class next door popped their heads out and gave him a thumbs-up. He shot back the same gesture.


      Although the other students started to chatter and talk at the curious scene, their voices did not reach his ears.


      He couldn’t concern himself with what his peers thought of him, not now. Over this last year, he had been given dishonorable titles like “Transfer Student Hunter,” “Lightspeed Itsuka,” and “The boy burdened with excessive virtue in a past life and excessive vice in this one.” Another scandal or two at this point would only add to the solid foundations of extant rumors and increase the number of spikes hammered into the straw effigies.


      “Shido,” Kotori said suddenly over his earpiece. “We’ve got options. Let’s decide on where you’re going before you leave the school.”


      The main monitor of the airship Fraxinus showed Shido and Kurumi walking together, alongside a set of three choices.


      1. HOME


      2. KARAOKE


      3. INTERNET CAFÉ


      They were the action guidelines generated based on Kurumi’s mood, mental state, and attitude toward Shido as measured by the Realizer.


      “All hands! Choose!” Kotori shouted the command, and the crew on standby on the lower deck of the bridge began to tap at their consoles as one.


      A few seconds later, the aggregate results were displayed on the monitor. By a slim margin, option two received the most votes.


      “Makes sense.” Kotori put a hand to her chin thoughtfully. “Y’know, Maria, today’s choices seem a little restricted.”


      The letters M-A-R-I-A were displayed on the monitor as a voice came from the speakers set up on the bridge—Fraxinus’s control AI, known as Maria.


      “As we have previously discussed, the options are generated automatically based on the various data on the Spirit. I do not actually create them. However, were I to express my own thoughts, I would say these choices likely lend themselves to the contest.”


      Kotori frowned. “Meaning?”


      “Our opponent is Kurumi Tokisaki. We cannot be too careful. I believe each of the options allows for quick attacks with an understanding of the risks.”


      Her frown deepened. “Quick attacks?”


      “To put it bluntly, these are places where they can be alone together in a private space.”


      “…O-oh, makes sense.” Kotori didn’t much care for the sound of that, but she quickly got herself back on track and leaned toward the mic. “Well, anyway, Shido, it’s two—”


      “No! Hang on a sec,” Shido said suddenly on the monitor.


      Shido spoke up to interrupt the order Kotori was about to issue from Fraxinus as he was changing into his outdoor shoes at the school entrance.


      Kurumi was currently at her own shoe cubby, so as long as he kept his voice down, he didn’t have to worry about his conversation being overheard. After a quick glance to check on her, he put a hand to his earpiece.


      “Okay, what’s going on here? Something bugging you?” Kotori asked suspiciously.


      Shido shook his head to indicate a negative before continuing. “I’ve already decided where we’re going.”


      “What?” Kotori responded with a baffled cry.


      And someone else picked up the line, and he heard a new voice over the comm. The bell-like female voice of Fraxinus’s AI, Maria.


      “Do you mean to say, then, that you have no faith in my performance?” she said, sounding a little sulky.


      “No, that’s not what I mean,” he replied, a look of consternation crossing his face.


      A few seconds later, he heard the sound of a breath tripping and bouncing like laughter.


      “That was a joke,” Maria told him. “We are here to support you, nothing more. It is a boy’s duty to carry through right to the end when his intentions are firm. Yes?”


      “Maria…,” Shido said.


      “What do you think, Commander?” Maria asked, deliberately calling Kotori by her title.


      After a few seconds, Kotori sighed. “Jeez. If I go and shoot you down here, then I come off as the obstinate jerk.”


      Shido heard the rustle of a hand running through hair, and then she continued.


      “Fine. You are, after all, undoubtedly the top Spirit specialist in the world. If you say you’ve already decided, then we’re on board. It’s just like Maria said: We’re here for support. Do it how you like. And if that fails miserably, we’ll be there to pick up the pieces.”


      “Right… Thanks, Kotori, Maria,” he said appreciatively, just as Kurumi returned in her outdoor shoes.


      “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting, Shido,” she said.


      “Oh, no, it’s fine.” He shook his head. “So should we go?”


      “Yes. As it so happens…” She held up a finger and touched it to her lips. “There is somewhere I would love to go.”


      “…!”


      His eyebrows rose, and he heard Kotori’s voice in his ear.


      “Urgh, she got the jump on us. If you can persuade her to do your thing, great. If not, we’ll prioritize playing along.”


      “Oh…” Shido wasn’t particularly flustered, however. For some reason, he got the feeling that Kurumi was thinking the same thing he was. “That’s a coincidence. The truth is, there’s somewhere I want to go, too. I’m willing to bet we have the same place in mind, actually.”


      “Oh my, oh dear.” Kurumi smiled in amusement and took his hand. “How interesting! Let us check our answers, then. Go on, Shido, take me away.”


      “You got it.” His heart skipped a beat at the cool touch of her hand, but he managed not to let that show as he squeezed her hand in return.


      The two began walking toward the station at a relaxed pace. They chatted about this and that as they went, until they arrived some time later at the large building rising up in front of Tengu Station. They went inside, and Shido led his date to a particular shop.


      “Here…?” Kotori said over his earpiece. She had no doubt realized that this was the lingerie shop he had come to on his previous date with Kurumi Tokisaki.


      “Hmm. This is where you wish to take me, Shido?” A grin crept onto Kurumi’s face as she gazed at the shop window.


      “Yep.” He nodded.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Is that so? You truly wish to see me in nothing but my underwear, hmm?” she teased.


      “…! N-no, that’s not it.” He began to stammer unconsciously. “Well, that’s not not it, but…”


      Kurumi giggled as she watched Shido tie himself in knots. And then she looked back at the shop. “This is correct.”


      “Huh?” He stared at her blankly.


      “The place I wished to come to,” she replied, grinning. “Well, one of the places, at any rate. Full marks for you, Shido. Hee-hee-hee! You remembered that you came here together with me, didn’t you? I’m so happy.”


      Indeed. The Kurumi he was currently with and the Kurumi he had come here with before were not exactly the same. Last June, Shido had come here on a date with an avatar produced by the real Kurumi with her Angel, Zafkiel.


      “I’ve wondered about it ever since that day,” she mused. “What exactly the me who visited this place with you felt. She had her heart stolen by you… What was she thinking, I wonder?”


      “…” He had no idea what to say. The Kurumi who had walked around the city and laughed with him, the Kurumi who had held out a hand toward him on the school roof… She no longer existed.


      “Kurumi, you—,” he started to say, but then quickly cut himself off. He looked at Kurumi’s profile—she almost looked sad.


      “…They were immature girls,” she said softly. “But they were me, nonetheless.”


      “…” He was, again, speechless. After a few seconds, he exhaled quietly and tightly squeezed her hand in his.


      “…? Shido?” She looked up at him curiously.


      “You’re sure about this?” he asked. “Redoing the same date?”


      “Hmm?” Kurumi turned to him with surprise in her eyes.


      He met her gaze, the corners of his mouth turning up. “I’m the guy who once took down Kurumi Tokisaki, even if she was just an avatar. Let me take you on that same date. By the time this day is over, you won’t be able to think of anything but me.”


      “Goodness!” Her eyes grew wider, and then her mouth softened. She squeezed his hand even more firmly than before. “I shall look forward to that, then. Hee-hee-hee! I am ever so curious to see whether you’ll be able to take me down, Shido.”


      They smiled at each other and entered the shop side by side.


      They were at a lingerie shop, and women’s underwear lined the shelves. The selections looked like flower beds, blooming colorfully.


      Kurumi took a happy, dancing step into this field of blossoms. Her shiny black hair, her black coat, her single red eye—she appeared to Shido like a butterfly. She was a beautiful spangle with jet-black wings.


      “Say, Shido? You will of course choose some underwear for me, won’t you?” she asked, looking back with a mischievous smile.


      “…!” He felt his heart speed up a little, by accident, at how incredibly cute she looked in the moment. “Yeah, of course.”


      “Hee-hee-hee! I can’t wait to see what you pick,” she teased, tilting her head to one side. “Now then, which do you like?” She gestured to the array of flowers behind her, like she was turning colorful weaponry on him.


      He heard a questioning voice in his earpiece.


      “Think you could use some options here, Shido?”


      “…I got this,” he replied quietly, and stepped bravely forward to look over the underwear laid out in the shop.


      Picking something too sexy would only work to his disadvantage—this was a contest to see who could seduce whom, after all. If Shido equipped Kurumi with a weapon of mass destruction, he’d be the only one taking damage.


      He contemplated for a few minutes before settling on a set that would flatter Kurumi’s figure but still wasn’t too erotic.


      “Kurumi,” he called to her. “What do you think of this?”


      “Oh my, oh dear! How very nice. I thought you were going to select something more along those lines.” She gestured toward the extremely sexy underwear on a mannequin.


      He broke into a cold sweat. “Oh, come on. This one might really suit you, though.”


      “Hee-hee-hee! Do you think so? Well, I’ll go ahead and try it on, then,” she said, with delight. She picked up the underwear set he’d selected and headed for the changing room.


      A few minutes later, the curtain opened with a shhhk and Kurumi reappeared, clad in what Shido had picked out for her.


      “…!” His breath caught in his throat. He cursed his own careless shortsightedness—he had picked a set that wasn’t as revealing in an attempt to lessen the blowback on him. Alas, he had forgotten that the value of underwear was not solely determined by the amount of skin exposed.


      A wise person once said, the underwear that determines the battle is not the sexy set, but the clean white.


      The clothing he’d thought to be relatively plain synergized unexpectedly when worn by the ultimate model, Kurumi. It was pure yet bewitching at the same time. Adorable and dazzling. The two ends of the spectrum in a single bra-and-panty set rendered him momentarily speechless.


      “Shido?” Kurumi asked hesitantly.


      “Ah!” He gasped, his eyes widening.


      “What do you think? Does it suit me?”


      “Yeah… It looks great,” he told her. “So great I almost feel like I’m in danger here.”


      Her eyes grew wide for a moment before her cheeks flushed abruptly. “Hee-hee-hee! I wonder if I’d be able to take you down with just this, then?”
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      “Well… I don’t know about that,” he said with a shrug. This was in fact a mere bluff, but it was the only thing he could think of to say.


      Whether she picked up on what he really felt or not, she smiled nonetheless. “Well then, I shall take this set,” she declared, and beckoned him toward her.


      He stepped over to her, cocking his head to one side curiously.


      “Would you?” She handed him a ball of black fabric.


      “Hmm…?” He looked at it and frowned. “What is this—? Wait, ah—!” He unrolled the ball, and then his diaphragm contracted with a squeak.


      But this reaction was understandable. After all, Kurumi had just handed him the underwear she’d been wearing before. They still held faint traces of her body heat.


      “Hee-hee-hee!” She giggled into her hand. “Since you chose this underwear especially for me, I’ll wear it home. Please hold on to those.”


      “Wh-whoa…?” he said, his cheeks turning beet red. He had no idea how else to respond.
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      “Hmm.” Kotori watched the happy couple, two hours into their date, from the bridge of Fraxinus, flicking the stick of a Chupa Chups up and down in her mouth.


      The main monitor showed the pair walking in tandem toward their next destination after leaving the lingerie shop. Shido’s hand was firmly wrapped around Kurumi’s, and Kurumi was not unhappy about that. In fact, while the range of her reactions was narrow, the numbers indicated that she was definitely not unfavorably disposed toward Shido.


      “…It’s strange, hmm?” Reine muttered as she put a hand to her chin. She must have been thinking the same thing.


      “Yeah,” Kotori responded, and glanced at the numbers on the edge of the screen. They indicated Kurumi’s mental state, but…


      “…You can clearly see a difference in the numbers from the usual Kurumi. It looks like she’s under extreme stress, but from her reactions, it isn’t being caused by the date with Shin. So what on earth…?”


      “…” Kotori scowled. The Spirit was under stress. This was less than ideal.


      Still, the Kurumi on-screen looked like she was having a grand time; nothing about her reflected these numbers at all. On the contrary, the distinct mismatch told Kotori there was something else at play. Something mysterious and ominous.


      “Let’s all be on guard,” she said.


      “““Roger!””” her crew cried out in unison.
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      Ten PM. Shido and Kurumi were sitting on a bench in the park.


      After the lingerie shop, they had continued to carefully retrace the steps of their last date. They’d walked down the same roads, eaten at the same place, and finally ended up here in this park.


      A dark curtain hung over the sky, and their only illumination was the unreliable light of the moon and a few scattered streetlamps. There was no one else around, and Shido could almost imagine that they were the only people left in the world.


      The air of the evening after the sunset was chilly—it was the middle of February, after all—and each breath he exhaled turned into a puff of white air. Normally, this was not a place where one should linger at this hour and this time of year. But this park was an essential piece of their date.


      “Shido, do you remember this place?” she asked him.


      “…Yeah, I remember. Almost too vividly,” he replied with a sigh. A sigh that made sense. It was here in this park that he had witnessed Kurumi’s violence and seen Kurumi’s corpse for the first time.


      “Hee-hee!” Kurumi giggled suddenly and pulled a cute box out of her bag. “That reminds me. I nearly forgot. Happy Valentine’s, Shido.” She held the box out to him.


      “Thanks…” He accepted it with a pained smile. “But, like, you seriously almost forgot?”


      “Yes. Because…” She exhaled slowly and carefully leaned up against him. Her weight pressed on his shoulder comfortably, and her beautiful black hair tickled his cheek. “…That’s simply how much fun I had today. I could count the number of such happy days in my memory on one hand.”


      “Kurumi…,” he said gently, and then smiled as he pulled a small package out of his own bag. “Well then, here, one from me, too. Happy Valentine’s, Kurumi.”


      “Oh my, oh dear…?” Kurumi widened her eyes in surprise as he handed her the package. “Shido… I can’t imagine this to be the case, but you’re not actually a girl—?”


      “It’s not just for girls!” he interrupted loudly. “Look, it’s that reverse chocolate thing that was so popular for a while there. I mean, there’s no rule that says a boy can’t give a girl chocolates, is there?”


      “Hee-hee-hee!” She gave him an adorable smile. “Now that you mention it, I suppose there isn’t. May I open it?”


      “Yeah, of course,” he responded, with his own smile.


      They nodded at each other and opened their boxes.


      Shido had made orange peels soaked in honey and coated in dark chocolate. He felt like the dark color and the faint bitterness somehow suited Kurumi.


      In contrast, the box she’d given him was packed with bite-sized chocolates of various colors and designs. And while there was a variety, that didn’t mean there was absolutely no unifying theme among them—all were in the shape of cats. Almost as if this box was a response to the bento lunch he had made the other day.


      “Wow,” he said. “These are really cute.”


      “Yours also look delicious, Shido,” Kurumi replied, and then they both popped a chocolate into their mouths at more or less the same time.


      Their faces softened into smiles, and they exchanged another look.


      “Ah-ha-ha! This is so good, Kurumi. This flavor…hazelnut, maybe?”


      “Oh my! I should have known you’d guess correctly, Shido. Mmm. These are also very delicious.”


      They smiled at each other even more brightly, then fell silent.


      “…”


      “…”


      It wasn’t that they had run out of things to talk about. It was simply that they wanted to stare at each other like this.


      “…”


      Shido wrapped an arm around Kurumi’s shoulders, pulled her close to him, and stroked her cheek fondly.


      She didn’t resist. In fact, almost as if to say she welcomed this act, she quietly leaned into him.


      Anyone who saw them like this and didn’t know them would have only thought that they were an intimate couple. And in fact, he could have easily gone ahead, lifted her chin, and touched his lips to hers.


      However…


      “…Not bad. It’s not…bad.” Kotori’s voice sounded slightly concerned in his ear.


      Which meant that even if he did kiss Kurumi now, he wouldn’t be able to completely seal her Spirit powers away.


      Reine’s voice came next, explaining Kotori’s concern. “…Kurumi’s not lying to you. You’re safe to assume she really is thoroughly enjoying today’s date, Shin. It’s not that she’s not opening up to you at all. In fact, we can definitely say she doesn’t hate you.”


      Reine paused briefly and then continued.


      “…There’s some large obstacle in her heart, though. Resolve… Determination… Something along those lines. Like how a mountain ascetic will eschew pleasure for the sake of their path, Kurumi has fettered herself with some heavy shackles. Until you learn what those shackles are and remove them, it will be impossible to seal her powers.”


      “…”


      What heavy shackles they were. Shido gently stroked Kurumi’s hair as he processed these words in his heart. At the same time, the things Nia and Origami had told him came back to life in the back of his mind.


      “I guess she wanted me to look something up in my Raziel.”


      “…to kill the primeval Spirit.”


      “To erase it from that point in time thirty years ago.”


      Yes. This was the only thing he could think of. He still didn’t know the reason Kurumi would want to go back thirty years with the Twelfth Bullet Yud Bet and erase the existence of this Spirit. He didn’t yet understand the meaning behind her trying to make this happen even at the cost of painful sacrifice and thousands of corpses.


      “…Hey, Kurumi?” he asked.


      He was, of course, motivated by the fact that if he didn’t win this contest, he would die. But in this moment, even more than that, he wanted to know the wishes, feelings, and determination in the depths of the heart of the girl leaning against him.


      “Yes, Shido?”


      “Why are you trying to take down the primeval Spirit?”


      “…” She immediately tensed. But she soon sighed in a somewhat exasperated way. “Did Nia tell you, then? She is quite the chatty one.”


      Kurumi slowly stood up, took a few steps forward, and whirled around to face him. The streetlights shone on her like spotlights beneath the night sky. Almost like a scene from a play.


      “Shido. Are you prepared to know everything about me?” Her eyes shimmered in the dark night as they bore holes into Shido. Her right eye, blood-red, and her left eye, golden, ticking out the time.


      “…!” He gasped. It felt like she was peering into his very heart.


      But he couldn’t pull back now. He steadied hands that threatened to shake in the cold as well as his nerves as he looked her squarely in the eye.


      “Yeah.” He nodded firmly. “That’s why I’m here.”


      “I…see,” she replied quietly, and slowly raised her left hand in an elegant gesture. Her shadow coiled on the ground shuddered, and an ancient pistol came flying out of it to tuck itself neatly into her hand.


      This gun was the minute hand of the clock—the Angel Zafkiel.


      “Wha—?” Shido gaped in shock.


      Kurumi turned the barrel out toward empty space and pulled the trigger without the slightest hesitation.


      Bang, bang! The dry sound of the gunshots echoed in the air around them.


      At the same time, he heard Kotori’s confused voice over the device in his ear.


      “…?! What the—?”


      “The video feed’s been cut off!”


      “The drones have been destroyed!”


      “Huh…?” He frowned reflexively, his ear full of the cries of the Fraxinus crew.


      But Kurumi didn’t stop there. She took a step forward, leaned in toward him, and reached out a hand as if to stroke his cheek.


      In the next instant, the sound from Fraxinus disappeared from his ear, and he stared, stunned, as the small comms device appeared between Kurumi’s fingers.


      “…!”


      She squeezed her fingers and crushed the earpiece. He heard an electronic crackle. Sparks shot up, and smoke plumed into the air from her pale fingertips.


      Timewise, not even five seconds had passed. But in that slight span, Shido’s link with Fraxinus had been severed.


      Kurumi twisted her lips into a grin and looked into his eyes once more.


      “Even like this?”


      “…!” He was momentarily at a loss for words. Being cut off from Fraxinus essentially meant that he was alone with this Spirit. If Kurumi felt like it, she could easily “eat” him now.


      However…


      “Even like this,” he replied, his eyes firmly fixed on her.


      It did indeed seem like her actions had blocked his path of retreat. But the way he saw it was that she was basically saying she was okay telling him the secrets she wouldn’t reveal to anyone else. And the sort of person who couldn’t stand up and meet her where she was didn’t have any right to say he was going to save the Spirits.


      “…”


      Kurumi abruptly lowered her eyes, tossed her pistol into the shadow, and whirled around so that her back was to him.


      “Please come this way,” she said and started briskly down the dark path.


      “O-okay.” He hurried after her.


      After they’d been walking for about twenty minutes, Kurumi led Shido into an old mixed-use building in an alley. It appeared to have been abandoned, but the power was still on, despite the fact that much of the building was crumbling and tagged with graffiti. They followed the blinking, unreliable illumination up the stairs to a room on the third floor.


      “Please go ahead, Shido.” Kurumi held out a hand and gestured inside.


      “Where are we?” he asked, looking around.


      While the room was indeed in an abandoned building, unlike the hallway, it had been carefully cleaned. Curtains hung in the window, and there was a simple bed in one corner.


      “This is only one of the many bases I have in the city,” she told him. “While it’s not much, please make yourself at home.”


      “…Oh, okay. Thanks,” he said, stepping inside. “This is an honor. I mean, being invited into a girl’s home.”


      “Hee-hee-hee! You are at the top of your game today.” She giggled as she took off her coat and hung it up. She held a hand out to him and cocked her head questioningly.


      “Oh, thanks.” He followed her lead, taking off his own coat and handing it to her.


      Once she had hung this up, too, she slowly drew closer to him.


      “…”


      And then she pressed the side of her head against his chest.


      “Kurumi…?”


      “Shido. You did say you were prepared to know all of me, yes?”


      “…I did,” he replied slowly, and for a few seconds, she kept her face buried silently in his chest.


      “Then please face me.” She slowly moved her left hand, which at some point had come to once again hold her pistol.


      “Zafkiel. Tenth Bullet. Yud.”


      Her shadow squirmed and was sucked up into her gun.


      In a single fluid motion, she pressed the barrel to her own temple and pulled the trigger, shooting Shido through her own head.
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      It was—who knew how long ago exactly?


      On a certain day, at a certain girl’s academy, in a certain washroom, Kurumi Tokisaki stared at her reflection in a handheld mirror.


      “…Hmmm. I feel like this is too conspicuous.”


      She pulled up the eye patch to reveal a flash of her left eye in the mirror. It was the face of a golden clock. This was no color contact lens or special effects makeup. Incredibly, her eye had an hour hand, a minute hand, and even a second hand, all ticking away and keeping careful time.


      Mio, the mysterious girl she had met the other day, had given her a gem emitting a curious glow. That gem had, incidentally, turned her eye into the clockface it now resembled, so different from a normal eye.


      Actually, her eye wasn’t the only thing that had changed.


      “…Hee-hee-hee.” Kurumi laughed quietly as she stared at the clock on her face.


      She would have been lying if she said she wasn’t at all worried or afraid now that her body had been transformed into something new and extraordinary. But this anxiety was far outweighed by the sense of fulfillment and exaltation she felt.


      “Kurumi?” a voice called to her. “Is something the matter?”


      “…!”


      She hurriedly returned the eye patch to its place and turned in the direction of the voice to find that her friend Sawa Yamauchi had come to stand there at some point. Kurumi waved a dismissive hand.


      “O-oh. It’s nothing.”


      “…” Sawa peered at her. “Is your eye still not any better?”


      “N-no.” Kurumi shook her head slowly. “It seems to be a particularly stubborn sty.”


      “That’s awful. I hope it clears up soon,” Sawa said in a concerned tone, before clapping her hands once. “That reminds me, Kurumi. Are you free after school today? My aunt is coming to visit, and she’s bringing Marron’s siblings.”


      “What…?!” Kurumi’s eyebrows shot up on her forehead.


      Marron was the cutest cat in the entire world. This was like adding soft and fluffy on top of softest and fluffiest. She was momentarily carried away by the bliss of her memory of Marron’s silky fur and plush toe beans.


      But she quickly got herself back on track and shook her head. She had business she absolutely had to attend to that day.


      “I—I am so terribly sorry, but I will have to decline.”


      “Oh my!” Sawa looked at her in surprise. “You have other plans?”


      “Yes.” Kurumi nodded ruefully. “A bit of personal business. Please do invite me again another time.”


      “Too bad. No problem, though,” Sawa said. “Another time.”


      “Promise?” Kurumi insisted. “You promise, yes?”


      “Y-yes, of course.” Sawa gave her a pained smile, a bead of sweat trickling down her cheek.


      After school that day, Kurumi stood alone on the roof of a building on the edge of town. The red evening sun lit her up from behind, and the wind made her skirt swing around her.


      “You’ve come, then,” she murmured as small footsteps rang out behind her. She looked back and saw a girl who had not been there before.


      Mio Takamiya. The girl who had come to her a few days earlier and given her this power.


      “Hey, Kurumi,” she said cheerfully. “I’m counting on you to get the job done again today.”


      “Yes. I’ll handle it, Mio,” Kurumi said, and all sound vanished from the area. Just like the first time she had met Mio.


      She didn’t understand the laws of physics behind it, but this was apparently Mio’s power. She could isolate an area with something like a force field and keep an enemy from escaping to the outside.


      In the next moment, Kurumi watched as an anomaly appeared.


      A blizzard roared to life. Sudden snow and ice crystals began to whip and swirl through the air. And there it was in the middle of this vortex. A strange figure, like the ice taking on human form.


      This was the first of its type she had seen, but there was no mistake. It was a Spirit, a monster with incredible powers that would kill the world, according to Mio.


      “Well, then. I shall proceed,” Kurumi said, as she pushed down forcefully with her legs and nimbly leaped over the fence on the roof.


      She danced upward into the sky before dropping down toward the rampaging ice Spirit below her. Naturally, however, she wasn’t jumping to her death.


      “Elohim,” she chanted, and a shadow wound around her body, taking shape as a glowing dress.


      “Zafkiel!” she next called out, and this time, a pair of ancient, elaborately detailed guns of different sizes manifested in her hands.


      “Honestly, you came at the most inopportune time,” she said. “I’m in a bit of a bad mood today.”


      Her gaze sharpened, and she turned her guns on the ice Spirit as she plummeted from the building.


      “I want you to defeat the Spirits and save the world with me,” the self-proclaimed champion of justice, Mio Takamiya, had said as she’d given Kurumi the power—an absolute Astral Dress and the Angel Zafkiel, which controlled time and shadow.


      It was like a scene from a kid’s cartoon, an event so preposterous that if Kurumi had tried to speak of it to her friends and family, they would have no doubt gaped at her for a second before laughing and saying that she wasn’t the type to make such jokes.


      But she couldn’t laugh it off while clad in her Astral Dress with her Angel in her hands. Supernatural powers beyond the bounds of common sense actually existed. As did enemies that she needed to destroy with those powers.


      Kurumi had been raised in a peaceful world, but the experience of being attacked by a malformed monster and saved by a mysterious girl had been more than enough for her to accept all of this as reality.


      Thus, she became a hunter of Spirits.


      She knew that she was putting her life on the line every time she went out, and it wasn’t that she wasn’t terrified on some level. But her life already would have been lost if Mio hadn’t saved her that time. And above all else, a mission to save the world fanned those embers smoldering deep in her heart.


      She had wanted to do something but had had no real means or methods until this anomaly had happened to fall into her lap. The very real feeling of saving the world with her own hands filled a hole in her heart.


      And so, she fought. She killed all manner of monsters that appeared in the city to protect her world, to protect her friends and her family. She fought with the belief that it was to protect them. It was to protect herself. It was the reason for her existence.


      This dream had come to an end surprisingly quickly.


      That day, too, Kurumi had defeated a Spirit with Mio. A deformed figure cloaked in flame. With every step it took, it dropped bursts of heat and set buildings and roadside trees on fire.


      But Kurumi did not falter in the face of this powerful and terrifying enemy. She gripped Zafkiel in her hands and fired bullet after bullet.


      “This…is the end!”


      “…”


      The flame Spirit pitched forward. But it still squirmed on the ground and reached arms like burned logs out toward Kurumi.


      “You really don’t know when to give up,” she said with a sigh, and fired at what corresponded to a head on the Spirit.


      The creature didn’t move again.


      “Goodness gracious,” she said to herself. “It is finally over.”


      “Nice work,” a voice said abruptly from behind.


      Kurumi flinched, startled. “Eek!”


      She nervously turned to find that Mio had appeared at some point.


      “I would ask that you please stop appearing out of nowhere,” Kurumi said, exasperated. “You scare me.”


      “Sorry.” Mio bowed apologetically. “Anyway, I’ll take care of the rest as usual, so you go on back. You have a date with a friend, if I recall correctly?”


      “Yes. Well then, I will go ahead and do exactly that. Good night.” Kurumi was used to this back and forth by now. She dismissed her Astral Dress and Angel and walked away. If she kept walking like this, she would make it out of Mio’s barrier soon enough.


      She glanced at her watch. Marron’s siblings were supposed to come again today, so she was expected at Sawa’s house, but it seemed that she still had a bit of time to spare.


      “I know!” She clapped her hands once in realization, whirled around, and walked back the way she came. Not for any particularly grand reason. She simply had the thought that she could invite Mio to join her at Sawa’s house.


      She’d been subjugating Spirits with Mio for a while now, but they still hadn’t spoken outside of the battlefield. Mio always looked slightly gloomy somehow, but Kurumi was certain that all she needed was a cute cat to turn that frown upside down.


      However…


      “…Huh?” Her feet froze in place when she turned into the alley and returned to the place where she had fought the Spirit.


      Mio was there, just as she’d expected, but what lay prostrate on the ground before her was not a deformed monster but a human girl.


      “…!” Kurumi let out a choked gasp.


      That wasn’t all. The girl on the ground was her friend Sawa Yamauchi.


      “Wha—? Huh…?” Kurumi’s eyes went wide as saucers as she tried to process what exactly she was even seeing.


      Mio slowly looked over her shoulder at her. “…Aah, Kurumi. You came back. Too bad. I was hoping we could be partners a little longer. You’re one tough cookie.”


      She turned around, a red gem floating above her hand.


      There was no mistake. The color was different, but this was the same as the stone she had given Kurumi.


      “Wh-what is the meaning of this?” Kurumi stammered. “Why is Sawa…?”


      “Oh, was she a friend of yours?” Mio gave her an apologetic look. “Well…I am sorry about that.”


      “…! You don’t mean—?” Kurumi brought a hand to her mouth. A line connected the dots of the materials displayed before her, and she felt an overwhelming urge to vomit.


      “…You really are smart.” Mio’s brief reply made Kurumi feel nothing but despair.


      Yes. Sawa was lying in the exact same spot as the flame Spirit that Kurumi had dispatched earlier. And Mio stood above her with a Sefirah in hand. All of which meant…


      “That Spirit was…Sawa?” Kurumi murmured in a daze, as she felt her heart shrink in her chest.


      It wasn’t just this Spirit. She had dispatched over fifty Spirits in different places so far. Had they all been human?


      Not only that. What if even Kurumi with her Sefirah—?


      “Ah… Aaaaaah?!”


      She dropped to her knees. Her head and her heart squealed and screeched in pain. She felt despair, a pitch-black sensation eating into her heart. She felt her very existence being turned inside out.


      No. No. This feeling is wrong. She instinctively raised her right hand.


      “…Z-Zafkiel… Dalet!” She stammered the name, manifested her Angel, and shot herself in the head with the Fourth Bullet, granting her the ability to rewind time for herself alone.


      Yes. She rewound her own body, her own heart, to a state before she’d felt this all-encompassing despair.


      “Haah… Haah… Haah…” Her breathing weak, she glared at Mio.


      The other girl, however, neither flinched nor trembled, but simply widened her eyes in admiration.


      “That’s a surprise,” she said. “Used your own power to escape the inverted state! That’s a relief, though. I worked so hard to refine the Sefirah. I’d be in a real fix if it reverted to its original state.”


      “‘Inverted’… ‘Refined’?” Kurumi asked with a frown.


      Mio thought hard for a moment before nodding. “Mm-hmm. I’m sure you already figured this out. These Spirits were people who got Sefirahs. Actually, I guess it’s more like they were given some of my power? Normally, the term Spirit is just for me, the original Spirit.”


      “Wha—?” Kurumi stared at her blankly.


      “A normal Sefirah, though…it clashes with human attributes,” Mio continued. “If you go and force it on them, they can’t control the power. It overflows, and they go off the rails. So, the Sefirah has to be refined to gain compatibility with humans. If you give a refined Sefirah to a human with the aptitude, they’ll turn into a Spirit with their sense of self still properly intact. Just like you.”


      “…! You can’t mean—” Kurumi’s eyes widened in shock. The terrifying image that flitted through her mind set her teeth chattering.


      But Mio went on in an exceedingly dry manner.


      “Exactly. It has to pass through a human body. Of course, that human runs wild, but get that done a few times, and the Sefirah refines beautifully. Think of the humans as…a filter! Recovering the Sefirah’s a tough job, though. Having you around to do the heavy lifting there was a huge help.”


      This was Kurumi’s worst possible reality. A deep despair threatened to overwhelm her once more, and she placed a hand over her chest to fight it.


      She understood everything now. Mio had used her. Kurumi had wanted to save the world, and she had been manipulated into becoming a murderer.


      “Why…would you…do this?!” she shrieked in a strangled voice, her face contorting with rage.


      For the first time, Mio’s expression turned troubled. “…Sorry, okay?” she said. “I really do feel bad. I don’t have anything against you all. I can’t exactly stop, though—not until all the Sefirahs have been given to humans.”


      She slowly held a hand up toward Kurumi.


      “Until then, good night, Kurumi. Thank you for everything.”


      “Wh—?” Kurumi was cut off as she lost consciousness.


      When she woke up, she had no idea how much time had passed.


      “…Oh my, oh dear…” She opened her eyes, her mind hazy.


      Her memory was muddled. She couldn’t remember anything other than her own name and the fact that she had supernatural powers.


      She looked around. She was outside, standing in the middle of a city utterly destroyed, like a meteorite had crashed into it.


      “Where on earth am I…?”


      Her brain couldn’t really process the scene before her eyes. There were simply too many unknowns. Where exactly was she, who was she, why here—?


      She suddenly heard an earsplitting noise in the distance.


      “Oh my?”


      She looked in the direction of the sound and saw a number of people clad in some kind of mechanical armor flying through the air. Her eyes widened in astonishment at this curious spectacle.


      “That is incredible… What are those…?”


      But her leisurely wonder was cut short when the flying people brandished weapons and fired bullets and missiles at her.


      “Eeek?!” Her shoulders jumped up around her neck, and she hurriedly fled into the shadows.


      Despite the fact that her memories of herself had been entirely wiped, she still more or less understood how to use the powers her body was equipped with.


      “Haah! Haah! Th-that was quite the shock…” She got her breathing under control in the dark space and tried to sort out the situation in her head.


      But she simply had too little information to puzzle anything out. About all that she knew in that moment were her name, her Angel, and her Astral Dress—


      “…” She held up her right hand and chanted the name of her Angel in sudden realization.


      “Zafkiel! Yud… I hope that’s right?” she said, feeling a little anxious, and a pistol loaded with a bullet manifested in her hand. Even though she herself had made this happen, she still gave a small cry of surprise. “Ah! I-it really appeared.”


      Yud. The Tenth Bullet. If she understood this correctly, this bullet should tell her the memories of the target it hit. So then, she should be able to remember what this body had experienced if she shot herself.


      Very tentatively, she pressed the barrel of the gun to her own temple, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger.


      Bang! The sound echoed through the shadow as the bullet was sucked into her skull.


      “…”


      Memories began to pour in like a muddy stream in her head.


      She remembered the girl she had met, Mio. She remembered the crimes she had been manipulated into committing. She remembered the friend she had hurt with her own hands.


      “Ah… Aaah…”


      The gun fell from her trembling hand, and she dropped to her hands and knees, filled with intense regret and despair. She felt even grief over the foolishness of what she had done.


      Eventually, she lifted her head.


      It no longer held any trace of the little princess of peace or the child who dreamed of becoming a champion of justice.


      Resolve bled into her expression. A fiery rage blazed in her eyes.


      She didn’t know what Mio thought, but Kurumi was still alive. She now held in her hands the sole object that could interfere with the flow of time in this world: the most powerful Angel, Zafkiel.


      Kurumi’s work wasn’t over. She would remake the world, no matter the cost. She would rewrite history, even if it meant she herself would crumble to dust.


      Kurumi stood up on her own two legs once more and began to walk.
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      “…?!”


      Shido opened his eyes with a gasp and looked around.


      A gloomy room in a mixed-use building. He felt the warmth of Kurumi leaning against his chest.


      And finally, he remembered that he was currently in the middle of a date with Kurumi.


      “Wh-what was that…?” he muttered. Too much time had passed for it to have been a daydream, but that was close to how it felt.


      It was like he’d vicariously experienced someone else’s life. Until a few seconds ago, his mind had been one with Kurumi’s.


      And then he understood. The word Kurumi had chanted right before she pressed the barrel of the gun to her own temple—Yud. He had heard it once before. This was one of Zafkiel’s abilities, the power to transmit memories to the target.


      And Kurumi had used this bullet to shoot him with her pistol through her own head.


      There was only one thing that could mean.


      What he had just seen were not hallucinations or dreams, but actual events in Kurumi’s past.


      “I…,” Kurumi said, haltingly, “…am going to kill the primeval Spirit. No matter what it takes, no matter what happens, no matter what I have to do.”


      She clutched Shido’s shirt and continued.


      “I’ve not the least intention of saying that what I’ve done is right. I was taken in by the primeval Spirit, and because of her, I slaughtered any number of people. And now I have added to that body count in order to erase the existence of that Spirit. I am to blame. I am without a doubt the enemy of humanity. The Nightmare who kills, kills, and kills, who piles death upon death. If there really is a world after death, I shall have a special seat in the lowest level.”


      She clenched her hands tighter.


      “But I don’t care. I don’t mind even that. So long as I can make it as though she—the primeval Spirit, Mio Takamiya—never existed with my own hands before I fall into the depths of hell.”


      “M…io…” Shido digested this in a hoarse voice. He’d heard this name before.


      Mana had spoken it. He himself had uttered it while lost in the wilds of Spirit power and on the precipice of forgetting himself.


      And…Takamiya. That was, without a doubt, Mana’s surname.


      He didn’t understand. These random details melted together and muddied his thoughts. But he didn’t have the luxury of doing a deep dive at this moment.


      “I will do it all over again,” Kurumi said, as if she was letting everything out. She exhaled slowly and loosened her grip on his shirt. “I will return all of this to zero.”


      She lifted her face from where it was buried in his chest and looked into his eyes.


      “That is my reason. That is the meaning of my existence. And for that, I need the Spirit power you have, Shido,” she said pleadingly. But she didn’t give him the chance to respond.


      “I have no intention, of course, of polishing off any rough edges,” she continued. “If I eat you, you will die. But if I can obtain the Spirit power you hold, I’m sure I’ll be able to change history.”


      “Change history…,” Shido murmured, remembering when he had gone back in time together with her before.


      Yes. He knew better than anyone that her words were no mere fantasy. Because whatever else, he himself had revised the history of this world once with the power of none other than her Angel.


      “If I can only erase the primeval Spirit, then I will never become a Spirit. And this means, of course, that the instance of me eating you will also disappear.”


      Kurumi looked up at him.


      “Shido. Please. Please. I am begging you. If you believe in me, please lend me that power, this life, for just a little while.”


      “…”


      Her eyes were serious, unlike her usual teasing self, and he was momentarily at a loss for words.


      He could understand the logic of it. But that didn’t change the fact that he would still lose his life.


      This was how he should have thought about it, at least. But he felt a range of different things pass through the depths of his heart: surging waves of regret, a rage to scorch his body and burn his heart.


      If only I hadn’t held out my hand then.


      If only I hadn’t pulled the trigger.


      If only I hadn’t shot the Spirits.


      None of this would have happened.


      I have to kill her. I have to erase her. I have to make it so that she never was.


      For the sake of my friend, for the sake of the world… For the sake of the lives I consumed.


      It was clear these feelings were not his own.


      But because he had lived Kurumi’s life vicariously, he felt these emotions so viscerally he could hardly stand it.


      “I…,” he said, his voice trembling.


      “…” Kurumi lowered her gaze momentarily before lifting her face once more as if she had firmed up her resolve. “Naturally, I don’t presume to think this is a fair bargain. While I will make everything as though it never was, that nevertheless does not change the fact that I am in this moment asking you for your life. So at the very least, as my pledge…”


      She slowly lifted her hands and began to undo the buttons on her blouse.


      “…?! U-uh?” Shido reflexively let out a bewildered cry.


      But Kurumi paid no mind to this and continued to move her hands, removing the clothing she wore one piece at a time.


      The underwear he had chosen that afternoon in the lingerie shop was slowly exposed. The white bra and panties were a mismatch with her personality, which had the converse effect of making them seem quite bewitching on her.


      He could touch her if he reached out a hand. And she certainly would not object.


      The strange reality of it made his brain hurt.


      “…”


      As if reading his mind, she slowly took his hand and then drew it toward her, tracing his fingers over the straps of her bra.


      “…”


      This arousal was beyond his capacity to resist. He allowed her to guide his hand from the strap to her shoulder.


      But that wasn’t the end of it. She kept tugging on his hand, moving it to trace the line from her chest to her stomach, and set his fingers on her panties.


      And then slowly, ever so slowly, she pushed his hand down. His eyes were glued to her soft skin being gradually exposed.


      And then once she was no longer wearing a single stitch, she turned toward him once more, her cheeks coloring faintly.


      “I’ll give you everything. Everything, except for my life—my Spirit power.”


      “What…?” Dazed, he felt the word slip from his throat.


      A sliver of moonlight poured into the dark room through a gap in the curtains and cast a hazy glow on Kurumi’s pale skin. Rather than lust, the dreamlike sight evoked a feeling close to reverence in him.


      She slowly stepped forward and nestled up against him. And then kept pushing to knock him back onto the bed.


      Draped across him, she set her hands on the buttons of his shirt, her breathing growing rougher.


      “H-hey, Kurumi…” His voice trembling, he tried to push her off of him, but she was still a Spirit. She might not have been as strong as Tohka, but human that he was, Shido still had no chance of overwhelming her.


      It might actually have been that his instincts and his body were refusing to resist. Kurumi was beautiful enough to make him think things like that.


      She was so beautiful that, truthfully, he might even have been okay with dying if it meant he could have her. The thought did tempt him.


      “Shido. Shido,” she cooed. “I will give you anything you desire. You can do anything you want to me.”


      “Ku…rumi…,” he said. Reason and instinct locked horns in battle, and he felt something burn out in his brain stem. If he let his guard down in the slightest, he would absolutely give himself over to her.


      But.


      “…?!”


      The instant before her finger touched his skin, the window crashed open, pieces of glass scattered in all directions, and the thin curtains were ripped away.


      A group of girls flew inside, all with the exact same face.


      “Fooound youuu!”


      “…Oh. Were you in the middle of some fun?”


      “We shouldn’t have interrupted. It’s okay, go ahead and finish up. It’d be sad if you died without ever having known a woman.”


      “Wha—?” Shido stared in shock at the girls who had appeared out of nowhere.


      But this was only natural. These were the very girls from his terrible dream a few days earlier.


      “…Oh my, oh dear.” Kurumi’s reaction was somewhat different. Her face registered less surprise and more anger as she stood leisurely, still naked. “You truly do have some nerve interrupting my rendezvous with Shido. Imitations of a Spirit.”


      The girls stared in surprise.


      “…Whaaat? Coming at us with ‘imitations’?”


      “We can take that as an insult to Father, right?”


      “We’re not letting that slide.”


      Their eyes sharpened abruptly, and the girls lunged as one at Kurumi.


      “Kurumi!” Shido cried.


      But Kurumi whirled around unhurriedly, pointed the barrel of the pistol that had appeared in her hand at some point, and pulled the trigger repeatedly.


      “Zafkiel,” she shouted. “Zayin!”


      “Gah…!”


      Touched by her bullets, the girls froze in midair, still lunging toward her.


      Zayin. The Seventh Bullet. This was one of Zafkiel’s special attacks, stopping time for the target it hit.


      “Hmph.” Kurumi sniffed with displeasure and turned her back to the girls while hands stretched out from the shadows in every corner of the room and pulled them into the darkness.


      “Zafkiel. Dalet,” Kurumi said, and fired another inky bullet toward the scattered pieces of the broken window.


      The pieces of glass floated up into the air like a movie rewinding and remade the window.


      A few seconds later, silence filled the room once more.


      Kurumi sighed at length before she dropped her guns into a shadow and turned back toward Shido.


      “…We were quite rudely interrupted there,” she said. “Honestly. Barging in at such a moment—” She staggered abruptly and threw a hand up against the wall.


      “Kurumi?” Shido asked, leaping up in concern.


      “I’m…all right. It’s simply—,” she started, a smile on her face.


      Then, like a marionette with its strings cut, she collapsed in a pile on the floor.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 5


      Cycle of Salvation


      “You failed, then?” Ellen replied. In an office of the Japan Branch of DEM Industries, she reacted to her subordinate’s report with displeasure and scorn.


      “It is quite strange, hmm? You’re exploiting openings discovered through Ike’s Beelzebub, and yet you have nothing to show for it but a string of failures. What exactly is the issue? If there is any reason other than sheer incompetence, I should very much like to hear it.”


      “Wow, Ellen,” Artemisia said with a wry smile. “Every word out of your mouth is like a little dagger.”


      Ellen snorted and crossed her legs theatrically as several sheets of paper danced up from the doorway, seemingly carried along on the breeze, and identical faces popped out of each sheet.


      “Hmph. You’re one to talk.”


      “The person who failed first and hardest, hmm?”


      “Old ladies get angry so easily, ugh. I don’t want to get old.”


      “…What did you say?” Ellen sharpened her gaze into a glare and stared at the Nibelcole.


      The girls flinched very deliberately and shuddered as they squealed, “Eeek! Eeek!”


      It wasn’t that Ellen was actually annoyed by the yammering of the Nibelcole—she was not in the slightest. But her time would not be wasted in a little lesson to make them understand the import of an insult to the powerful Ellen.


      She furrowed her brow and issued the mental command to deploy her Territory. But her Realizer did not activate because, at that moment, Westcott entered the room.


      “Aah, so you’re all here, then,” he said, looking the group over.


      “Ike.” Ellen canceled the order, stood up from her chair, and straightened up. Artemisia followed suit and also came to attention.


      “…! Father!” The faces of the Nibelcole lit up, and they raced over to his side.


      Westcott smiled stiffly—an expression so bland and emotionless it seemed more mechanical than human. He patted the heads of the Nibelcole as he strode slowly over to Ellen and Artemisia.


      “Looks like you’re having a difficult time,” he remarked. “Still not enough hands on deck?”


      “No, that’s not—,” Ellen started, but was immediately interrupted by the Nibelcole.


      “Listen, Father. This girl gets in the way every single time! Every time!”


      “It’s true! I’m so sick of it. What’s her deal anyway?”


      “Nightmare, right? She’s super annoying. We could have taken Shido Itsuka’s head a million times if she would have just stayed out of it.”


      “Mm-hmm.” Westcott put a hand to his chin as if mulling this over. “Nightmare, hmm? That’s odd—the worst Spirit protecting a human being. I suppose it would be only those clones of hers that could fight back against the Nibelcole’s numbers.”


      “Isn’t she kind of too much, though?” Artemisia said. “I mean, you looked these weak spots up in Beelzebub, the Nibelcole are attacking those full force, and Nightmare’s somehow blocking our every move?”


      Westcott looked thoughtful once more, and then his lips slid up into a slight smile. “She might have already known. I doubt she could fool Beelzebub any other way.”


      “Do you mean to say our information was leaked?”


      “No. She didn’t know our plan for a surprise attack,” he said slowly. “She knew about the attack itself.”


      “…?” Ellen cocked her head to one side, a puzzled frown on her face.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      “Kurumi!” Shido leaped to her side after she abruptly collapsed in an abandoned building on the outskirts of the city of Tengu. “Kurumi!”


      He covered her naked body with a sheet before carefully rolling her onto her back and bringing his ear to her mouth to check that she was breathing. A wave of relief washed over him when he felt her quiet but firm breath hit his skin.


      “Are you okay?” he yelled, shaking her by the shoulders to try and rouse her. “Kurumi!”


      “Please wait, Shido,” Kurumi replied calmly.


      “…?!” He stared, utterly baffled. The Kurumi on the floor before him was still asleep; her lips hadn’t so much as twitched.


      He quickly realized, however, who it was that had actually spoken when a girl with Kurumi’s face stepped out of the shadow curled against the wall.


      There was no mistake. It was one of Kurumi’s avatars, generated by her Angel, Zafkiel.


      “Shh!” The avatar brought her index finger to her lips as if to hush him and knelt down next to Kurumi, a complicated look on her face. “There’s no need for concern. She’s only sleeping. Please do let me rest a little.”


      “Th-that’s all fine and good, but why on earth would she drop into sleep like that?” Shido asked, still bewildered.


      The avatar gently caressed Kurumi’s cheek before turning her gaze back to Shido. “She’s been working far too hard. She’s utterly exhausted, and yet she continues to get into fight after fight.”


      “Wh-what do you mean?” he asked.


      “…” The avatar appeared to hesitate.


      He could tell that she knew the answer. But she looked like she wasn’t sure whether it was all right for her to tell him that answer.


      Another shadow loomed into being behind this avatar. Another avatar with the same face as Kurumi, of course. But her armor was not the red and black Astral Dress, but rather a black-and-white Gothic Lolita dress. A beautiful rose design decorated her chest and her head, and she wore a white medical patch over her left eye.


      “You’re…” Shido’s eyes widened in surprise.


      This was the Kurumi from five years ago that he’d seen when he’d returned to the past with Yud Bet.


      But he quickly understood how this was possible. The avatars produced by Zafkiel’s Eighth Bullet Het were re-creations of the pasts Kurumi had inhabited. In which case, it made sense that there would also be an avatar of the self she’d been five years earlier.


      Eye Patch Kurumi set a hand on the shoulder of the hesitant avatar and stared into Shido’s eyes with her single red eye.


      “Shido, are you prepared to hear this?” she asked solemnly.


      “Huh?” He stared at her blankly.


      “You can keep your questions to yourself, pretend you know nothing, and wait for me to wake up, and this will all be neatly taken care of. Knowing this, do you still wish to hear the truth of the matter?” she said, narrowing her eye ever so slightly. She seemed to be peering right into the confusion and uncertainty in his heart.


      For a moment, he faltered. But then he gritted his teeth and looked her in the eye as he nodded firmly.


      “Oh my, oh dear!” She giggled playfully. “If only you had stayed quiet and waited, you could have picked up right where the two of you left off.”


      “…!” He gasped. “L-listen, you!”


      “I jest! I appreciate your resolve,” Eye Patch Kurumi said merrily, and slowly straightened up. She held up the index finger and thumb of her right hand and turned them toward him. Almost like she was pointing a gun at him.
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      And then she said the most impossibly unreal, impossibly absurd words.


      “To get straight to the point, Shido, you are already dead.”


      Eye Patch Kurumi turned the fingers she had pointed at him upward as if she had fired that imaginary gun.


      “…Huh?” he said, stunned, unable to process what she was saying. “What are you talking about? I’m…dead? Okay, come on. Then what am I doing here moving around right now? When exactly did I fly off to heaven?”


      “Hee-hee-hee! That would mean that I’m a goddess,” Eye Patch Kurumi said playfully. But she quickly got serious again. “To be more precise, you were supposed to have died. Actually, I suppose it’s that there is the possibility that you died.”


      “What…are you talking about?” He was even more bewildered.


      The possibility that he’d died. If they were talking hypotheticals, then all of humanity existed within the possibility of death on a daily basis.


      But he stopped himself from protesting any further. Because the look on Eye Patch Kurumi’s face made it very clear that this was no joke, no diversion from the real reason Kurumi had collapsed.


      “…” Eye Patch Kurumi must have picked up on this change in his attitude. She smiled, somehow sadly, as she continued speaking.
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      After school on February 9, Kurumi Tokisaki stood alone on the roof of the school building and gazed absently at the streets of Tengu through the fence.


      There was no particular meaning to it. She wasn’t overcome with nostalgia, nor was she lost in thought. It was doubtful that she even still possessed such wholesome sensibilities as to feel real emotion while gazing out at the landscape.


      Naturally, she too laughed and felt anger. She also enjoyed things from time to time. And certainly, if she was sad, she would shed tears.


      But while she had been born in the body of a person, she had spent the better part of her life as a Spirit, as an avenger, as a murderer, and thus it was extremely unlikely that her mind remained intact in the exact same way as it once had been. The pleasure she felt now had to be different from the pleasure she used to feel.


      But the hatred burning deep in her heart—that alone showed the same face through the long hours.


      “…”


      The sun was already angling downward, and it was only a matter of time before it was swallowed up by the clusters of tall buildings. She didn’t know the exact hour, but she could more or less tell that it was getting to be about the promised time.


      “…I am tired of waiting. I do so tire of this waiting,” she murmured as she tangled her fingers in the fence.


      As if in response, a muffled voice came from the shadow coiled at her feet.


      “…Say, Kurumi? Are we really sure about this?”


      “What nonsense is that?” Kurumi replied to her avatar, her eyes sharpening into a glare. “I cannot turn back now, not at this stage. You must understand the meaning behind me standing here after eating however many thousands of lives. I will kill…Shido. That is the only means by which I can remake the world.”


      After a brief period of silence, the voice of what seemed to be a different avatar came from the shadow.


      “Kurumi simply asked if you were certain. What on earth did that call to mind for you?”


      “…” Kurumi scowled at her avatar’s words and stomped on her own shadow with the heel of her shoe just as her ears picked up the sound of a door opening.


      It seemed that Shido had finally arrived.


      She took a deep breath as if to focus before slowly turning to face the entrance to the roof.


      “Goodness!”


      Just as she’d expected, Shido was standing there. He glared at her, his face tense with resolve and anxiety.


      “Hee-hee-hee! Welcome. How wonderful it is of you to join me, Shido,” she said, her face softening into a smile, and she picked up the hem of her skirt as she curtsied politely.


      Shido’s cheeks started to flush faintly, but he quickly shook his head as if to get himself back on track.


      She glanced toward the door he had just come through. She noticed that it was moving ever so slightly. It seemed that Tohka and the others were peeping on them out of concern for Shido.


      While that was only to be expected, it was a sign of their lack of trust, and she sighed self-deprecatingly.


      Shido opened his mouth. “Okay, Kurumi. I came, just like I promised.” The eyes looking squarely at her shone with firm resolve and showed how determined he was.


      It hadn’t yet been a year since she’d met him, but she felt like he had grown much stronger during that brief time.


      She smiled. “…You’ve changed a little, haven’t you, Shido?”


      “Huh?”


      “You appear more mature than when we first met. Well, I suppose it’s only natural since you have been through some terrible bloodbaths. Hee-hee-hee! You’ve turned out quite wonderfully.”


      “…Q-quit teasing me,” he replied, embarrassed. Even in the late-day sun, she could clearly see the red coloring his cheeks. Apparently, this sweet side of him was still the same. “Anyway, how about we pick up where we left off this morning and you tell me about the condition for sealing your Spirit power?”


      “…” Kurumi smiled. This was an expression to show that she meant no harm, but it might also have looked as though she was showing off her dominance or utter ease.


      His face still tense, Shido swallowed hard.


      “Yes, yes. Well then, I shall tell you. I—” She had no sooner started to speak than a beam of light flashed through her field of vision, and the world in front of her was abruptly dyed bright red.


      “What…?” She let out a baffled cry, unable to understand what exactly was going on.


      A heartbeat later, she realized that the red coloring her field of vision was blood gushing from Shido’s chest.


      “…”


      In an instant, in the literal blink of an eye, Shido had been stabbed through the chest by a girl in the sky above.


      By the Wizard Ellen Mathers. Golden hair dancing on the wind. Platinum armor spattered with fresh blood.


      “Ah… Gah…?” Shido dropped to his knees, crying out in anguish. Coughing up blood. An unfathomable amount of blood came out of his mouth.


      The door to the roof flew open with a bang.


      “Shido!”


      “Shido…!”


      The Spirits eavesdropping on the other side of the door ran out onto the roof, clearly upset by Shido vomiting blood. Their bodies shone with a faint light as they ran, and the glow took shape as limited Astral Dresses.


      However…


      “Hmph.” Ellen glanced contemptuously at the Spirits and threw her left hand into the air. Several pieces of paper shot out of her unit and danced up to surround her and Shido.


      And then girls with the same face appeared from inside those pages.


      “…?!”


      The sight was similar to that of Kurumi’s avatars appearing from inside the shadows. Clad in something like Astral Dresses, the girls stood tall to block the Spirits’ way forward, their charcoal-gray hair fluttering in the breeze.


      “Heeey.”


      “Sorry, but we can’t let you interfere.”


      “Well, if I had to say, though, we’re actually the ones interfering, huh?”


      “Wh—?! Who are you?!”


      “Panic. What are these people?”


      The Yamai sisters cried out in surprise and readied their Angel, Raphael.


      Similarly, Tohka and Origami brandished the Angels they had manifested in their hands and charged the girls.


      “Get ouuut!”


      “Haah!”


      The unknown girls didn’t move. Faint smiles still on their faces, they took the slicing attack of Sandalphon and the firepower of Metatron head on. Naturally, they would not come out of such an encounter unharmed. And indeed, they were sliced open from the shoulder and new holes appeared in them.


      But they didn’t so much as grimace in pain, much less cry out in anguish; they merely laughed.


      And then, in the moment of shock this created, some other girls began to wrestle with Tohka’s sword and Origami’s wings.


      “…!” Kurumi reflexively scowled. From what she could see, the girls were imbued with Spirit power, but nowhere near enough to be able to take on Tohka and the other Spirits.


      The issue, however, was their numbers. And the power of a whole that did not fear the death of any individual.


      She didn’t know what they actually were, but given that she herself used numbers as a weapon in a similar way, she understood only painfully well the nuisance they posed.


      “Mes!” she cried out, as soon as she realized the true nature of the battle.


      Her shadow spread out across the roof, and a multitude of Kurumis swarmed forth. Following the will of their master, they began to tangle with the mysterious girls blocking the way of Tohka and the other Spirits.


      She wasn’t particularly trying to help the Spirits. But if she stood by and did nothing, Ellen would kill Shido. And given that Kurumi sought the Spirit power sealed inside of Shido’s body, this was an intolerable situation.


      “Kee-hee-hee! Hee-hee-hee-hee-hee!”


      “This is our specialty, you know?”


      “Ah-ha-ha! What is this?”


      “Huh, so you’re the Nightmare we keep hearing about? Creepier than I expected.”


      The Kurumis engaged the identical girls in battle and turned the roof of the school into the site of a bloodbath.


      This alone was not enough. Her avatars could only take on the girls.


      Kurumi pulled a pistol out of the shadow and turned the barrel toward Ellen, who was standing on Shido’s back.


      “…?!” She was about to pull the trigger when she saw her arm get neatly cut off and fly up into the air.


      This was not an attack by Ellen. At some point, another Wizard had come to stand right beside Kurumi.


      “Can’t let you do that, Nightmare.”


      “…! Artemisia Ashcroft!” Kurumi spat the girl’s name and screwed up her face.


      The pain that flamed to life in her severed arm was immense. She gritted her teeth against it as she evaded Artemisia’s follow-up attack by a hair.


      It was a free-for-all. Absolute chaos. A thicket of blades, a hail of bullets. In mere seconds, the peaceful school roof was transformed into a battlefield.


      It was difficult to even grasp what was going on around her anymore. It was all she could do to keep out of the way of Artemisia’s laser blade slashing at her; she didn’t have a moment to spare to fire Dalet.


      But in all of this chaos, there was one thing alone that she was certain of. And that was the fact that Shido’s life was on the verge of fading away.


      “This is the end,” Ellen Mathers said, quietly, ruthlessly. And brought her sword down.


      “Nooo!” Tohka’s scream echoed across the battlefield.


      But Ellen’s hand did not stop.


      Enveloped in concentrated magic, the blade sliced through Shido’s neck like butter.


      “…”


      Blood spurted into the air, and the strength drained from Shido’s tensed limbs. The flames of Camael flickering on his chest in a desperate attempt to close his wounds slowly faded and disappeared. Almost as if to show that the light of Shido’s life was gone.


      “Ah…”


      Witnessing this sight, the Spirits dropped their Angels, stunned. Their faces went pale, and their fingers began to tremble. Sorrow. Loss. Helplessness. No words could fully express the extent of the emotion Kurumi could very clearly see washing over the girls.


      To put it bluntly, they were overcome by despair.


      “Ah!”


      “Hngh!” Kurumi dodged yet another of Artemisia’s attacks and gritted her teeth in frustration as she dove into the shadows.


      “…Haah! Haah!” After moving through the shadows, Kurumi finally poked her face out into the world again.


      She was on a hill that gave her a view of Raizen High School, where she had only just been. The area wasn’t maintained like a park, so the footing was bad. But there was also no one around, so this was actually a good place for her.


      “Are you all right, Kurumi?” One of her avatars popped her face out of the shadow, looking worried.


      Another avatar crawled out of the shadows carrying the arm that Artemisia had severed. “Here, Kurumi.”


      “…Good,” she replied, cold sweat beading on her forehead. She dug around in the shadows with her remaining hand and pulled out the Zafkiel pistol loaded with a bullet.


      “Zafkiel. Dalet. Fourth Bullet,” she half-chanted, and shot herself in the forehead.


      Instantly, almost as if time were rewinding, the severed arm danced up into the air and affixed itself to the stump of her right arm.


      “…!” As she opened and closed her restored hand, her field of vision abruptly grew brighter.


      Several powerful beams of light jetted forth from above the roof of Raizen High School, scorching both earth and sky. She heard the intermittent rumbling of thunder and watched as the school collapsed abruptly into a pile of debris.


      Now, at last, a shrill alarm began to blare throughout the city, but it was already too late. A massive tornado whirled up from the destroyed school and demolished the surrounding buildings one after the other, while a beam of concentrated darkness shot forth from its center and razed the landscape as far as the eye could see.


      “What is…?”


      “Are Tohka and the others fighting?”


      The avatars turned toward the dark energy, dubious looks on their faces.


      But Kurumi understood that this beam was not the usual Spirit power light. Despite all the distance she had put between herself and the school, she could still almost feel her skin stinging. Despair. Rage. Hatred. These negative emotions hitting her hard in their most raw forms.


      Even if the Spirit power had flowed back to the Spirits from Shido, this kind of display simply wouldn’t be possible. It wasn’t a matter of the degree of Spirit power; the very nature of it had changed into something entirely different.


      Yes. If she had to say, positive values had flipped like a switch to become negative values. Kurumi had seen this phenomenon before.


      A deep crease cutting into the space between her brows, she groaned, “They have…inverted.”


      “…!”


      The avatars gasped.


      There was no mistake. All the Spirits there—Tohka, Origami, the Yamai sisters—had become inverted Spirits.


      This was hardly a surprise. After all, they had watched as Shido’s head was severed from his body. It was easy to picture how great their despair—


      “Haaah!”


      A cry interrupted her thoughts, and she whirled around.


      “…!”


      A new avatar had poked her face out of the shadows. And she wasn’t alone. This avatar was carrying Shido’s blood-soaked body.


      “Kurumi!” Kurumi gasped. “How did you…?”


      “Yes, yes,” the avatar said, and laid Shido’s corpse down on the ground. “I just barely made it. I felt so guilty leaving him there like that.”


      “…Dalet.” After a moment or two of silence, Kurumi shot Shido with the gun in her hand.


      Just like with her own arm earlier, Shido’s head connected with his body once more, and the large hole in his chest filled in.


      But that was it. His eyes stayed closed, and he didn’t inhale, much less speak.


      Dalet was a bullet to turn back time. And Shido’s body had actually returned to the state it had been in when he was alive. But the bullet could not bring back a life once it was lost.


      “…”


      Kurumi took a deep breath to calm herself down and set her mind to work thinking about what she should do now. All while looking at Shido sleeping peacefully below her and the end of the world playing out ahead of her.


      But what came out of her mouth after a period of silence was…


      “Have I…failed…?”


      …resigned acceptance.


      She clenched her fists so tightly her fingernails nearly drew blood from the palms of her hands. Everything had been going so well until less than an hour ago.


      She’d planned to get Shido’s power, go back thirty years with the Twelfth Bullet Yud Bet, and make it as though the primeval Spirit had never existed. Then all her efforts would have been rewarded.


      The thousands of days and months she had lived. The tens of thousands of lives resting at her feet. It had all come to nothing in a fleeting instant, the time it took to blink an eye.


      Everything turned to dust by the hand of that hateful Wizard Ellen Mathers.


      “Ah… Aaah!” Carried away by violent emotion, she punched the ground with her recently reattached right arm.


      The avatars flinched at this act from the normally aloof Kurumi.


      But Kurumi had no worry to spare for her avatars. Again and again and again, she slammed her fist into the ground.


      Her dream had been impeded. Her hopes had been shattered. In the absolute worst way—Shido had been killed before her eyes.


      “…!” When her thoughts reached this point, she gasped.


      A hatred beyond words raged in her heart. This was only natural. Whatever else, the path she had spent her whole life building toward her ultimate objective had been crushed. And by the woman who had created the starting point of this destiny.


      This was a situation so full of despair that a younger Kurumi could have easily inverted, like Tohka and the others.


      Aaah! Yes.


      Her eyes flying open in surprise, she covered her face with hands stained with blood and dirt.


      She was so upset, so frustrated that Shido had been killed right in front of her, she could hardly stand it. She was so sad, so full of sorrow, it was unbearable.


      Her head spun, a confused jumble. She had landed on this answer herself, and yet she didn’t understand it.


      An absurd contradiction. She had tried to kill Shido herself, so why would she think such a thing?


      “Shi…do…”


      Memories flitted through the back of her mind and twisted together with the many emotions filling her heart, turning her thoughts upside down.


      Shido Itsuka. The boy who loved and was loved by Spirits. The person who overcame his fear of even Kurumi Tokisaki and extended his hand.


      Kurumi moved unconsciously and hugged him. She touched her lips to his. They still had not lost their softness, but it was a cold kiss.


      At this icy touch, she finally realized that she had lost the contest.


      “…You are unaware of our second kiss. What an unfortunate soul you are.”


      She narrowed her eyes.


      When she’d met Shido last June, Kurumi had been on the ropes, seriously injured by the flame Spirit Kotori. It had been none other than Shido who had stepped in between Kotori and Kurumi then.


      He was not exactly a knight in shining armor, but that didn’t change the fact that he had saved her life. Just as Kurumi had been on the verge of escaping into the shadows, she had left him with a kiss as thanks.


      Although all of that had now been turned to nothing.


      However.


      “…Hmm?” She furrowed her brow at a curious sensation. She wasn’t sure how to describe it. It felt like something warm was pouring into her body, almost like the time Mio had given her the Sefirah.


      “…Zafkiel!” She reflexively called the name of her Angel.


      In response to her shout, the massive face of a clock appeared from inside of the shadows.


      “…!”


      “Kurumi, what are you…?!”


      The avatars cried out in surprise.


      That said, however, they couldn’t have done anything else. Because, whatever else, the number VI, which had lost its color after the battle with Kotori, was now shining brilliantly.


      “What is the meaning of this…? It can’t be—!” Kurumi slowly got to her feet and stroked the numbers of the clockface in order.


      The First Bullet, Aleph, which accelerated the target.


      The Second Bullet, Bet, which slowed the progress of time for the target.


      The Third Bullet, Gimel, which made the target grow.


      The Fourth Bullet, Dalet, which rewound time for the target.


      The Fifth Bullet, Heh, which showed the very near future.


      The Seventh Bullet, Zayin, which stopped time for the target.


      The Eighth Bullet, Het, which recreated a past self.


      The Ninth Bullet, Tet, which connected the mind with someone in a different time axis.


      The Tenth Bullet, Yud, which transmitted the memories of the target.


      The Eleventh Bullet, Yud Aleph, and the Twelfth Bullet, Yud Bet, which directly ate a Spirit’s power and moved through time.


      And finally, Kurumi touched the number located at the very bottom of the clockface. The VI, the only one up to this point that had lost its color.


      “…The Sixth Bullet, Vav,” she murmured and glanced at Shido. Because it had obviously been the kiss with him that restored the shine to Vav.


      Shido sealed Spirit powers through a kiss. Kurumi already knew that thanks to investigations by her avatars. She’d never dreamed, however, that Vav had not been destroyed in the battle with Kotori, but rather sealed away until this very moment because of a playful kiss.


      And in that case, that would mean that while it hadn’t been complete, Kurumi had already begun to open her heart to Shido at that point in time.


      Her lips twisted into a self-deprecating smile. A contest in which the person who fell for the other lost. She had perhaps never had a chance of victory.


      Sweat popping up on her forehead, she stretched her lips out in a lurid grin.


      Vav. Zafkiel’s lone lost shot, sealed away until this moment in time. Now that she unexpectedly had this power back, she might be able to change this ending. The possibility was too horribly weak a thing to be called hope, but it was more than enough to get her back on her feet.
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      However, she had not yet finished paying its price. More precisely, achieving her objective would require an even greater sacrifice.


      “Kurumis,” she said in a quiet voice, and the avatars crowded together there all nodded, instantly understanding her intentions.


      “Please die…for Shido’s sake,” she declared.


      The avatars began to cackle with laughter as if guessing at the entirety of her plan.


      “Yes, yes. With pleasure!”


      “Let’s be off, then.”


      “This body always was a fleeting thing.”


      “Please use every last bit of it!”


      “If this life can serve as ‘my’ foundation…”


      “If we can save Shido…”


      “…I shall gladly cross to the other side.”


      “Even now, you say the strangest things.”


      “After all, I too, am ‘Kurumi.’”


      “Surely, you know we couldn’t possibly refuse you.”


      “Tee-hee-hee.”


      “Kee-hee-hee.”


      The avatars giggled with delight. It was certain that none of them would make it out unscathed. It was certain that none of them would survive. But Kurumi could see not even a hint of shadow on their faces.


      She gave them a wry smile. She couldn’t help but feel that there was no one in her life more reliable than these girls with her face, and she couldn’t have been more proud of them. Was this narcissism?


      “Come with me, then, Kurumis. We shall charge toward our deaths.”


      She raised the gun in her right hand and called out the name of the power she had once lost, the power she had paid a huge price to get back. The name of the other bullet that held the potential to remake this world.


      “Zafkiel. Vav. Sixth Bullet.”


      Kurumi pressed the gun loaded with this bullet to her own temple and, smiling at her avatars, pulled the trigger.
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      “…”


      Her awakening was abrupt. Actually, the question of whether the general term awaken could, in the end, apply here was something that could be debated.


      At any rate, Kurumi regained consciousness and immediately checked her surroundings.


      A dim room with the bare minimum of furniture. She was in one of the several bases she maintained in the city. A school uniform fresh from the dry cleaner’s was hanging on the wall, and the screen of the cell phone she’d gotten for information-gathering purposes displayed the date February 8.


      Yes. She had returned to February 8. The day before she’d gone back to Raizen High School.


      “…It would appear that that was a success.”


      Zafkiel. Vav. This sixth bullet sent only the mind of the target into a past body.


      While it did depend on the amount of time used, the limit on how far that mind could go back was at most a few days, so Vav’s power didn’t begin to compare with that of Yud Bet. But in this moment, it was, without any exaggeration, the bullet that could save the world.


      The hard part began here, though.


      Kurumi whirled around, put on the coat hanging on the wall, opened the door, and left the room. She descended the stairs of the abandoned building and spoke as if to herself as she walked down the deserted alley, her heels clacking.


      “Now then, it’s time to move, Kurumis.”


      Countless replies came from inside the shadows.


      “Yes, yes.”


      “We don’t have much time.”


      “The enemies are Ellen Mathers and Artemisia Ashcroft.”


      “And those mysterious girls.”


      “Perhaps we might call Shido to some other location than the roof?”


      “No.” She shook her head firmly. “That would merely change our opponents’ methods of attack. We know what they will do. It would be to our disadvantage to give up that superior position.”


      “Well then, we shall constrain those girls when they are about to attack.”


      “Yes, yes. That is all we can do.”


      “Please do think about the difference in power between us and them. Those girls are one thing, but the two Wizards are monsters. No matter how many of us we throw into the fight, it will no doubt be difficult to stop both at the same time. At the very least, we must have one other ally with the strength to go toe-to-toe with them.”


      “But I doubt there is someone like that so conveniently available to us.”


      “No, no, there is one person.”


      “There is indeed one person I can think of, who I’d rather not turn to.”


      “And who—?” Kurumi started to ask and then smiled. She quickly realized who her avatars were thinking of. It only made sense that they would rather not rely on her. She was a fearsome girl and had killed more of Kurumi’s avatars than anyone else.


      “I see. Well, this is unpleasant. But there is no one quite so suitable for the job as she is.” She held up a hand, issuing instructions without slackening her pace. “Mes. I have secured Mana’s location. Please immediately go negotiate with her.”


      “Yes, yes.”


      “We understand.”


      “A separate squad is to go investigate the movements of DEM Industries. Judging from the fact that Kotori and her people were unable to do anything, there is a possibility that Beelzebub found a hole in their security measures.”


      “Understood.”


      “Without fail.”


      “Most likely, our opponents are in a contest as well. I highly doubt this is a one-off surprise attack. Please ensure that there is always a guard around Shido and that there are no openings for our enemy to leverage. No one shall kill Shido other than this very Kurumi Tokisaki.”


      The avatars giggled.


      “Oh my, oh dear!”


      “That is just like us, hmm?”


      “What a dangerous declaration of love.”


      “…!” Kurumi gasped, her cheeks reddening, and she stomped at the ground in irritation. She faced forward again, recovering as she spoke.


      “Let us go, Kurumis. Albeit reluctantly, we shall save the world.”


      And then Kurumi Tokisaki’s war began. It lasted a mere six days. But in those six days, Kurumi saved and lost Shido several times.


      Her enemy was the cunning DEM Industries. Using the Demon King Beelzebub, they poked at openings in her allies’ defenses and were relentless in their attempts on Shido’s life, making use of the demon spawn Nibelcole and the most powerful guard of Ellen and Artemisia.


      Kurumi sacrificed any number of Kurumis, devised thousands of strategies, and kept on fighting.


      Each time Shido died, she kissed him and got Vav back, allowing her to return to the past and try once more to save his life.


      The silver lining was that her mind was sent to a point in time before she regained Vav or deployed avatars against the enemy. This was what made it all possible.


      An immense amount of time was required to fire Vav, and she didn’t have an inexhaustible supply of Het to make more avatars. So without this reset, she truly would have run out of time.


      But the same could be said for her enemy. No matter how many Nibelcole she killed or how many times she evaded Ellen, the damage they took was also all reset every time she fired Vav.


      Actually, if she were to put it more precisely, they were unaware of even the fact that they had fought her. They came to kill Shido like it was the first time every time.


      This was the sole advantage that Kurumi possessed at the same time as it formed the flames of the hell that consumed her.


      One time.


      Ten times.


      More than a hundred times.


      As the killing and being killed went on, Kurumi felt herself gradually being worn down. Mechanically digesting the same events. Crushing the bugs that were different from those in the previous world.


      Through repetition after repetition, her already insane mind started to crumble.


      But she did not put her gun away.


      Each time Shido was killed, and each time she touched those cold lips, she had the thought that she wanted to be held in those arms one more time.


      “Shido… Hey, Shido?”


      How many times did this make?


      She pressed her lips to his cold mouth.


      “I’ll see you soon, right…?”


      Kurumi aimed at her head and pulled the trigger.
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      “Wha—?” Shido gasped, stunned, after listening to Eye Patch Kurumi’s story. Reflexively, he touched his chest and his head. Naturally, there was no hole in his chest, and his head was, of course, still connected. “I…died once?”


      He frowned at the unreality of it. He felt like simply uttering this brief question used up too much energy. He even had the thought that by acknowledging it himself, he was denying his own life.


      Eye Patch Kurumi slowly shook her head. “No. That is not correct.” And then she continued, looking him squarely in the eye. “Two hundred and four times.”


      “What…?” He stared at her blankly.


      “That’s the number of times DEM Industries has killed you throughout the repetition of these six days.”


      “…”


      This time, he couldn’t even say anything at all. Two hundred and four. He was dazed by this impossible number.


      Heedless, Eye Patch Kurumi went on. “We had also braced ourselves for this, but… The Demon King Beelzebub is truly terrifying. The enemy takes such skillful advantage of any openings and comes to reap your life with wildly creative tricks.”


      “Wh-whoa. Hang on a sec. That’s—” Ridiculous, he started to say, and then stopped.


      While he had done it a different way, he had also gone back in time before with Kurumi’s help and changed history. However preposterous this story was, he couldn’t actually deny the truth of it. And above all else…


      “…!”


      He looked down at the unconscious Kurumi. Normally aloof and distant, her face was now painfully drawn and worn.


      Even if she had done all of this in pursuit of his Spirit power, the truth of the matter was that she had made a huge sacrifice to save his life. The word ridiculous was far from an appropriate comment from him.


      Eye Patch Kurumi perhaps guessed at what he was thinking. Lowering her eye, she nodded slightly. “Each time, I used Vav and sent my mind to the past. Over and over and over. Naturally, only my mind went through time. The time I used and the dead avatars also returned to their original state.”


      She sighed.


      “But after the constant repetitions of the same period, the ceaseless vigilance, my nerves reached their limits.”


      She gently stroked Kurumi’s hair.


      “So I beg of you, Shido. Please, just for this moment, allow me to rest.”


      “…” He exhaled silently and dropped his gaze once more to the sleeping Spirit. Her face was as beautiful as ever but seemed weak and ephemeral somehow.


      He did actually understand. The Spirit power sealed in his body was essential, and if Kurumi was to achieve her objective, she absolutely had to prevent him from being killed by DEM. It only made sense that she would go through endless trial and error to save him.


      But there was one thing he didn’t get.


      “Why…?” He stared at her closed eyelids. “Why didn’t you just eat me right away?”


      Yes. This was incomprehensible to him.


      It was true that he had the Spirits and Ratatoskr on his side. And however powerful Kurumi was, she wouldn’t have been able to simply waltz in and eat him. But she had used Vav to repeat the same period of time over and over. She could have easily done the same to find his weak point and catch him off guard.


      But she hadn’t done that. She’d kept the promise they’d initially made, gone on a date, and even revealed her secrets to him. She had sought his understanding. She had sought his help. All while exhausting herself to the point that she revealed to him her sleeping form, a vulnerable state she would normally never show anyone.


      “…Shido.” Eye Patch Kurumi turned her gaze on him, her mouth softening into a smile. “Please don’t ask anything thoughtless. I—”


      The instant Eye Patch Kurumi was about to speak, the Kurumi lying on the floor threw a hand up, yanked a pistol out of the shadows, and fired.


      A bullet like solidified inky shadow grazed Eye Patch Kurumi’s cheek and gouged a hole in the wall. A second later, Eye Patch Kurumi opened her eyes wide in surprise.


      “…It seems that you’ve had quite the bit of fun chatting while I was asleep, me.” Kurumi shot her a hooded glare as she slowly sat up.


      The avatar on standby next to her extended a hand worriedly, but she ignored this and stood up.


      “…I do apologize, Shido. The younger me seems to have committed a blunder,” she said as she pressed a hand to her forehead, as if to stop herself from staggering.


      She spoke and moved in her usual aloof, leisurely way, but it sounded like nothing other than posturing to Shido. Reflexively, he reached out a hand to hold her up.


      “Kurumi—”


      “…!” She stepped back to avoid his hand.


      But he couldn’t see anything like hatred on her face. If he had to say—yes, it was almost like she was afraid of him touching her.


      She gasped, her shoulders shaking, as if she had noticed his expression, and then a bold smile spread across her face.


      “Please do not make assumptions, Shido. I saved you because I would very much hate to lose the Spirit power sealed inside of that body.”


      “Y-yeah… I know,” he replied, somehow overwhelmed.


      Kurumi whirled around, turning her back to him. “…I find that I have lost interest in this. Let us end here for today.”


      “Huh? H-hey, Kurumi!” Shido called and reached out.


      But she disappeared into the shadows along with her avatars.


      “…! Kurumi!” For a while, he stared at the floor she had vanished into and clenched his hands into fists.


      Kurumi Tokisaki. A girl who was more terrifying than anyone, more ruthless than anyone. Kinder than anyone.


      The boy she had saved countless times slowly lifted his face, his eyes shining with a determined light.


      “This time…it’s my turn to save you!”
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      On the roof of a building illuminated by the light of the moon, a shadow crept outward like spilled ink. Kurumi poked her face out from inside of it, and then pulled her entire body up into the outside air.


      “…Phew.”


      It seemed that she was still indeed a little unsteady on her feet. She leaned back against the fence as she quietly took a deep breath.


      The Kurumi avatar from five years earlier with the bandage over her left eye crawled out of the shadow after her.


      Naturally, Kurumi had left more than enough avatars to guard Shido, but she had made this individual and a few others follow her.


      This was the culprit who had whispered unnecessary details to Shido while Kurumi had been unconscious. She glared at Eye Patch Kurumi with displeasure.


      “You overstepped there, me,” she said.


      “Oh my, oh dear.” Eye Patch Kurumi put her index finger to her chin and averted her eyes playfully. Or perhaps she was feigning innocence. “Why, I have simply no idea of what you speak. I felt that Shido must be quite bored. I was merely chatting with him.”


      Kurumi arched an eyebrow.


      “…Me,” she said, her voice cold.


      But this was not for Eye Patch Kurumi.


      The shadow at Kurumi’s feet writhed, and the avatar that had supported her earlier poked her face out, looking apologetic.


      “…Yes,” she said. “That eye bandage Kurumi told Shido everything about the last few days.”


      “Heek?!” Eye Patch Kurumi shrieked at this impossible betrayal by a comrade.


      Kurumi glared at her once again through half-lidded eyes and crossed her arms.


      “Do you have anything to say for yourself, me?”


      Eye Patch Kurumi groaned quietly and then shrugged her shoulders as if doubling down. “I beg your pardon, but I have no idea why this was not allowed, me. My resolve, my efforts are extraordinary. They are such that the deeply cautious me revealed her sleeping form to Shido, albeit only for a moment.”


      “…Unh.” Kurumi frowned, very faintly. That hit home.


      Eye Patch Kurumi continued, with her own momentum.


      “In which case, who could fault me for informing Shido of that? After all, if he knew that I had saved his life all these countless times, he would harbor feelings of gratitude toward me, yes? What exactly is so inconvenient about that?!” She made her appeal, gesturing dramatically as if giving a public address.


      “…” Kurumi fell silent briefly before replying, her cheeks coloring faintly, “…Will he not?”


      “Pardon?” Eye Patch Kurumi cocked her head to one side. “What was that?”


      “He will misunderstand, will he not?! The contest between Shido and myself is lost when one of us falls for the other! If he— If Shido knows I did all that to save him, then is it not as if I have put fetters on him?!”


      “…! M-Me?” Eye Patch Kurumi’s eye widened in surprise, and then she began to laugh, her shoulders shaking. “Hee-hee… Ha-ha-ha-ha! I suppose so. Yes, that is exactly right.”


      “…I get the feeling that you are mocking me,” Kurumi said pointedly.


      “It’s simply your imagination,” Eye Patch Kurumi said, with a shrug.


      Kurumi scowled with displeasure. She had made a mistake. She wanted to shoot herself with Vav and go back to before she’d collapsed. But Shido hadn’t yet died in this timeline, so Zafkiel would not get its power back if she did that. Not to mention that if she kissed Shido while he was alive, the Spirit power she had left to her still might be sealed.


      “So then… What shall we do now, me?” Eye Patch Kurumi said. “We might fight our way past the enemy, but we don’t have that much time.”


      “…I suppose not.” Kurumi grimaced. Given that Shido was alive, the mission would continue. But at this rate, eating him would—


      “…You seem to be having some trouble, hmm?”


      “…?!” Kurumi gasped at the sound of a voice other than her avatars’ echoing in the night.


      The timbre of it was strange. It was impossible to say whether the voice was that of a man or a woman, high- or low-pitched.


      It was familiar to her, however. She immediately deployed her avatars and manifested two ancient guns from the shadows.


      “…Oof, seems I’m not too welcome. I only came to help, though.” The speaker was, like the voice, impossible to pin down.


      A shadow had come to stand in one corner of the room at some point, hidden behind a veil of pixelation. Did this perhaps mean the resolution of their existence was low? She knew someone was definitely there, but she couldn’t tell exactly who.


      This was the Spirit Shido and the others called Phantom.


      Kurumi had received information from this Spirit on numerous occasions. In fact, the existence of a boy named Shido Itsuka itself was information that this Phantom had leaked to her.


      But Phantom was no longer an ally to her. Actually, to be more precise, Phantom was an enemy.


      “…‘Welcome’? You? Please do reconsider your deployment of humor.” Kurumi glared with sharp eyes.


      A few seconds later, Phantom sighed as though they had grasped the situation.


      “…Ah, is that it? So you found out, then? Well, that’s that, I guess. It’s too bad. I really did want to help,” Phantom said, and started to move.


      “Did you think I’d allow you to escape?!” Kurumi cried, and her avatars fired as one.


      Countless black bullets raced through the night and closed in on Phantom.


      “…” Phantom dodged the bullets and leaped up into the air.


      But this was exactly what Kurumi wanted. She had kept her avatars from aiming upward in order to create this route of escape.


      “Zafkiel,” she shouted. “Zayin! Seventh Bullet!”


      Zayin, the peerless bullet that stopped time, plunged into Phantom. Instantly, the pixelated figure froze in the air.


      “Mes!”


      The avatars turned the barrels of their guns upward and fired.


      The poor Phantom was showered in a rain of nearly a hundred bullets and transformed helplessly into a corpse. Or so it looked.


      “…Ah, well, I was careless there,” came a voice from directly ahead of Kurumi.


      “Wha—?” She automatically furrowed her brow.


      The pixelated mass was still motionless in midair. But she heard this unadorned voice from directly below that mass.


      She looked to find a woman kneeling on the roof. Almost as if she had taken off the clothing that Zayin had stopped in midair and dropped down from there.


      “You mean to say…this is your true form?” Kurumi glared at the woman, her gun still carefully raised.


      “…Well, something like that, I guess,” the woman said, as she slowly raised her face. “I never imagined the barrier would be peeled away so skillfully. But I should’ve expected nothing less from you, Kurumi.”


      “…!” Kurumi’s eyes widened when she looked at the woman.


      She was around twenty, hair pulled back artlessly. Face pale like she was ill. Eyes ringed with dark circles. A patched-up stuffed bear poked its face out of her pocket.


      “Miss…Murasame,” Kurumi said slowly, shocked.


      “…” Reine Murasame did not respond.


      Yes. The person who had appeared there with the light of the moon at her back was a teacher from Kurumi’s days at school, Reine Murasame.


      Naturally, Kurumi had known she was no ordinary teacher. She was a member of Ratatoskr, the organization Kotori commanded, and a comrade of Shido’s in trying to lure in Kurumi.


      But even taking that into account, her presence there was still shocking.


      Kurumi didn’t understand. Reine Murasame was Phantom? So then, everything she’d learned was—


      “…Ah.” A choked cry came from her closing throat. “Is that…it, then? Aah, hah. Everything is finally connected.”


      “…” Reine narrowed her eyes and kicked at the ground. With an inhuman leap, she tried to break away to the rear.


      “…! Kurumis!” Kurumi called out reflexively.


      The shadows on the ground wriggled, and the moment Reine landed, countless hands grabbed hold of her.


      “…Ngh!” Reine grimaced and twisted around to try and escape.


      She was outnumbered. Eventually, layers of hands attached themselves to her, and she was consumed by the shadows.


      “…” Kurumi gazed upon the shadow that had swallowed Reine and muttered, “Not even hell would take you.”


      Clouds covered the moon’s light, and the darkness of the city deepened.


      To be continued.

    
  


  
    
      Afterword


      Hello. My favorite Jack is Frisbee. Koushi Tachibana here. I have delivered to you Date A Live, Vol. 16: Refrain Kurumi. What did you think? I hope you enjoyed it.


      We have finally arrived at the Kurumi arc. It’s been a while since she’s appeared in the main story. Well, she’s been popping up here and there in short stories I’ve written, so her absence doesn’t feel too great.


      She first appears in Volume 3, relatively early on, and she is one of the original Spirits. But because she doesn’t have her powers sealed and she operates behind the scenes, this is her first cover and subtitle in quite some time. The way she looks back over her shoulder on the cover is incredible. And the glimpse of leg is quite sexy. It’s not only the cover, either. She really shines in the color pages as well. She’s in all of the color illustrations. This might be the first time one character has been in all of them. That’s Kurumi for you.


      I believe there are some people who read the afterword before the main story, so I will keep the spoilers to a minimum. This time, I made that a bit like this, and it ended up feeling like that. That scene and that scene were terribly fun to write.


      Now that I’m thinking about it, Kurumi was the first character in Date that I came up with. Well, she was a little different from the Kurumi now, but there was a character who ended up being the model for her in a story I wrote when I was in eleventh grade or so. Gothic Lolita style dress, hair different lengths on either side, left eye a clock. I was so excited when I came up with her. I thought this character could really work, that I was going to put her out into the world one of these days. And some decades (?) or so later, I firmly believe that this confidence of mine then was not mistaken.


      If I recall correctly, the story back then was about android magicians with special clocks transplanted into them so that they could use special powers in exchange for part of their lifespans. When they used those powers, the clock would speed up, and they would lose that much of their lives. There were many other clock-bearers besides Kurumi, but most of them had their clocks in their hands or their chests. I believe Kurumi was the only one who had the clock for an eye. Probably. And of course, her position in the story was not as the heroine, but rather a mad little sister character who came after the heroine. She’d say something like, “Kee-hee-hee-hee! Say, my dear sister?” So scary.


      This is entirely beside the point, but this story features a (major) prototype of Neon Kusanagi, a character who also appears in my debut work, Karma of the Blue Sky. She’s one of the most powerful characters, high up in the military, and she has clocks in five places—both hands, both shoulders, and her chest. So powerful.


      It’s embarrassing somehow to talk about a novel I wrote a long time ago.


      This outing is really incredible. I wrote this in the author profile as well, but this Kurumi arc, the Kurumi spin-off, and Tsunako’s third art book all come out in March! Three in the third month! I also have a previously unpublished short story in Tsunako’s art book, so if you’re curious about that, please check it out! And it also includes secret illustrations you can’t see anywhere else, you know…?


      The Kurumi spin-off, Date A Bullet, written by Yuuichirou Higashide, is also finished off with cuteness and violence. I love Furue. Aiai is so cute. There are so many cuties, so I have no doubt they all have happy little tea parties together. So cozy. Please keep an eye out for Date A Bullet! NOCO’s Kurumi is beautiful, too!


      Speaking of the end of the book, in this volume, we also have the design for Fraxinus Excelsior, which made its comeback in Volume 14! The design was done by Kanetake Ebikawa, just like the previous one for Fraxinus! I ask you to please have a look at Fraxinus EX and its even sharper, cooler style! My only regret is that it’s in black and white! We’ll simply have to put out a second round of materials soon.


      Now then, once again, this volume came about thanks to the efforts of many people. To the illustrator, Tsunako, the spread in the front pages with Kurumi standing above her avatars is impossibly cool. To my editor, I apologize for you having to yank me along even more than usual. Thanks to the book designer, Kusano, for doing these wonderful designs every time. I’m sure you must be starting to have trouble with the placement of the title logo. Heh-heh-heh…


      Thank you from the bottom of my heart to Higashide for writing the spin-off, NOCO, Ebikawa for doing the Fraxinus design, everyone in the editorial and sales departments, everyone at the publisher and the shipper, and you for picking up this book.


      Next up is Volume 17. What in the world will happen? (No spoilers!) I’m working hard to bring it to you as soon as I can, so I hope you’ll all keep your eyes peeled for it.


      All right, I’m looking forward to meeting again in the next book.


      Koushi Tachibana


      February 2017
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      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Length: 255m
Width: 115m

Main armaments

Mistilteinn: Convergent magic cannon
Blutgang: Auxiliary magic cannon

Gungnir: Spirit power cannon

Brionac: Interceptor missiles

YYggdrafolium: Multipurpose autonomous unit

System Brot: Spirit power converter

The new Fraxinus reborn after repairs. Al call sign: Maria.
Equipped with twenty-four of the new basic type Realizer AR-008.
They deploy two overlapping Territories, which repel each other
and allow the ship to move freely, without relying on thrusters.
The System Brot device converts Spirit power into energy which
temporarily boosts the Territories beyond their limits.

Ship design: Kanetake Ebikawa
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