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  Chapter 13


  

  On the westward road toward Italica, a handful of cavalrymen were pushing their mounts in a steady gallop. Their banner, adorned with red, yellow, and white roses, fluttered in the wind as the sound of hooves thundered beneath them. The gleam of their gold and silver armor, coupled with their vividly decorated weapons, made for an imposing sight. A forest of lances waved as they charged forward like a storm.


  At the forefront rode a knight, her long golden hair flowing in the wind. Clad in splendid armor, she urged her black horse forward with fierce blows from her whip. Her beloved steed bore the lashes lightly, its powerful muscles propelling them forward with forceful strides.


  The landscape rushed past her in a blur, but it still wasn’t fast enough for her. Gripping the reins tighter, she put even more strength into her whip.


  “Bozes!” came a calm but firm voice from behind her. “You’re pushing too hard!”


  This knight, also a woman, had short chestnut hair and rode a white horse. The cavalrymen followed them, having been left far behind.


  Bozes glanced back and responded in a voice as clear as a bell.


  “This pace is still too slow, Panache!”


  “But your horse won’t last. The men are falling behind one after another. Even if we make it to Italica, we won’t be able to fight like this.”


  “It doesn’t matter, as long as we get there in the end! Time is our enemy right now!”


  “But—”


  “If only a few of us make it, we’ll fight with those few. The most important thing is to arrive as quickly as possible.”


  Panache had no choice but to follow after Bozes, though she did manage to slacken the pace by reminding her that they’d never reach Italica on dead horses. Reluctantly, Bozes tugged a little on the reins, and her horse slowed to a canter, allowing the gap with the others to close a little.


  “Panache… Do you think we'll make it in time?” Bozes asked, her voice tinged with fear.


  “Don’t worry. The princess will surely manage,” Panache replied reassuringly.


  “But…” Bozes trailed off, trying her hardest to suppress her impatience. Her gaze was fixed solely on the distant horizon—toward Italica, at the far end of the road that stretched out before them.


  It was Panache who first noticed something approaching from ahead.


  “Hm?” she murmured, narrowing her eyes.


  Something was approaching from in front.


  Even though this was a main road of the Empire, it had been left to decay since ancient times, narrowing until it was only just wide enough for two carts to pass each other. If the cavalry continued charging at full speed, they were bound to collide with whatever was approaching.


  Moreover, whatever was ahead approached at an unexpectedly fast pace. It appeared box-shaped, and though it was hard to tell from a distance, it looked like some kind of wagon.


  “Bozes!!!” Panache shouted, urgency in her voice.


  “I see it,” Bozes responded quickly.


  “No, you don’t! Look ahead!” Panache snapped, pointing at the approaching object.


  Bozes noticed and, with a click of her tongue, straightened up and pulled on the reins of her horse.


  Panache raised her left arm to signal the rest of the troops to stop, while also tugging on her own reins.


  The knights following behind them breathed sighs of relief as they slowed their winded, nervous horses and tried to calm them. Both horses and riders were drenched in sweat.


  “Move it!” Bozes ordered the soldiers. “Get that out of the way!”


  “Wait!” Panache called. “It’s coming from the direction of Italica. We should inspect it. They might know something.”


  ※※※


  


  “What have you done?!” Piña roared, throwing the silver goblet in her hand in a fiery rage.


  Bozes, who had just been rehearsing how she was going to present the prisoners and tell of her impressive accomplishments that day, was suddenly struggling to understand what had happened. She recoiled in fear from Piña’s anger and the sharp pain in her forehead. It wasn’t until she felt the warm sensation running down her face and saw the blood on her hand that she realized a deep cut had opened just above her right eyebrow.


  The blood trickled down her beautiful face, dripping from her chin and staining the carpet below.


  “Y-Your Highness, what has happened? What have we done to deserve this?”


  As she frantically pleaded for mercy, Panache pressed a handkerchief against the forehead of Bozes, who had collapsed in shock. Piña and Hamilton looked down at the two, not so much in anger as in sheer exasperation.


  Evening had fallen.


  Bozes and Panache had arrived in Italica with their knights, relieved to find the town safe. After reporting their arrival to Piña and apologizing for not making it in time for the battle, Piña, instead of rebuking them, praised them for their early arrival.


  Encouraged by this, Bozes and the others offered congratulatory words for Piña’s first battle and victory. They then informed her that on their way there, they had captured a foreigner, likely a scout for the enemy occupying Alnus, and requested an audience. However, this led to the unexpected outburst.


  The two of them couldn’t understand why they were being blamed, questioned, and even had a goblet thrown at them.


  “Of all things, breaking the agreement on the very day it was made. And with him, of all people,” Hamilton muttered, shaking her head.


  Hamilton walked over to the prisoner who had been brought to the corner of the hall, which had been turned into a makeshift audience chamber.


  Sitting helplessly on the floor was Itami.


  She placed a hand on his shoulder and gently called out, “Mr. Itami, Mr. Itami,” while shaking him. But Itami was showing just how much he had suffered on his way there—covered in mud and scratches, with bruises all over his body from who knows how many blows, utterly exhausted both physically and mentally, and barely able to respond.


  “Hamilton, how is Mr. Itami?” Piña asked, her voice laced with concern.


  “He appears to be severely fatigued. We should let him rest immediately,” Hamilton replied.


  Piña turned to the old head maid of House Formal. “I’m sorry, but could you take care of this?”


  The maid and the butler bowed in acknowledgment, then gathered the maids who had been standing by the walls and carried Itami away, surrounding him as they went.


  After watching them leave, Piña turned around, bearing the expression of a wrathful demon. Slightly shorter than Panache, she closed the distance between them, not with a slap, but rather by striking her across the cheek with the heel of her palm as if interrogating her.


  “What did you do to Mr. Itami?!” Piña demanded fiercely.


  “W-We merely treated him as a normal prisoner,” Panache stammered in response.


  “Normal treatment” for the Empire’s prisoners meant being subjected to harsh abuse. For instance, they would be driven relentlessly on foot by mounted soldiers. If they collapsed from exhaustion, they would be prodded with spear tips, struck with the back of swords, or whipped to force them back on their feet. If they still couldn’t stand, they would be beaten and kicked. This was considered necessary to break their will to resist and to drain them of the strength to escape, ensuring they would be docile when sold as slaves.


  “What have you done? What have you done?” Piña murmured, clenching her fists as she struggled to suppress the rage that surged through her body.


  Rationally, she knew she couldn’t blame Bozes and Panache for their actions. After all, they saw those occupying Alnus as enemies and could never have imagined that Piña would negotiate an agreement with them.


  Reality sometimes transcends reason in the most unjust ways. In fact, an agreement had been reached, and the JSDF (Japan Self-Defense Forces) had withdrawn from Italica under it. Therefore, excuses like “we didn’t know” or “the notice was delayed” wouldn’t cut it. The immediate enforcement of the agreement was something Piña herself had demanded. Moreover, Itami had been captured after the agreement had taken effect, and within the domain of Count Formal, where freedom of movement was guaranteed.


  This was nothing less than a violation of the agreement—a tactic the Empire frequently employed as a pretext to wage war and annihilate the enemy without allowing them any chance to explain. In a world without a well-developed communication network, it was common for battles to continue between isolated units even after a peace agreement had been reached.


  Because they were so familiar with this method, they assumed their opponents would be as well.


  Piña shuddered.


  The music that had filled the sky and the mocking laughter of the Valkyries echoed in her ears and refused to leave. She could almost picture her knights, Italica, and everything within the Empire being consumed by hellfire and destroyed.


  After Hamilton explained to Bozes and Panache the agreement reached between Piña and the JSDF, they finally understood what they had done and why Itami had allowed himself to be captured without resistance, despite saying they would understand if they talked.


  “I-Itami’s men were with him, weren’t they? What happened to them?” Piña asked sharply.


  “They… managed to escape,” Panache replied, her voice hesitant.


  Even though their commander had been captured, Itami’s men had fled like rabbits instead of trying to rescue him—something Piña and the others had mocked mercilessly. However, they now realized that in a situation where resistance was not an option, fleeing was their only choice.


  If they’d managed to capture everyone, they could have quietly eliminated them and claimed they’d gone missing. But as some had escaped, that option was no longer viable, especially with the apostle Rory Mercury on their side.


  “Fortunately, Your Highness, no one died this time.” Gray Aldo had been quietly listening to the proceedings from a corner of the hall, and this was his first time speaking up. “Rather than concocting a scheme, I believe it would be best to offer a sincere apology.”


  “But those people demand ‘humane treatment’ and insist against cruelty… even for bandits. If they find out what Itami has endured, won’t they attack us in a rage?” Piña questioned.


  “Even so, we have no choice but to apologize, do we not?” Gray responded calmly.


  “Are you telling me to bow my head? To apologize? But if they demand that we hand over everyone involved or execute them, we won’t be able to refuse.”


  “Then will you fight?” Seasoned warrior as he was, Gray’s voice was tinged with fear. “Against those steel flying horses, their magic that scorches the earth, and the Reaper, Rory Mercury? For my part, I would rather not.”


  The sight of that battle had driven a wedge of fear deep into Gray’s heart, and even Piña had been prepared to endure any humiliation to avoid such a confrontation. Compared to what these foreigners might do, being made to apologize seemed trifling.


  However, no one present could force Piña to do it. Bozes and Panache, who were involved, wanted to avoid admitting guilt, as it would put them in a precarious situation.


  A cold and oppressive atmosphere settled over the room.


  After a moment of silence, Gray decided to try to lighten the tension.


  “Well, I suppose that all depends on Mr. Itami’s mood,” Gray said. The hint was clear: Perhaps the ladies present might want to do their best to appease him.


  ※※※


  


  Japan’s Takarazuka Revue is a prestigious and traditional theater troupe, composed entirely of women, that has entertained audiences with songs, dances, and plays since pre-war times. For someone like Itami, who was a bit of an otaku, such a world felt somewhat out of reach. However, he thought that if they added a performance based on a manga story he liked—other than The Rose of Versailles—he might consider going to see it.


  Now, on the way back from Italica to Alnus, the moment Itami saw the cavalry group that appeared before him, he couldn’t help but think that maybe Takarazuka was doing an outdoor performance.


  It was a spectacle of nothing but women, all beauties, elegant ladies, and cute girls.


  There might have been a few actual men among them, but with about half of them dressed as handsome young men and the other half looking like very feminine women, it was hard not to see them as an all-female group.


  Moreover, their armor, flags, and decorations were extravagantly adorned, and their horses were covered in shiny, luxurious barding. The military uniforms were embroidered with gold and silver threads, evoking a romantic adventure manga set in the French court from the Middle Ages to the Early Modern period.


  A woman on a white horse raised her hand to signal a stop and approached them. Her short, chestnut-colored hair matched her outfit, which was predominantly white with silver embroidery and decorations, topped off with a silver breastplate. She wore a white cloak with a black lining and had a slender, ornate sword—perhaps a saber or a rapier—hanging at her waist, polished to a mirror shine.


  Her dignified expression and piercing gaze seemed almost like a theatrical pose. She carried herself like an actress playing a male role, and Itami couldn’t help but think that a high-school girl who was into this kind of thing would squeal with delight.


  “This is the first time I’ve ever seen real vertical rolls,” Kurata muttered with deep emotion.


  His gaze was directed at a woman behind the white-clad lady, who was staring at them with a hint of hostility. She was riding a black horse, and her luxurious golden curls reached down to her waist. Indeed, it was the classic “vertical roll” hairstyle. One could only wonder whether the enormous ribbon attached to it had any practical function.


  Judging by her appearance, she was the type of noblewoman who looked down on others with a haughty gaze—as she was doing now from atop her horse. It was easy to imagine her saying, “Lick my boots, you filthy pig.” And if she did say that, Itami could easily see himself responding with, “Yes, as you command,” and actually doing it.


  Itami mentally nicknamed the women in this cavalry unit after the three-colored roses on their banner: the short-haired woman would be “Lady White Rose,” and the blonde noblewoman “Lady Yellow Rose.”


  Sergeant Kuwahara issued a warning over the radio, and the soldiers instinctively tightened their grips on their rifles. Itami, however, ordered them not to shoot; engaging with the enemy right now could be considered a violation of their agreement.


  The convoy of the Third Reconnaissance Team—led by a Type 73 truck in the lead, followed by a high-mobility vehicle, then a light armored vehicle bringing up the rear—pulled to a stop in front of the female knightly order.


  Lady White Rose trotted closer and addressed Tomita.


  Tomita, a twenty-seven-year-old sergeant first class, was also a ranger badge holder. His proficiency in the local language was limited to a few basic words and phrases, which he communicated with the aid of a handmade phrasebook tucked into his hip pocket.


  “Where are you coming from?” Lady White Rose asked.


  Tomita understood that much. “We… return… from Italica,” he stuttered.


  Seeing his struggle to speak, Lady White Rose tried to use short, simple phrases he could understand. Meanwhile, Lady Yellow Rose sneered at Tomita’s poor language skills and cast a derisive look at the three vehicles.


  Lady White Rose then asked, “Where to?”


  Tomita quickly flipped through his notebook. “Alnus Hill,” he replied after a moment.


  “What?!” Lady White Rose exclaimed.


  These people claimed to be going to a place occupied by an unidentified enemy, and they themselves appeared to be foreigners. Moreover, they were traveling in a moving wagon with no horses pulling it, armed with strange-looking weapons. It would be odd for anyone to see this group and not find them suspicious.


  Tension rippled throughout the entire party of knights.


  “Then, you’re the enemy?!” one of them asked. The lances that had been pointed skyward were quickly lowered, their sharp tips aimed directly at Itami and his team.


  Quickly, the cavalry line was reorganized. The discipline and coordination displayed by the group made it clear to Itami that these women were no theater troupe but a well-trained group of soldiers. Even their horses moved in perfect sync.


  Seeing this, Itami’s subordinates raised their own weapons; Sasagawa went so far as to grab the caliber mounted on the LAV, pulling the bolt back with a heavy metallic thunk.


  Lady Yellow Rose, her gaze cold, dismounted from her black horse and strode over to Tomita and grabbed him by the collar.


  “Say that again,” she hissed in a tone that was somehow both refined and menacing.


  Thinking that the foreigner had misspoken, she repeated the question. “Where are you coming from, and where are you going?”


  Tomita, his face turning red and his breath coming in short gasps—perhaps due to the grip on his collar—managed to stammer out the words, “From Italica… to Alnus Hill.”


  Seeing Tomita’s struggle, Itami realized he couldn’t just stand by.


  “Don’t let any of our guys make the first move, pops,” he told Sergeant Kuwahara.


  After removing anything that could be seen as a weapon, including his rifle, pistol, and bayonet, Itami stepped out of the vehicle. He then called out to catch the attention of Lady White Rose and Lady Yellow Rose.


  “Uh, excuse me! Did my subordinate do something wrong?”


  Unfortunately, his relaxed tone seemed to irritate the already hysterical women.


  Feeling like he was about to be sentenced for a crime he hadn’t committed, Itami could only plead, “Calm down! Let’s talk this out!”


  Unfortunately, the women weren’t listening. This was their first battle with an unknown enemy; their already-frayed mental state left no room for composure.


  The experienced non-commissioned officers who could have provided guidance were all back with the infantry or leading infantry units far to the rear. Communication was poor, and with no clear criteria for what was suspicious and what was safe, everything became suspicious. As doubts compounded upon doubts, it seemed inevitable that swords would be drawn.


  Panache—AKA Lady White Rose—pointed her sword at Itami, who appeared to be the leader, and ordered him to surrender. She’d convinced herself that her team could only ensure their own safety and security by capturing all the suspicious individuals present and disarming them. The enemy here was unpredictable, she reasoned, so they couldn’t afford to let their guard down. If they showed even the slightest suspicious movement, the only option was to attack. To these women, the man who kept stammering “Let’s talk this out” was nothing but an irritation and a hindrance.


  Enraged, Lady Yellow Rose shouted, “Enough! Be quiet!” and struck Itami across the face with her open hand.


  Seeing this, the JSDF soldiers tensed up, ready to act. But Kuwabara quickly ordered, “Wait!!!” while Itami yelled, “Run! Run, now! Go!!!”


  The roar of engines erupted as the vehicles of the Third Reconnaissance Team kicked up clouds of dust.


  The suddenness of it all left the cavalry struggling to control their startled horses. By the time they managed to pursue, the JSDF vehicles had disappeared into the distance, far out of reach. A few cavalrymen hastily gave chase, but there was no way they could catch up.


  Thus, Itami was left alone.
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  ※※※


  


  “Ouch, ouch, ouch…” Itami groaned, his voice filled with pain.


  His neck hurt, his back hurt, his legs hurt, his cheek hurt, and there was pain around his right eye… It felt like there wasn’t a single part of his body that wasn’t in pain.


  Whether he was regaining consciousness or just waking up from the pain, Itami’s vision was oddly dim.


  Was it night, or was he in a room with the shutters tightly closed? Either way, the world was dim.


  Feeling an unfamiliar sensation from the soft feathers and silk of the duvet, Itami looked around, trying to figure out where he was sleeping. Slowly, cradling his sore neck with his hands, he tried to sit up. But a gentle hand stopped him.


  The hand softly guided him back onto the bed and neatly pulled the duvet over him. Then, from the corner of the room, a candelabra floated closer, and a soft light spread around Itami.


  Illuminated by the light were several maids smiling at him.


  “Have you awakened, Master?” one of them asked.


  “W-Where am I?” Itami blurted out in Japanese, causing the maids to give him puzzled looks. Itami didn’t recall going to Akihabara, nor did he remember checking into a maid hotel, as this situation might suggest.


  Realizing his mistake, Itami quickly switched to the local language and asked, “Where is this place?”


  “This is the residence of Count Formal,” another maid replied.


  “I see…” Itami nodded and began to piece together the situation in his mind.


  Looking around, it didn’t seem like he was in any kind of prison.


  Since he’d been taken to Italica, this was likely a place within the city. If that were the case, then the maids attending to him were probably servants of House Formal.


  Given his improved treatment, Itami surmised that Piña had no intention of breaking the agreement. This meant there was a possibility he could return safely. Perhaps he wouldn’t even need to attempt an escape.


  “Could I get some water?” Itami asked.


  The maid smiled warmly, gave a slight bow, and said, “Certainly,” before leaving the room. In her place, another maid with glasses and a tall stature approached Itami and knelt beside him.


  Looking at her face, Itami couldn’t help but rub his eyes.


  “Is something wrong, meow?” the maid asked.


  “No, it’s nothing,” Itami replied, trying to force himself to accept the situation. After all, this was a different world, and things like this were bound to happen—things like a maid having cat ears on her head. The ears were twitching ever so slightly, making it hard to believe they were fake.


  “What’s the situation?” Itami asked.


  “Pardon?” the maid responded, looking a bit confused.


  “I mean, what’s going on in the city, the mansion, and how I’m being treated… things like that.”


  The cat-eared, glasses-wearing maid looked at him with a troubled expression.


  At that moment, the elderly head maid appeared from the side and began to speak.


  “It’s past midnight. The townspeople have gone to bed, and the town has become completely quiet.”


  She went on to explain that the town was gradually returning to peace following recent events. In two days’ time, a joint memorial service would be held for the victims. However, the extent of the damage to surrounding villages was still unknown, and no one could predict how long it would take for the region to regain its former vitality.


  The main force of the knightly order led by Piña, along with the stragglers from the cavalry and infantry, were arriving piecemeal. Nearly eighty percent of the forces had gathered, and Piña had issued orders to deploy them throughout the region to begin working on securing public order.


  “As for Lord Itami, Lady Piña has commanded that you be treated with all respect due an honored guest. As for the captain of the knightly order who acted so rudely toward you…”


  Both the captains, Lady White Rose and Lady Yellow Rose, had received fierce scoldings from Piña. Bozes, the Yellow Rose, had a silver goblet thrown at her forehead, leaving a deep wound. The injury would likely leave a scar, and she has gained the sympathy of the other women in the knightly order.


  After providing this very polite and detailed explanation, the elderly head maid lowered herself and bowed deeply to Itami.


  “We are truly grateful to you for saving this town.”


  The five or six other maids present followed her example and bowed low. Besides cat ears, Itami also noticed something resembling rabbit ears among them.


  “The entire Formal household and all the townspeople are fully aware that it was Lord Itami and his party who saved Italica,” the head maid continued. “That someone should treat Lord Itami in such a manner is utterly unforgivable. If Lord Itami’s anger is not soothed and you decide to destroy this town, we are all prepared to assist you. However, we beg of you, please do not direct your anger toward Lady Myui of the Formal family.”


  As the other maids bowed even deeper, Itami could only tell them not to worry. At the same time, he realized that the loyalty of the people in this household was not reserved for the Empire or the imperial princess, but solely for Myui. If they believed that their master was being wronged, they might very well stab Piña in the back. And Itami understood that he would be no exception to this.


  This whole show of deference was purely to serve the interests of House Formal. If he misunderstood this and let it go to his head, he would be in for a rude awakening.


  The first maid returned with the water and held out the cup to Itami. It was hard to drink while lying down, so when Itami tried to sit up, the cat-eared maid reached out to help him.


  “Lord Itami, we’ve assigned four maids—Mohmu, Persia, Mamina, and Aurea—to be exclusively at your service. Please feel free to command them in any matter,” the head maid said.


  The one who’d brought the water seemed to be human. Then there was the tall, cat-eared maid with glasses. Behind her stood the maid with rabbit ears, then a girl who appeared human but had unnaturally thick, long crimson hair that looked like countless snakes. All four knelt before Itami and bowed their heads.


  “Master, we look forward to serving you,” they said in unison.


  Being addressed so formally by such charming young women put Itami in a rather giddy mood. While he knew he shouldn’t get used to it, he couldn’t help but think that maybe it was okay to enjoy it a little.


  ※※※


  


  Now, let’s rewind time a bit, back to that evening in Italica.


  Outside the city walls, the members of the Third Reconnaissance Team, whose captain had been taken prisoner, lay concealed on the ground, waiting patiently for darkness to fall.


  “Do you think the captain might be dead by now?” Kuribayashi muttered as she scanned the town through binoculars. She’d seen from a distance how Itami, now a prisoner, had been pushed around, chased, and made to run by the female knights. There was a hint of wishful thinking in her tone.


  Kuribayashi was the type who, despite not knowing Itami well, would reflexively say “Die, you disgusting otaku” just because of his “otaku tendencies.” Of course, she didn’t really mean it. If Itami were actually in danger of being killed in front of her, she would certainly try to save him, and she would never aim a gun at his head. It was just something she said, probably because Itami referred to her as a “muscle-brained, big-breasted idiot.”


  Corporal Tomita, who understood Kuribayashi’s nature, replied, “He should be fine,” while camouflaging his face with green and brown face paint.


  Even Lelei, Tuka, and Rory, who were waiting quietly nearby for the right moment, had their cheeks, noses, and foreheads painted green and brown by Kuribayashi to reduce reflections from the light.


  “He’s got the ranger badge, after all,” Tomita added.


  “Who?” Kuribayashi asked.


  “Lieutenant Itami.”


  “No way!”


  “It’s true.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “For real? Give me a break. That’s impossible!”


  Kuribayashi, who admired the ranger badge, felt as if her feelings had somehow been sullied at that moment.


  Tuka and Rory, who still weren’t fully fluent in Japanese, just listened in confusion. Lelei, who had developed a fairly high level of understanding, couldn’t help but let her natural curiosity get the better of her and asked Kuribayashi why it was such a problem that Itami had the ranger badge.


  “It just… doesn’t suit his character, you know?” Kuribayashi muttered with an uncomfortable smile. She then went on to describe the highly idealized image of a ranger: someone with an unbreakable spirit, as strong as steel, and able to carry out missions in the harshest environments.


  She was exaggerating things to an incredible degree, and even Lelei, who usually maintained a calm and expressionless demeanor, couldn’t help but slightly crack a smile at this.


  Contrary to Kuribayashi’s description, Itami struck her as someone with a mentality as soft as a slime (making it impossible to crush or cut), avoiding harsh environments whenever possible, plus he only barely managed to get through missions, leaving things somewhat half done. His personality could be charitably called “laid-back” or, more bluntly, “unserious.”


  Of course, Lelei and the others saw firsthand how the Third Reconnaissance Team had saved the refugees of Coda Village, driven off the fire dragon, built shelters for the refugees, and repelled the bandits that attacked Italica. But all of that was seen as the work of the Third Reconnaissance Team as a whole or of the JSDF in general, and not of Itami specifically.


  In fact, after Lelei translated the conversation for them, Rory and Tuka burst into laughter. The image of a strong and disciplined ranger was more fitting for someone like Kuwabara, Tomita, or perhaps Kuribayashi herself. It certainly didn’t match Itami, who spent all his time—free or otherwise—reading manga.


  They had seen Itami many times dozing off while reading a doujinshi that could only be obtained at Comiket on a bench in the shade of a tree at the refugee camp on the outskirts of Alnus.


  “Well, shall we get going?” Tomita asked, prompting the others to get up.


  While they’d been enjoying their conversation, the area had become shrouded in the evening darkness, making it the perfect time to move.


  Kuribayashi pursed her lips and sighed. “Another all-nighter… This is definitely not good for my skin.”


  Despite her complaints, both she and Rory felt a sense of satisfaction from last night’s fight, and their skin had taken on a healthy, glowing sheen.


  Following the intense battle of the previous night, tonight’s mission became an infiltration and rescue operation. That said, Italica’s security was beyond lax; it was practically nonexistent.


  The veteran guards, having just come out of battle, were letting their fatigue show. On top of that, the haughty group of noblewomen from the knightly order had arrived, demanding attention over the heads of the guards with shouts of “Show us the way!” and “Where are our quarters?” They were also noisy about transporting the horses to the stables and giving instructions on how to handle their feed. To make matters worse, unfamiliar infantry soldiers kept arriving one after another, making it feel pointless to check who was who.


  The soldiers from the knightly order assumed any unfamiliar faces were just local guards or residents, so even if a stranger wandered in, no one paid any attention.


  As a result, Rory, Tuka, and Lelei managed to walk right through the open castle gates without any trouble. Given who they were, even if someone did notice them, they would have simply assumed, “Oh? They haven’t left the city yet?” and thought nothing of it.


  “We didn’t even need the face paint,” Tuka muttered as she climbed the castle wall. Reaching the top, she whispered the magical Song of the Sleeping Fairy into a guard’s ear. He would sleep until morning.


  At Tuka’s signal, Kuribayashi, Tomita, Kurata, and Katsumoto quietly followed her up the wall.


  The nighttime city was quiet and empty, and Tomita’s group reached the Formal estate without any interference. Naturally, there were guards stationed there, but they posed no real challenge for Tomita’s team. With their personal night vision devices, they could easily spot anyone nearby. After waiting for the patrol to pass, they quietly advanced through the underbrush without being detected.


  Having reached the building, Tomita selected one of the windows with the armored shutters—a door reinforced with a series of narrow, parallel plates. He quietly broke one of the plates.


  “Master, we are at your service,” came the voices of the four maids, who bowed their heads as they spoke in unison.


  The rabbit ears standing up from one of their heads twitched sharply, exactly like a rabbit on high alert. Following that, the cat ears on another maid’s head began to twitch as well.


  “What’s wrong, Mamina?” the elderly head maid asked, her gaze stern.


  “I heard the sound of one of the metal plates breaking downstairs,” the rabbit-eared maid replied. “It seems someone’s trying to force the armored shutters open.”


  She might have been a bunny-eared maid, but Mamina exuded the aura of an assassin. The eyes of the bespectacled feline maid also began to shine with a dangerous glint, in a manner more like a leopard than some regular house cat.


  “A local would know better than to unlawfully enter the estate,” the head maid said. “And a member of Lady Piña’s knightly order would come in through the front door with no need for such stealth. The bandits have been wiped out… It’s most likely someone from Lord Itami’s group. Persia and Mamina, go and bring Lord Itami’s men here.”


  “And if it’s someone else?” Mamina asked.


  “Deal with them as usual.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  The cat-eared and rabbit-eared maids stood up, their agile movements reminiscent of wild predators. Without making a sound, they left the room.


  Itami’s next question stemmed from pure otaku curiosity.


  “What are those two maids? Their species, I mean…”


  “Mamina is a Warrior Bunny of the Head-Hunting Rabbits, and Persia is a Cat-Person,” the elderly head maid replied. “Aurea here is a Medusa. And Mohmu is human.”


  “Wow, you have quite a diverse range of species. Is it common for so many different races to work together in the same place?”


  “Not at all. The previous lord of this house was a progressive individual who believed that most of the friction between species stemmed from poverty. He actively hired demi-humans for this reason… Well, also because of his ‘preferences.’”


  “He sounds like a pretty like-minded person.”


  “A scent similar to his lingers around you, Lord Itami,” Aurea said as she stretched her long, crimson hair toward him.


  Mohmu quickly smacked it away with a sharp slap.


  “Ouch!” Aurea exclaimed.


  “I will not tolerate any disrespect toward our master,” Mohmu stated firmly.


  “Of course,” Aurea replied, looking as pitiful as a kitten deprived of its food.


  “Medusae are a vampiric species that absorbs the ‘life force’ of others with their hair,” Mohmu explained. “Although Aurea is well-trained, she can occasionally struggle against her instincts. Please be careful.”


  The door to the room opened, and in came Kuribayashi, Tomita, Kurata, Katsumoto, Rory, Lelei, and Tuka, led by Mamina and Persia.


  All four maids flocked to Rory, exclaiming, “Oh my! For Her Holiness to visit us herself…”


  The devout followers knelt and offered their blessings, prompting Rory to adopt a gentle expression as she quietly extended her hand toward them, bringing joy to the worshippers who understood that warm energy or light might be emanating from her palm.


  Itami couldn’t help but wonder what it truly meant to be a follower of Emroy, the god of death, judgment, madness, and war. Then again, considering that there are people in the world who cling to religions whose leaders receive death sentences for acts of murder, perhaps this was much more benign in comparison.


  As the solemn atmosphere filled the room, Kurata quietly approached Itami’s bedside, careful not to disrupt the scene.


  “It seems you’re being treated quite lavishly, Lieutenant,” he whispered.


  Knowing that Kurata was also a kemono enthusiast, Itami couldn’t resist replying, “Jealous, aren’t you?”


  Though Itami himself wasn’t particularly interested in kemonomimi1 or maids, he found it amusing to indulge those who were.


  “I’ll introduce you later,” he said with a grin.


   

  Chapter 14


  

  It was already past midnight, but Piña was wide awake. She sat alone in the study, deep in thought. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway, not until she figured out a way to cover up the failure that would inevitably be attributed to her. How could she fix this? What should she do? These questions consumed her thoughts.


  This room was said to have been the study of the previous head of House Formal. It was elegantly furnished, and at its center stood a heavy, solid wood desk accompanied by a comfortable chair. The faint scent of parchment and ink lingered in the air.


  Had all of this belonged to the previous lord, Piña wondered. A monocle crafted from the exoskeleton of a beast, a quill, and a small bell used to summon a maid sat casually on a writing tray. Beside the desk lay a thick volume of tax reports, a land management ledger, and records of customs duties received. Yes, since she was acting as a guardian, Piña would have to appoint a deputy to manage the practical affairs of the Formal household. These were matters she needed to consider.


  As she toyed with the quill, she scribbled ideas on scraps of parchment, only to scratch them out in frustration, write them again, and cross them out once more. On the parchment was written, Is there any way to erase the breach of the agreement?


  Itami’s men had already escaped. Unless they met with some accident and were wiped out on the way back, they would inevitably reach Alnus and report what had happened.


  To prevent this from happening, they would have to be captured or killed.


  Question: Was it possible to capture them now by pursuing them?


  Answer: It was not.


  How could they possibly annihilate a group that had driven off the fire dragon?


  As she pondered, Piña found herself increasingly frustrated with Itami’s men for abandoning their leader and fleeing. With their abilities, they could have easily annihilated her knights in an instant. And yet, they hadn’t. Why not? It was thanks to their inaction that Piña found herself in this predicament. Paranoid as she knew it was, she began to suspect that she had been ensnared in a cruel and cunning trap.


  She absentmindedly sketched portraits of Bozes and Panache on the parchment, then decorated the drawings with labels like “idiot” and “fool.” Then, she crumpled the parchment in frustration and forced herself to move her thoughts forward.


  There was no way to prevent the truth about the breach of the agreement from getting out. After all, she couldn’t turn back time. So, the only thing to do was accept it.


  “Accept it, accept it…” she repeated to herself, cradling her head in her hands.


  What Piña needed to focus on wasn’t the impossible task of fixing the unfixable, but rather on how to mitigate the damage caused by this failure.


  War is an extension of diplomacy, and diplomacy is like a card game. There are three strategies to deal with an enemy holding a powerful trump card: Prevent them from using it at a critical moment, force them to use it in a meaningless situation, or acquire a card that can match it. However, it’s impossible to decide on a course of action without knowing who’s sitting across the table. For Piña, in that moment, the priority was to minimize the enemy’s advantages.


  She could identify two major mistakes. The first was attacking the JSDF, whom they had supposedly guaranteed safe passage. The second was treating Itami, whom they’d taken prisoner, in a manner the JSDF would consider inhumane.


  As for the first mistake, as Gray suggested, offering a swift apology might be an option—perhaps even the best option. The JSDF prided itself on being “humane,” even toward prisoners. There was no doubt they were “good people.” If Piña explained that the incident was due to a communication failure and said she was sorry, the JSDF might even forgive an enemy during an ongoing conflict. After all, no real damage was done.


  An apology could also provide the JSDF with an opportunity to exploit them. Piña couldn’t stop wondering what demands they might make as compensation. Having witnessed their overwhelming combat power and destructive capability firsthand, Piña knew that any such demands would be impossible to refuse.


  Piña was supposed to be the mediator. But did the Empire’s diplomats actually grasp the enemy’s power? Did the emperor? The prime minister?


  At that moment, Piña was sure she was the only one who truly understood the enemy.


  In the past, Piña had found the Empire’s aggressive, overbearing diplomacy backed by military threats to be reassuring. She’d imagined the younger diplomats skillfully engaging in debates, piling up demands that couldn’t be refused, and watching the enemy kneel and beg for forgiveness. The thought had always filled her with satisfaction.


  What would happen if she messed this up?


  “Great, now my stomach’s hurting,” Piña muttered as she pulled out a fresh piece of parchment from the drawer and dipped her pen in ink to begin drafting a report to the emperor. She wrote down exactly what she’d seen and how terrifying the enemy’s power was to behold. However, with each line she wrote, the pen felt heavier in her hand. Finally, she scratched out the text with a deep sigh, covering the page in chaotic lines before snapping the pen in half.


  “If I hand in something like this, they’ll just laugh and ask if I dreamed it all up.”


  Even she couldn’t fully believe it herself.


  Piña decided the report could wait until she’d consulted with Hamilton.


  “First, I need to deal with Itami.”


  Itami, who was currently resting in this very estate.


  If she could just get him to keep quiet, she might be able to minimize the damage. In fact, if she played her cards right, she might even turn the situation to her advantage.


  The problem was how to persuade him. The usual methods included bribery or seduction, taking advantage of the fact that Itami was a man. Or a combination of both.


  Who would be best suited for such a task?


  Of course, she considered herself. However, Itami was just the captain of a small squad, hardly more than a centurion by imperial standards, even if it was a special operations unit. Using herself in this situation would be wasteful. The “princess” card was meant for far more critical situations.


  So, who was the best fit?


  Hamilton? She was experienced with men. But she was also an important advisor to Piña and someone she wanted to keep available as a key player in any potential negotiations.


  Then, the names Bozes and Panache suddenly came to mind.


  It seemed fitting that they should take responsibility for their own actions. It would serve as a form of punishment. Moreover, they were well-suited to the task; both were quite attractive. Bozes, who possessed a delicate beauty and luxurious hair that could have been crafted by a goldsmith, was the second daughter of the Marquis of Palesti, making her both beautiful and of noble birth. Panache, while of lower rank as a member of Baron Kalgi’s family, was unmatched in her resolute gaze and sharp, intelligent features. Between the two of them, Piña was sure there wasn’t a man alive who could resist their advances.


  Though Itami might not be worthy of such efforts, given the importance of the task at hand, she decided it was worth playing that card. It didn’t matter whether the two of them were suited for such a mission, given their personalities; there was no time to consider such things. Piña wouldn’t feel at ease until she gave the order.


  She reached for the bell on the desk and rang it.


  To calm herself, she took a sip of the strong, scented tea that had been prepared. Just then, the flame of the candle flickered in the wind.


  When she looked up, a maid appeared. The maid lifted her apron dress with both hands, bent her knees slightly, and bowed her head in greeting, according to the proper etiquette. Piña nodded in acknowledgment.


  “You called, Your Highness?”


  “Yes. Please summon Bozes and Panache.”


  “I believe they have already retired for the night.”


  “That’s fine. Wake them.”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” the maid said with another bow before leaving the room.


  Piña quickly tidied the area around her desk in preparation for meeting her subordinates. She also made sure to tear up the latest parchment on which she’d drawn rather offensive caricatures of the two of them.


  ※※※


  


  Kurata was on cloud nine.


  He couldn’t understand why all the women who appeared around Itami seemed to be exactly his type, whether it was an elf girl, a quiet and expressionless intellectual magic girl, or a dark priestess with a sisterly demeanor. He had never stopped wondering, Why do they all suit Itami’s tastes? I demand a redo!


  Now, finally, a character appeared who was just his type. It was hard for him to contain his excitement. In fact, he believed that joy should be openly expressed for it to be truly felt. Holding it back would be harmful, and he wanted to shout this out loud.


  Especially when it came to Persia, the cat-eared maid, who hit all the right spots for him.


  She wasn’t the cute type—more like a predatory animal. A black panther or a lioness. And there she was, wearing round glasses, but her eyes were naturally cat-like, cold, and sharp. She had a tall, sporty build, with a body that was both curvy and toned, all wrapped in a maid's outfit that was soft and elegant, creating an irresistible contrast.


  Moreover, unlike the revealing cosplay outfits worn by maids at Akihabara cafes or pachinko parlors, her dress modestly covered her body, with no intentional teasing or glimpses of skin. It was a proper uniform meant for work; this was the real deal, and that was what made it so special.


  “I’m so jealous, you lucky bastard,” Kurata muttered, just loud enough for Itami to hear. “If you don’t introduce me, I’ll shoot you in the back. As a heinous act of friendly fire, of course.”


  Itami chuckled and obliged. “Kurata, this is Miss Persia. Persia, this is Kurata. Please take care of him.”


  “Takeo Kurata, ma’am,” he said, snapping to attention with a salute.


  His stiff demeanor caused Persia to give him a look of confusion, which then softened into a small, amused smile. The truth was, this was the first time a human man had approached her out of pure admiration.


  Persia was still a woman, after all; she had confidence in her appearance, and as a mature leopardess with a far more distinct personality than some fastidious kitten, she didn’t dislike attracting a male’s gaze. However, most human men who approached her did so either with crude, lustful stares or with fear of her animalistic nature. Kurata was a little different.


  A certain female writer once said, “Both cats and women instinctively understand whether a man is attracted to them.” As both a cat and a woman, Persia could immediately grasp Kurata’s intentions.


  Unless one was incredibly cynical, pure affection tends to evoke a similar response. And so, Kurata managed to create a good atmosphere with the cat-eared maid, Persia.


  While Kurata and Persia’s example was just one, it showed how well the maids of House Formal and the JSDF troops were getting along.


  Itami and Persia had arrived just in time for tea. It was late, but it didn’t matter; in a noble house, the staff was always prepared to cater to the whims of the lord—tea, a snack, day or night. The maids repurposed these preparations for their unexpected guests, and despite some awkwardness, they enjoyed a pleasant conversation.


  The martial-minded Kuribayashi seemed to get along surprisingly well with Mamina, the Warrior Bunny. The two could very well have starred in a buddy comedy. Mamina, in particular, was full of praise for Kuribayashi’s exploits from the previous day.


  Lelei, meanwhile, was fascinated by Aurea, the Medusa. Until today, she’d only seen Medusae in books. She observed her intently, even poking at the writhing, tentacle-like crimson hair with her fingertips. According to Lelei, Medusae had often been persecuted because of their tragic nature, making them an endangered species.


  Rory, despite feeling somewhat weary of the devout Emroy follower in the form of the elderly head maid, responded courteously and relayed the words of her god to her.


  Tuka found herself in a somewhat awkward conversation with Mohmu, the human maid, who was curious about the Japanese fashion she was wearing—low-rise jeans and a shirt. Tuka, who hadn’t chosen the outfit herself, did her best to explain how it felt to wear such clothing, even though she didn’t fully understand it. From the maids’ perspective, the stretchy fabric was nothing short of astonishing, with Tuka admitting that she was a bit embarrassed by how much of her figure it revealed.


  Meanwhile, Itami was discussing the situation and potential responses with Tomita and Katsumoto. After evaluating the circumstances, they concluded that there was no immediate danger and no need to rush an escape.


  In the midst of all this, Lady Bozes, who had been given a secret mission by Piña, stood outside Itami’s room in the dimly lit hallway wearing a tense, troubled expression. Her knock was more of a gentle caress of the door and went unnoticed.


  Bozes waited in front of the unresponsive door until her fear of being seen outweighed her caution about what lay inside. She glanced left and right, taking a deep breath to calm her nerves. Then, she placed her hand on the door handle and turned—but found herself unable to push it open.


  The order to “seduce Itami” felt like a death sentence.


  Bozes had long accepted that being born into a noble family meant her spouse would be chosen based on the family’s interests or political objectives. Entertaining—and occasionally seducing—distinguished guests to achieve political gain was a skill expected of any noblewoman.


  It may be disheartening for romantic men to hear, but in the Empire, not a single noblewoman could be called truly innocent or pure. No matter how delicate their appearance or how naive they may have seemed, it was all a façade. Everyone was raised to be shrewd; such was the quality expected of those who were permitted to live a life of luxury while others starved.


  Sadly, of all people, Bozes’ target was Itami.


  She would have preferred to engage in a battle of wits with a young officer—a dashing gentleman in elegant attire, draped in the refined atmosphere of a salon, where they could spar as equals using sophisticated, clever words. She longed to show off her best weapons (jewels), her combat attire (a dress), and her perfume to dazzle and test her skills honed in the game of love in a real-world encounter.


  She would seduce with her alluring body, intoxicate with the scent of her powder, and use her gaze to ask, “Do you want this? You want it, don’t you? I might give it to you. But if you want it, you must submit to me…”


  In exchange for a man’s complete mental surrender, she would turn a stylish flowerbed into her bed of conquest. But what was this? Her meeting with Itami hadn’t even been on a battlefield. There was no crossing of swords—only a moment of abusing him, insulting him, kicking him, and trampling him out of raw emotion… only to be horrified upon learning the truth afterward.


  It wouldn’t even be a fight. And to look upon her current pitiful state… She was dressed in whatever nightwear she could find, her hair hanging down in disarray, her forehead covered with thick layers of white powder to hide the wound. She looked no better than a common prostitute in a cheap inn.


  She was already defeated, mentally as well as physically. How could she possibly face Itami now? If she entered this room like this, she would simply be a sacrificial offering, to be devoured by a man as she begged for forgiveness.


  Men are savage creatures. You can plead “be gentle with me”, but they will never grant that wish. You always have to secure a “favor” as collateral before giving anything away. But what could Bozes offer in exchange?


  The task of seducing and subduing Itami would likely fall to Panache. Bozes was just the warm-up act, the sacrificial lamb to be used to erase her sins. The rag used to wipe away the stains of sin is discarded, even if it is made of silk.


  The bitterness made her want to cry, but she knew she mustn’t. If she cried, her eyelids would swell, and that would ruin her beauty. There are men who like to see women cry, but even then, those tears must not be of frustration. The tearful pearls meant to captivate would never flow from a heart in this state.


  The hallway was silent. The thick door ahead led to the bedroom, and it was designed to prevent raised voices from leaking into the hallway.


  Bozes intended to silently approach the bed and slip in behind him. Before Itami could awaken and sense anything amiss, she would stifle him with sensuality.


  Finally, she gathered her resolve and opened the door, expecting to find Itami lying in a bed in a dark room. But the room was filled with a warm, lively atmosphere.


  An abundance of candles lit the room lavishly, and the maids and soldiers from this other world were sitting in contented repose, enjoying tea and conversation.


  Moreover, not a single person noticed Bozes.


  They ignored her. They completely disregarded her.


  To put it bluntly, it was like she wasn’t even there.


  “Damn it…”


  Just when she had finally steeled herself, this was the welcome she received?


  Bozes Co Palesti, second daughter to the marquis, was being ignored? That took some nerve.


  Was she considered so insignificant that she wasn’t even worth being a rag?


  No one had actually said that, and her reaction was more a product of hysteria or paranoia. But in her mind, that was how she interpreted the situation. A woman will never tolerate her existence being ignored.


  Anger boiled up from the pit of her stomach, and her hands trembled with rage.


  The sound effects may be cartoonish and immature, but let me use them anyway. Her actions at this moment were as follows:


  Stomp, stomp, stomp, stomp, stomp, stomp—SMACK!


  ※※※


  


  A large, dark bruise surrounded his right eye, a bright red handprint adorned his left cheek, and the five scratch marks on his other cheek looked exactly as if he had been clawed by a cat.


  “And how did this happen?” Piña asked, her voice tinged with frustration.


  In the middle of the night, after a commotion that had disturbed the entire mansion, Imperial Princess Piña Co Lada found herself facing Itami and his JSDF team, Lady Bozes, and the maids.


  “It wasn’t us who scratched him, nya,” Persia answered.


  “I understand that, Miss Persia,” Kurata replied reassuringly as the maids, including Persia, made their exit.


  “The bruise around his right eye was already there. It’s unrelated to this commotion,” Rory Mercury testified before she, Lelei, and Tuka retreated to a corner of the room.


  Left standing was Lady Bozes, who was being held by her arms by JSDF soldiers.


  As Kurata, Kuribayashi, and the others stepped back, Bozes bowed her head. In a voice as small as a mosquito’s buzz, she whispered, “I-I was the one who did it.”


  Piña let out a sigh that could be heard clearly at the other end of the room. Feeling a throbbing pain in her temples, she pressed a hand to her head.


  “How am I supposed to deal with this?” Piña muttered, her voice barely above a whisper.


  “Well, we’ll be taking our captain back with us, so you can decide how to handle this as you see fit, Tomita responded. “It’s getting light outside…” He had no idea what was troubling Piña, so his tone was casual. To him, this was simply an instance of a beautiful woman punching Itami—hardly something noteworthy.


  To Piña, however, Tomita’s words came across as dismissive; an ultimatum, even: Suit yourself, you’re on your own in this.


  Lelei’s usual calm and dispassionate translation only amplified this effect.


  “That would be a problem!” Piña exclaimed, realizing she couldn’t just let them leave. She frantically began making various excuses to keep them there; they should stay for breakfast, they should allow her to host them for a reception…


  Kurata, looking very apologetic, countered each one.


  “Actually, Lieutenant Itami has been summoned to testify before the National Diet, and it would be problematic if he didn’t return today.”


  At this point, due to the limitations of vocabulary, Lelei’s translation came out as follows: “Lieutenant Itami has been asked to report to the Senate. He must return today.”


  Hearing this, Piña’s face twisted into an expression akin to The Scream by Munch.


  In the Empire, those on the fast track to success are referred to as having an “honorable career.” Those seen as future leaders, even if their current rank is low, are given opportunities to report on the war situation to the Senate or to offer advice to the emperor.


  Because of this, Piña mistakenly assumed that Itami, who was being summoned by the Senate, was an important figure on the path to an honorable career.


  Such an important person… I can’t just let him go like this. I have to find a way to smooth things over, no matter what!


  Clenching her fist, she stood up and declared with every ounce of determination she could summon, “Then I shall accompany you!”


   

  Chapter 15


  

  “‘Passing through the long tunnel on the border—snow country,’” Itami said.


  He recalled first crossing the Gate that connected Alnus Hill with Ginza, and he was reminded of the opening passage from Yasunari Kawabata’s Snow Country.


  The beautiful way Kawabata described the transformation from a dark tunnel to a snowy landscape was a masterpiece that instantly drew readers into the story.


  Stepping out from the bustling streets of Ginza into the suddenly vast, natural scenery evoked a similar sense of awe.


  Both the Special Region side and the Ginza side of the Gate were now paved over with asphalt. Moreover, the entire area was enveloped by a sturdy concrete dome. The scenery visible when passing through the Gate had become overwhelmingly sterile.


  Additionally, access to the dome itself was strictly controlled; one couldn’t so much as approach it without undergoing multiple layers of security checks, including a chipped ID badge, fingerprint, palm print, vein scan, and retinal pattern verification.


  [image: 02]

  Not even the JSDF trucks carrying materials and supplies were allowed to pass without undergoing strict quarantine and checks.


  Outside the dome, several new buildings stood in rows, their concrete not yet fully dried. These structures were further protected by hexagonal fortifications and moats.


  Beyond that, amongst the foothills of Alnus Hill, a network of trenches and various defensive structures had been dug in accordance with military field manuals, with barbed wire and anti-tank obstacles lined up obsessively, effectively preventing anyone from approaching.


  To the south of the hill lay a forest, and within the forest was a refugee camp. This was where Lelei and other former residents of Coda Village resided. As a landscape, this forest in the Special Region looked much the same as one in Japan; without a botanist's expertise, it would be difficult to distinguish one from the other.


  To the east of the hill was a busy construction site for runways and hangars. In one corner, an Air Self-Defense Force area had already been established, and the assembly of several F-4 Phantoms was underway.


  With all this, the sense of awe that one might have expected from crossing the Gate between worlds had been completely lost. At best, it might now feel something like the front gates to an American theme park. Or rather, considering the lack of entertainment value, it would be more accurate to describe it as the gate to a military base for the general public. For JSDF personnel accustomed to this atmosphere, it was simply a continuation of their daily surroundings, while for ordinary civilians, it was only a slightly different environment. For Piña Co Lada and Bozes Co Palesti, however, Alnus Hill marked the beginning of another world.


  When Piña expressed her desire to formally apologize to the JSDF or a higher-ranking commander for the recent treaty violation, Itami reluctantly agreed and allowed her to accompany them. However, since Itami was pressed for time, he couldn’t allow Piña to bring along a cavalry escort or a large entourage of attendants. Therefore, he set the condition that only Piña and one other person could accompany them in the high-mobility vehicle.


  He hoped this would make her decline the offer altogether…


  Unfortunately, Piña, having fully resolved herself, left the management of Italica’s security to Bozes and Panache, while assigning Hamilton to the upkeep and governance of Formal territory, including appointing a deputy. She then declared that she would go alone and began preparing to go with the JSDF.


  Naturally, Bozes and Panache couldn’t allow their princess to go alone, so they pleaded to accompany her. Piña chose Bozes, hastily packed her belongings, and hurried to board the HMV.


  Eventually, dizzy from the speed at which they’d traveled, the party arrived at Alnus.


  The landscape of Alnus had completely changed from what Piña remembered. What was once just a mound of dirt had now become a sprawling fortress. Moreover, it was clear even from a distance that they were digging up and leveling the ground at the base of the hill, though Piña couldn’t guess as to why.


  Three helicopters in formation were conducting NOE (Nap-of-the-Earth) training flights, banking sharply as if to greet Piña and her party. The helicopters hovered in place, their powerful rotor sweeping up a dust storm on the ground.


  Amid this, the convoy of the Third Reconnaissance Team turned onto a gravel road. Crossing the OPL (outpost line), they were now officially within the JSDF-controlled area. The vast area from here to the FEBA (Forward Edge of Battle Area) was uninhabited and barren, currently being used as a training and exercise ground. Incidentally, the carcass of a wyvern could be found here, making it a frequent work site for the refugee children from Coda Village.


  The first thing they saw was JSDF personnel running toward them in formation, with a flag bearer at the front performing a high-port run.


  “One, two! One, two!”


  “Keep it up!”


  “One, two! One, two!”


  “Keep it up!”


  “Continuous chant, ready, count!”


  The soldiers’ disciplined voices echoed and gradually faded as they passed by.


  Next, Piña’s group came across the skeleton of a building standing forlorn by the roadside. Since advancing toward the imperial capital might involve urban warfare, this location was being used under Professor Kato's supervision to recreate a town that mimicked the typical house layout of this world. The JSDF soldiers were conducting training exercises in small houses and skeletal buildings modeled after civilian homes to practice responding to guerrilla and commando tactics.


  Piña wouldn’t have been able to understand any of this at the time. In her world, combat meant knights and soldiers brandishing their weapons and charging with loud battle cries. Once the two sides clashed, it became a matter of individual martial prowess, with each side defeating the enemy before them using swords, spears, and shields. Unlike the barbaric tribes of the frontier, her nation’s disciplined troops maintained formation, with the front and rear lines systematically rotating under the command of their centurions. The enemy would fall as they tired, while their forces, with fresh stamina and morale, would advance to the front, allowing the weary to retreat and rest.


  Whether in open fields or urban areas, the essence of battle remained unchanged. The battlefield commander’s role was to skillfully direct the soldiers’ fighting spirit against the enemy, while the soldiers’ training focused on honing their combat skills.


  This was different. Despite not carrying shields, these soldiers huddled together as if forming a testudo formation. At times, they spread out, running, stopping, crouching, and signaling with their fingers in a dynamic display of motion and stillness, moving with agility and precision. Moreover, they pointed their “staffs” in all directions, resembling a hedgehog bristling with quills.


  Piña tilted her head in confusion. “What are they doing? Those staffs they’re carrying seem similar to the ones Itami and his men use. Does that mean all the JSDF soldiers use magic? Could that be the secret to their strength?”


  “Mages are rare because magic is a special ability,” Bozes responded. “However, it is possible that the JSDF has found a way to train them in large numbers…”


  Imagining those staffs spewing fire and defeating enemies, Bozes began to understand that this training was meant to guard against, seek out, and eliminate enemies who could be hiding anywhere.


  Even if they tried to ambush from the shadows, shoot arrows from a second-floor window, or flank them from all sides, the knights and soldiers of the Empire would be cut down by those fire-spewing staves long before their spears or swords could reach their targets.


  Lelei corrected her. “Those are weapons, not magic. They call them ‘guns’ or ‘rifles’ for the smaller ones they are carrying. The JSDF’s combat strategy relies on these ‘firearms’, and they have refined their tactics over time to use them effectively.”


  Bozes looked bewildered. “Are you saying those are weapons, like swords or bows?”


  “Exactly. The principle is simple: A lead projectile is propelled by a tube that contains an explosive spell.”


  Anyone scavenging the carcass of a dead wyvern in this area would inevitably come across scales with holes, lead pellets, or fragments. Lelei’s keen intellect allowed her to deduce the principles behind firearms without needing explicit instruction.


  Piña felt a wave of dizziness. “These aren’t devices that rely on magic? They’re weapons?” she repeated. “If such things could be manufactured, wouldn’t it be possible to equip every soldier with one?”


  “Yes. And they did just that,” Lelei confirmed.


  “Such a thing would completely change warfare itself… The way it’s always been done—amassing soldiers armed with swords and spears to charge the enemy—would become utterly meaningless.”


  “Indeed. That’s why the Imperial Army was defeated. That’s why the Coalition of Allied Kingdoms lost.”


  Suddenly, a Type 96 wheeled armored personnel carrier roared to a stop a few hundred feet away from them. The rear ramp door opened, and several troops poured out. The soldiers rapidly formed a horizontal line and aimed their weapons at an imaginary enemy.


  Piña could almost see the knights and infantry falling one by one under the barrage, causing her to furrow her brow in concern.


  “Too slow! Faster, faster, faster! Do it again!” shouted the commanding officer, driving the JSDF soldiers back to their original positions. Watching them, Piña realized just how fundamentally different their method of warfare was.


  This was not the same irrational fear of the unknown she’d felt in Italica. This was a rational fear, born of an understanding of the enemy’s capabilities.


  Itami, Kuwahara, and Kurata, seated inside the high mobility vehicle, held these “guns”, these “firearms”, which were not magical staves but weapons. Piña and Bozes realized they could likely use such weapons simply by holding them. Understanding them—and, if possible, acquiring them—would be crucial to avoiding a one-sided defeat in this war. They felt that they needed to either seize the weapons or force their craftsmen to replicate them.


  Reading the determination on their faces, Lelei spoke up.


  “There’s no point in trying that.”


  She pointed to the opposite window of the vehicle. Across the barren land, they saw a massive steel behemoth, comparable in size to a rampaging giant elephant: the Type 74 tank, roaring as it sped by.


  “While the guns and rifles are ‘small arms’,” Lelei said. “They, of course, have big ones too.”


  “Does that thing really breathe fire?” Bozes murmured in disbelief, noticing the 105mm rifled gun protruding from the tank’s front.


  Piña had a suspicion.


  “I haven’t seen it directly yet, but it’s within expectations,” she replied. She remembered the refugees from Coda Village mentioning a powerful weapon they called the “Iron Giant.”


  No craftsmen in the Empire—or likely anywhere on the continent—could create anything similar. Not even asking the master craftsmen of the Dwarven underworld would yield the same result. This was undoubtedly a monster from another world entirely. The story of something like this repelling a fire dragon now seemed all too believable.


  And now, an iron horse… no, an iron elephant!


  “The JSDF can mass-produce such things?” Piña asked in wonder. “What kind of beings are they? Why did such an enemy attack us?”


  “The Empire stepped on a griffon’s tail,” came Lelei’s casual answer.


  “You speak as if it’s none of your concern. The Empire is in crisis, and yet you speak like this?!” Bozes exclaimed in anger.


  Lelei merely shrugged off Bozes’ fury.


  “I’m from the Rurudo tribe. I have no connection to the Empire.”


  Traditionally, the Rurudo were a nomadic people without a fixed settlement. Though now forced to settle, they originally had no concept of a nation.


  Tuka, who overheard the conversation, raised her hand.


  “Well, I’m an elf.”


  Rory merely smiled faintly, feeling no need to state the obvious.


  The Empire, a force that subjugated kings and ruled over peoples from one end of the continent to the other, was led by an emperor who prided himself on being feared through military might. He had no need to be loved or cherished by his subjects.


  This was the result of forceful conquest, oppression, and rule through violence. No matter how much the Empire claimed to rule, the various local tribes and demi-humans had never truly submitted to it in their hearts. Piña was finally beginning to understand the true nature of her nation.


  Finally, Piña was escorted to a building near the summit of Alnus Hill, marked with a sign reading “headquarters of the Special Region Deployment Unit.” Here, she parted ways with Itami and his team. She and Bozes were then led by a female JSDF officer up a flight of stairs and into the building's depths. They were shown to a reception room and told to wait.


  The reception room was so minimally decorated that it almost felt barren, but the sofa's comfort was exceptional. The table, too, though simple at first glance, was expertly crafted, with a tabletop as smooth and reflective as a calm water’s surface. Piña thought it must have been made by a renowned artisan.


  Just as they were growing accustomed to their surroundings and the initial curiosity was wearing off, there was a knock at the door. Piña and Bozes practically leaped to their feet.


  An older man entered the room. His hair, a mix of black and white that appeared gray from a distance, was cropped short in a no-nonsense, military style. Unlike Kengun, however, he had a gentle smile that softened the otherwise stern impression he made.


  To Piña’s eyes, the green uniform he wore was remarkably plain. The only color on it was a row of ribbons on his chest. It was hard for her to believe that this was the uniform of a high-ranking military officer. In her world, someone of high rank would be adorned with elaborate medals, jewels, and gold embroidery from head to toe. Compared to that, this seemed almost shabby, like something a common foot soldier might wear.


  Still, after seeing how this military force valued substance over show on their journey here, she wasn’t too surprised. She realized that this man was likely the highest-ranking officer in the army, or very close to it.


  After Kengun entered and stood by his side, whispering something in his ear, Piña noticed that the older officer carried himself with a certain authority and presence. Following Kengun, a man with a sinister smile and several female soldiers—all dressed in green uniforms that were different from the ones she had seen outside—entered the room. Piña guessed that these soldiers had different uniforms for combat and ceremonial occasions.


  Finally, Lelei was invited into the room and stood next to the older man. He said something to her with a smile, as if acknowledging her efforts. Lelei shook her head slightly, then turned toward Piña and introduced the man as General Hazama of the JSDF. She then proceeded to introduce Piña to Hazama, who nodded as Lelei spoke.


  “This is… Imperial Princess Piña Co Lada… I’m not sure of the proper title in Japanese.”


  “I think ‘denka’ would be appropriate. In your language, what term is used as a royal honorific?” Hazama asked.


  “There are different terms depending on gender; for a woman, ‘francea’ would be suitable.”


  Hazama nodded. “Please, have a seat, Francea Denka. And you as well, Bozes-san.”


  Once everyone was seated, Hazama began the conversation, with Lelei acting as interpreter.


  “You’ve come so soon after the agreement was made, and personally, no less. May I ask the reason for your visit?”


  “We experienced a bit of a mishap on our side, so I’ve come to apologize for that. Additionally, there are a few matters I wish to discuss.”


  “I’ve received reports. Was there some misunderstanding at the site?”


  “Yes, it was a regrettable mistake on our part,” Piña replied, doing her best to maintain composure.


  “I see. Well, it is not my intention to trouble a princess who is working so hard to mediate between us and the Empire… but if necessary, we might need to reconsider the terms of the agreement.”


  Japanese negotiators often respond to minor mistakes with tolerance, a trait that has led to criticisms of being poor at diplomacy. However, for Piña, who saw the agreement as the very thing protecting Italica and House Formal, Hazama’s words sounded like a veiled threat—If the agreement can’t be upheld, we may proceed with an invasion. The part about “not wanting to trouble a princess” seemed to Piña like a harsh and ironic remark when understood in that context.


  “No, that’s not—” Piña began, but she was cut off by the man with the sinister smile sitting beside her.


  “I heard from Itami. It seems he was rather harshly treated by the ladies here.”


  As soon as Lelei translated this, a cold sweat began to form on Piña and Bozes’ backs. They had failed to keep Itami from talking. Despite several attempts to get him alone for a private conversation, the stubborn man had refused every time. Of course, from Itami’s perspective, being seductively invited by the woman who had unjustly struck him and her superior probably felt more like an ominous threat than a genuine invitation.


  “When I saw those bruises and scratches, I couldn’t help but laugh,” the man continued with a grin. “Itami asked if they could be considered an on-duty injury, but they looked more like the aftermath of a lover’s quarrel to me. Did he perhaps say something inappropriate to the ladies?”


  The man chuckled, his tone growing sharper as he added, “Just what did he do to provoke such violence?”


  His words, coupled with that smirk, gave Piña the impression of a snake. The meaning of his questions was clear: Why did you assault him? What is your justification? He had made the unjustness and severity of the situation painfully clear, further condemning Piña and Bozes.


  While Piña struggled to find a response, Lelei turned and said something to the man, whose sinister smile gave way to a more ironic grin as he introduced himself.


  “My apologies for the oversight. My name is Yanagida. Please, remember it well.”


  To Piña, it sounded more like a warning: My name is Yanagida. You’d better remember it.


  ※※※


  


  “All right, time to eat and hit the sack,” Itami muttered to himself.


  After returning the remaining ammunition to the depot, cleaning and storing the weapons (Kuribayashi’s rifle had to be decommissioned due to damage sustained when it blocked a sword), and washing the mud off the vehicles, it was already nightfall by the time Itami had a chance to think about food. He had also spent time writing reports, submitting them, and receiving instructions for the next day’s testimony and the plans for afterward. Understandably, he was exhausted.


  Itami plopped down heavily in front of his desk, mindlessly shoving the documents he’d pulled from his satchel into the drawer. As he did, his phone, tucked away inside the desk, began blinking, indicating new messages. Curious about who might be contacting him, he opened it to find messages from Risa and Lord Taro.


  Both were his fellow otakus. Taro, who’d taken on the title “Lord” for reasons only he fully understood, had managed to make the nickname stick for those around him.


  Risa’s first message, sent a day or two before, was a straightforward plea: “Can you lend me some money? ♡” But by the second and third messages, it had escalated to desperate cries for help: “Requesting immediate reinforcements!” and “No food, no gas, no water!”


  Risa often treated Itami’s stable government salary like a personal loan service. It was likely she had impulsively splurged on some ridiculously expensive item at a doll convention and was now feeling the financial pinch. Regardless, Itami knew he couldn’t just ignore her; he had to help her out.


  Taro’s message simply asked Itami to drop by when he got back. Although the seasons were off-kilter due to the Gate, it was already winter on the other side. With the end of the year approaching, Itami thought it was about time to apply for leave. Since the summer doujinshi event had been canceled, the winter event was expected to be even more packed. Lord Taro’s summons likely had to do with securing items at the event, which he couldn’t do easily himself.


  First on Itami’s agenda, after returning to the mainland for his testimony, would be getting his hands on a catalog.


  As he mulled over these thoughts, the sound of the lights-out bugle drifted in through the window. All across the barracks, darkness was settling in.


  The mess hall would certainly be closed by now. Left with no other choice, Itami pulled out the canned rations he’d been hiding in his desk—Combat Ration Type 1 / Chicken Rice / Pickled Radish / Stewed Vegetables—and set them down, picking up the can opener.


  Then, a knock came from the hallway.


  Startled, Itami turned around, half expecting a ghost, only to find Lelei standing in the dimly lit corridor.


  “What are you doing here so late?” Itami asked Lelei, who had been granted special status as a temporary “technical officer” to translate documents (for which she received a salary in Japanese yen). She also had considerable freedom to move around the base, wearing a pass case with her ID around her neck in case she was questioned by patrols or guards.


  “Itami… Take me back to the camp… I’m exhausted,” Lelei said, tossing her staff aside before sinking down into a seated position with her legs folded beneath her.


  Lelei was known for not showing her emotions, always acting incredibly stoic. Her admission that she was tired was a clear sign that she was utterly spent. Serving as the interpreter between Piña and Hazama had undoubtedly taken a toll on her nerves.


  “Have you eaten?” Itami asked.


  Lelei nodded weakly, twice, too drained to even speak. The look she gave him was like that of an abandoned puppy.


  “Ah… Well, it’s a bit late to get a vehicle out. Why don’t you just sleep here?” Itami suggested. “There are plenty of empty rooms.”


  Although the distance to her camp was only a little over one mile on the map, the actual route was much longer. Moreover, there were regulations requiring anyone leaving the base at night to be armed, and going out alone was out of the question. If Itami were to take her back to the refugee camp, he would have to wake someone from the reconnaissance team, file paperwork to check out weapons, and then get a vehicle ready. It was all too much hassle. It would be much simpler to set up a bed for her in one of the empty rooms.


  Lelei, seemingly content to leave the decision to Itami, nodded twice more before practically collapsing into the world of sleep on the spot.


  Now, about the bed.


  Each member of the unit was issued a bed with one mattress, one pillow, five blankets (including one decorative blanket), one pillowcase, two sheets, and one quilt. Well, new beds were gradually being introduced, so this setup wasn’t always standard anymore. In the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force, there were strict guidelines for making the bed using these items.


  First, three blankets are laid out. Most blankets are about twice the width of the bed, so they are folded and layered together. How you fold them here sets the foundation for comfort and shape.


  Next, two flat sheets are spread over the blankets. It’s crucial to ensure the corners are neatly folded into triangles. One sheet serves as the bottom layer on the mattress, while the other is on top, creating a pocket between them that one can slip into for sleep.


  Then, the blankets are wrapped around both the body side and pillow side, again ensuring the corners are sharply folded like gift wrap—no wrinkles, no slack, with the edges crisply folded. This state is referred to as a “tucked bed.”


  Since the climate in this world was relatively warm, a comforter was omitted from the setup.


  After making the bed, Itami picked Lelei up from the floor and gently placed her on the bed. Her pure white hair and porcelain-like skin made him instinctively reach out to smooth her hair. Itami never considered himself someone with a particular interest in this sort of thing, but as he tucked her into bed, wrapping her in the sheets and blankets, he began to understand those who found joy in playing with dolls.


  He shook his head quickly, muttering to himself, “No, that’s not right!” But at his age, he realized, it wouldn’t be strange to have a daughter her age. It wasn’t impossible, especially considering he knew a girl from high school who’d given birth in October of their senior year. Thus, Itami employed one of the mind’s defense mechanisms: rationalization.


  Lelei claimed to be fifteen, but in Japan, a normal fifteen-year-old would have more developed curves. Lelei was petite, slender, and light for her age.


  Before he knew it, Itami found himself dozing off while watching over Lelei.


  This wasn’t good. If someone saw him like this, they would definitely get the wrong idea. He needed to get back to his room and sleep immediately. Especially since Kurata and others had already teased him, saying, “Lieutenant, you must have a thing for flat-chested girls, huh?”


  While it was true that overly feminine types weren’t his preference, the idea that he preferred flat-chested girls was a misunderstanding. Honestly, a bit of chest and a nice waistline were ideal for him.


  In that sense, Itami had no appetite for Lelei. However, he was concerned about what rumors might spread if he stayed by her side unnecessarily while she slept.


  Alas, at this point, his body felt heavy and sluggish. After all, he’d been fighting all night, taken as a prisoner on the way back, pushed around, and hadn’t had a proper rest since. All of that exhaustion had accumulated, making the pull of sleep nearly irresistible.


  So, Itami’s consciousness faded. Despite his best intentions, he ended up using Lelei’s stomach as a pillow and falling asleep.


  ※※※


  


  The next day, at 11:00 AM, in front of the Central Dome.


  The day had dawned bright and sunny, with strong sunlight. Itami stood there with a vacant expression, looking somewhat dazed.


  He was dressed in the winter uniform of the 91st series, appropriate for Japan’s climate. But here, in the Special Region’s warmer weather, it was unbearably hot. He carried his jacket draped over his arm, not even bothering to put his arms through the sleeves. Even his shirt sleeves were rolled up.


  This disheveled appearance drew disapproving looks from the higher-ranking officers who passed by. But when they noticed that he was carrying a winter jacket, their expressions softened into sympathetic smiles as they walked on.


  While he could comfortably wear summer clothing here, he had no choice but to don the winter uniform for his return to Japan. It was a small, comical consequence of the seasonal mismatch.


  Adding to Itami’s discomfort was the fact that the people he was waiting for were taking forever to arrive.


  “They’re late…” Itami muttered to himself, frustration creeping into his voice.


  It was perhaps a characteristic of this world’s people to be a bit loose with the concept of time. With clocks not being widespread, they lacked the habit of aligning their actions with one.


  Itami had to wipe the sweat from his brow twice before the people he was waiting for finally showed up.


  “You sure kept me waiting!” Itami called out, his irritation evident.


  “Sorry, Lieutenant,” Kuribayashi panted, approaching at a jog. “Getting ready was kind of a hassle.”


  She, Tomita, and the others who arrived were dressed in civilian clothes.


  “This heat is unbearable, so why do we have to wear such heavy clothes?” Tuka grumbled, wiping sweat from her brow.


  Lelei, standing nearby and remaining silent, stared at Itami with a meaningful look.


  Rory was dressed as usual in her black gothic attire, though she was visibly displeased, muttering under her breath as she adjusted the large halberd she had wrapped in canvas.


  “You can’t just carry that thing out in the open,” Itami pointed out. “You’ll get arrested for violating the Firearm and Sword Possession Control Law. Things are really strict these days, you know? Honestly, I’d prefer if you left it behind.”


  “There’s no way I can part with a divine symbol,” Rory replied firmly.


  “Well then, you’ll just have to deal with it,” Itami said with a sigh.


  For Rory, staying behind wasn’t even an option. In truth, the only ones officially summoned as witnesses were Itami, who was the commanding officer during the battle with the fire dragon, and a few refugees. The question then became what to do with the rest. Lelei couldn’t be left out due to the language barrier. She had been overworked recently, but for now, she had to endure it. General Hazama personally instructed Itami to make sure Lelei got some rest after the testimony.


  Tuka had been chosen as a good example to show that the inhabitants of this world weren’t just humans. Her distinct appearance would provide strong visual evidence in any media coverage.


  Rory, on the other hand, did look human, and with her childlike appearance and priestess outfit, she could easily be mistaken for a cosplaying girl. Asking her to demonstrate divine miracles would be too risky—mythology shows that such demands rarely end well—and proving her strength at the National Diet would cause even more problems. So, there wasn’t much benefit in bringing her along.


  Unfortunately, Rory’s playful threat, “Are you really going to leave me out of something this interesting?” left Itami no choice.


  Kuribayashi and Kurata were assigned as their escorts.


  “All right, everyone’s here. Let’s get going,” Itami announced.


  Just then, a government vehicle smoothly pulled up in front of him. Yanagida, sitting in the passenger seat, waved as he got out.


  “Sorry, sorry. Got held up with some paperwork,” he said casually, as if speaking to an old friend.


  Before anyone could ask what kind of paperwork, Yanagida opened the back door to help their guest out of the car.


  “It has been decided that Her Highness Princess Piña Co Lada and Lady Bozes Co Palesti, the marquis’s daughter, will be joining us incognito. Please look after them.”


  Piña and Bozes stepped out of the vehicle and approached Itami and his group.


  “And somehow I didn’t know about this,” Itami muttered, clearly displeased.


  “Huh? Didn’t I mention it?” Yanagida replied casually. “Well, it’s fine, right? I’ve already informed the Ichigaya Inn about the additional guests, and I’ve also notified Izu. It’s a three-day, two-night trip. Make sure to enjoy yourselves.”


  “Do you have any idea what kind of trouble I’ve been through with these princesses?” Itami retorted.


  Yanagida grinned. “It was all a misunderstanding, wasn’t it? Just laugh it off.”


  “It’s not something to laugh about!”


  “Don’t let it get to you. After all, Princess Piña Co Lada is supposed to be mediating our negotiations with the Empire. It’s only natural that she wants to learn a bit about our country.”


  “Then why are they coming with us?”


  “Well, there’s no one else available who can act as a guide and translator. You’re our best option.” Yanagida leaned in closer, slipped a white envelope into Itami’s pocket, and whispered, “It’s from General Hazama. He said to use it to treat the young ladies.”


   

  Chapter 16


  

  That day, Princess Piña Co Lada wrote in her diary:


  When I passed through the Gate, which marks the boundary of worlds, I found myself in a land of skyscrapers. What must the imperial soldiers who once set foot here have thought? Could they have predicted their fate? As I stand in the shadow of these enormous buildings, I feel my own insignificance. I worry about the future of the Empire, which is engaged in war with a nation capable of constructing such monumental structures.


  From a modern perspective, Ginza might not seem like a place of towering skyscrapers. However, for someone like Piña, who had only seen grand structures like the Imperial Palace, the Senate, and military fortresses, even the buildings of Ginza were impressive enough to be considered skyscrapers.


  In a city, a massive building usually stands out among the others, commanding attention and serving as the focal point of the landscape—at least, that’s how Piña had always understood things. But this place was different. Here, every structure was enormous, creating a cityscape that overwhelmed the senses.


  A single giant tree might offer comfort and a sense of security, but a forest of such trees would instead oppress and engulf those who entered it. This urban landscape left Piña and Bozes feeling utterly defeated. And they weren’t alone. Even Lelei, Tuka, and Rory stood frozen, wide-eyed, and stunned in the heart of wintery Ginza, too captivated to feel the cold.


  “Well, it’s probably for the best that they’re staying quiet,” came a voice, breaking the silence as the five stared in awe. It was Itami, who had just completed the paperwork that allowed them to leave the base.


  Itami stood among a group of men in black suits, the kind that screamed “government agent.” The man who appeared to be their leader looked like any ordinary middle-aged man, but there was something distinctly unsettling about him.


  “Lieutenant Itami?” the man inquired.


  “Yes, that’s me.”


  “I’m Komakado, from the Intelligence Headquarters. I’ll be serving as your guide and escort for this mission.”


  Though Komakado wore a broad smile, his eyes were sharp and devoid of warmth. The intensity he projected was reminiscent of a soldier fresh out of ranger training—like a naked blade. But Komakado’s aura felt more like a concealed razor, subtle and deadly, unlike the raw aggression of a seasoned soldier.


  “You sure you’re really with the JSDF?” Itami asked, sensing something off.


  “You noticed, huh?” Komakado responded with a sly grin.


  “The vibe’s just different. If there were a place in the JSDF that could give someone that kind of presence, we wouldn’t have to worry about leaks.”


  Komakado’s grin widened ever so slightly.


  “You’re not just any ordinary guy, are you? No wonder you’ve made a name for yourself at Nijubashi. I did a little digging into your background.”


  “And you found nothing, right?” Itami asked, scratching his head with a bit of unease.


  “Not quite nothing.” Komakado flipped through the pages of his black leather notebook. “You graduated from an average university with average grades, went through the General Officer Candidate Course, and were commissioned as a second lieutenant with the second-worst rank. The only reason you weren’t dead last is that the guy below you got injured halfway through. Actually, I take that back.” He paused, turning another page. “There were complaints about the unfairness of letting you pass while the other guy failed… then you got posted to a rear echelon unit. And your performance there was just enough to avoid getting reprimanded. Your superior officers were so frustrated that they threw you into the Ranger Courses, which you barely got through by clinging to the tail end. Your buddy from that time hates your guts like a snake hates a scorpion. Then, for some inexplicable reason, you got transferred to Narashino. You were stuck as a second lieutenant until the Ginza Incident got you promoted.


  “As for your reputation within the unit…” Komakado chuckled. “‘Otaku,’ ‘The literal definition of a slacker,’ ‘At least with a pacifist JSDF officer, I get what they’re trying to say’… Hah, they really don’t hold back, do they?”


  Itami let out a long sigh, rubbing the back of his head.


  “So, how did someone like you end up in ‘S’?” Komakado asked, tilting his head, clearly enjoying himself.


  Itami winced. That question hit a sore spot. “A while back, there was this study published,” he began. “It claimed that about twenty percent of worker ants are lazy. So, what do you think happened when they removed those lazy ants?”


  Komakado raised an eyebrow. “What?”


  “The study found that another twenty percent of the previously hard-working ants became lazy,” Itami explained.


  “I see,” Komakado mused. “So, you’re saying that for the diligent ants to stay diligent, there have to be some slackers in the group.”


  “Yeah… I kinda blurted that out as an excuse when I got scolded for slacking off. Somehow, word got around that if having only hard-working people leads some to become slackers, then maybe having a few slackers mixed in from the start could prevent the others from slacking off. That, plus some incidents of suicides during the formation of the Western Army, led to them taking the idea seriously, for psychological reasons and suicide prevention,” Itami explained, rubbing the back of his head again.


  “Hah, so that’s how you ended up in the Special Forces Group? I guess having someone like you around, taking it easy, might keep the other guys from dropping after pushing themselves too hard and burning out.” Komakado laughed again, the sly grin returning to his face.


  Itami let out another deep sigh, feeling the weight of his unusual situation.


  Just then, a sharp, heart-wrenching cry echoed nearby, like a girl who’d just been dumped by her lover.


  It was Kuribayashi. Her face had gone pale, and it wasn’t just for show; she genuinely looked as if her heart was about to break. For her, it was already difficult to accept that Itami had gone through ranger training, but to find out that this otaku, this slacker, was actually part of the Special Forces Group?! It was a crushing blow that filled her with despair, anger, and sorrow so deep that she wanted to curse the entire world.


  “Noooooooo!!!” she screamed, before bolting off like a startled rabbit. Of course, she only made it as far as the fence surrounding the area around the Gate. Tomita quickly followed, gently patting her on the back as if comforting a victim of some grave injustice.


  Watching this, Komakado doubled over with laughter. He tried to hold it in, but it was no use. Before long, he was laughing so hard he could barely breathe. After a few moments, he finally managed to compose himself, stood up straight, and gave Itami a sharp, somewhat playful salute.


  “You really aren’t just any ordinary guy,” he told Itami. “The nerves it must take to play the slacker among all those high-achieving ants—it’s incredible. Honestly, I respect you.”


  Kuribayashi, meanwhile, was still in denial, covering her face with her hands and muttering, “It’s not true… Someone tell me it’s not true… This has to be a dream. Yes, a dream…”


  The dark, heavy atmosphere emanating from her made the microbus provided by the Intelligence Headquarters a welcome refuge. The spacious interior was a blessing. They could seat Kuribayashi in the back while Itami and the others gathered toward the front, keeping their distance from the gloomy aura she was radiating. Although Rory, Piña, and the others didn’t dislike Kuribayashi—in fact, they generally liked her—they still preferred to keep some distance from her current state.


  Kuribayashi’s breakdown caused a small problem…


  “Lieutenant Itami, where should we go first?” the driver in the black suit from the Intelligence Headquarters asked, glancing back at Itami.


  “First, we need to get some clothes. We don’t have time for custom tailoring, so let’s head to a store that sells off-the-rack suits. We need to do something about her outfit,” Itami replied, glancing at Tuka.


  Before heading to the Diet, they needed to get Tuka properly dressed. After all, she was about to appear in an official setting, and that required appropriate attire. Her current outfit of jeans and a sweater, though Japanese-made, was unsuitable for such a formal occasion.


  Originally, handling these matters would have been Kuribayashi’s responsibility. However, since she was currently out of commission, the task of making such decisions fell to Itami, who had the least sense for these things. If Kurokawa had been there, she surely would have put a stop to it.


  The driver radioed the destination to several locations, and the microbus began to move. As they left the JSDF-controlled area near the Ginza Gate, which would later be known as the Ginza Garrison, they finally entered the bustling streets of Ginza. The women in the vehicle pressed their faces against the windows like elementary school kids on a field trip, taking in the sights. It was only natural. The department store district of Ginza, already in the process of recovery, was lit with dazzling Christmas lights and decorations. The brand-name coats, accessories, and other items displayed in the show windows were particularly eye-catching for the women.


  Despite the catastrophic incident in Ginza over the summer, the streets were now packed with cars and pedestrians. Of course, some stores still had their shutters down, with no plans to reopen, either because the owners had passed away or because the companies simply couldn’t continue operating after losing most of their employees. Nevertheless, many people were working hard to revive Ginza and bring customers back. It was an uplifting display of the resilience of the Japanese people.


  “So many people… Is this a marketplace?” Piña asked, looking around.


  “Oh, that dress…” Bozes commented, her attention clearly elsewhere.


  The microbus soon pulled up in front of a store that sold men’s clothing. Itami quickly approached the female staff and said, “Please outfit her with a proper set of clothes, something she can wear right away. The cheapest you have, if possible. And I’ll need a receipt, too.” With that, he handed Tuka over to the staff, who led her to the floor, where they sold the most affordable options: recruitment suits.


  “What about Rory and Lelei?” Itami asked.


  Rory browsed through the women’s suits and men’s clothes on display, but ultimately declined. “No thanks. Nothing here matches my taste, and this is my formal attire as a priestess.”


  Lelei simply responded with a single word: “Unnecessary.” Though she was interested, it was clear that she didn’t think the clothes suited her style.


  Lelei’s poncho-like robe could probably be passed off as traditional attire, so there wasn’t much concern there. The real issue was Rory’s gothic black outfit. But since she insisted it was her formal attire, it was hard to argue against. Itami figured they could claim it was a traditional outfit whose resemblance to Gothic Lolita fashion was purely coincidental.


  Meanwhile, Piña and Bozes were browsing through the store, marveling at the suits and fabrics on display. The clothing they’d arrived in was considered semi-formal in imperial noble society: a high-quality, well-tailored pantsuit reminiscent of traditional riding attire, designed for activities like attending garden parties or riding horses. In some ways, it was similar to old-fashioned riding outfits. Normally, they would wear a sword at their waist as part of their knights’ informal attire, but since they had been strictly forbidden from carrying weapons by Yanagida, their waists felt unusually light today. The only concern was that their clothing was somewhat thin for winter wear, but since they were traveling in a heated microbus and the stores were warm, they weren’t too troubled. Their exploration of the store was driven purely by curiosity.


  “This level of tailoring and fabric… It would be extremely expensive to acquire something like this in the Empire,” Piña remarked. She assumed the store owner must be a very wealthy merchant.


  “What’s our next stop, Lieutenant?” the driver asked, turning to Itami.


  “We’ll grab something to eat, and then head to the National Diet. The hearing starts at three, so if we arrive by two, we should be fine.”


  “And where will we be eating?”


  Itami smiled wryly and mentioned a particular restaurant.


  “And why gyūdon?” Tomita groaned. After all, having come all the way to Ginza, anyone would hope for something a bit more upscale. But Itami had chosen to stop by a gyūdon2 restaurant in Shimbashi on the way to the National Diet.


  He bought eight regular sets, each with a ticket that doubled as a receipt, and they all took seats at the counter.


  “Today, until the hearing, we’re on a work trip,” Itami explained. “So, transportation and food expenses are covered by the government. Unfortunately, they only cover up to 500 yen per meal this time.”


  “Five hundred?” Tomita echoed in disbelief.


  “Yeah. Around here, that’s not even enough for a cup of coffee. If you want lunch, your options are either standing soba or gyūdon. I can’t exactly have you all eating standing up, so gyūdon it is. But hey, everyone seems happy enough with it, so let’s call it a win.”


  Lelei and the others indeed seemed satisfied, happily devouring their gyūdon. They had learned to use chopsticks back in the refugee camp, and the taste of gyūdon felt surprisingly familiar to them, given their experience with combat rations.


  “But is this really right to serve gyūdon to princesses?” Tomita asked, concerned.


  “It’s an educational experience. Letting them see how common people live is part of the learning process,” Itami replied.


  The highborn princesses also dug into their regular-sized gyūdon bowls, topping them with eggs. The concept of a “donburi” dish was new to them, but they seemed unfazed, likely due to their experience with the rough meals common in knightly military life. In fact, they even found the meal quite tasty.


  [image: 03]

  After finishing their meal, the group headed straight to the National Diet Building. Itami, Lelei, Rory, and Tuka were escorted by the building’s staff to a waiting room, where they got ready for their upcoming session. At this point, Piña and Bozes parted ways with Itami and the others. Accompanied by Kuribayashi and Tomita, the two women boarded a minibus bound for a high-end hotel in an undisclosed location in Tokyo.


  Not being official envoys, Piña and Bozes couldn’t be accommodated in any public government facility. In fact, neither the Ministry of Foreign Affairs nor the Prime Minister’s Office officially acknowledged their presence in Japan. Even the Ministry of Defense, in its official documentation, listed them only as potential substitutes in case any of the summoned witnesses became unavailable.


  Their presence at this stage was a delicate matter fraught with complications. Should it be known that a diplomatic channel had been established, voices might rise in favor of prioritizing negotiations over military action. However, successful diplomatic negotiations, especially in the aftermath of an armed conflict, often required the backing of military force—a fact not everyone understood, or perhaps some chose to ignore.


  The Japanese government, not wanting to restrict the activities of the JSDF or attract undue attention from foreign entities, opted to officially ignore the otherworlders’ presence. Yet, given their VIP status and the strategic advantage of having a mediator for secret negotiations with the Empire, resources were allocated discreetly to accommodate them.


  Upon their arrival at the hotel suite, Piña and Bozes were greeted by a pair of individuals who had been waiting for them.


  “Welcome, Your Highness, and Your Excellency,” said one of the pair: a member of parliament, Shirayuri Reiko, who had been appointed as Special Advisor to the Prime Minister. Next to her stood Sugawara Koji, a secretary dispatched from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.


  Kuribayashi and Tomita, now dressed in JSDF uniforms, were also present to assist as interpreters, though they couldn’t hope to match the proficiency of Itami or Lelei.


  Piña and Bozes, fully aware of the tension surrounding the situation, spent the next few moments with an air of apprehension, knowing that any careless word or action could potentially jeopardize their nation’s interests.


  Piña hadn’t come here to negotiate a peace treaty; she was merely acting as a mediator. Encouraging her nation to pursue peace would be fundamentally different from facilitating negotiations. In the current situation—one of overwhelming military defeat—advising peace would essentially amount to advocating surrender. Thus, she remained focused on her role as a mediator. However, this role came with its own set of challenges, and the depth of the discussions often left her breaking out in a sweat.


  Piña was beginning to understand that “diplomacy is warfare through words.” In hindsight, she wished she’d brought Hamilton along for support.


  Kuribayashi and Tomita were also struggling. They lacked Lelei’s level of interpretive skill, intuition, and vocabulary, and they certainly weren’t as carefree as Itami. This meant they had to be extremely cautious with their translations, which slowed down the process. Still, they diligently flipped through their vocabulary notes, sometimes seeking help from others to ensure clear communication during the talks.


  There were many topics to discuss: Who were the key figures within the imperial government? What were their positions and standings within the regime? It was Piña’s job to suggest to these individuals that they consider negotiating with Japan. Without her connections, she wouldn’t be able to fulfill her role as a mediator. It was only natural that these connections needed to be verified.


  Then there was the matter of determining the appropriate size of the first negotiation team. Negotiation wasn’t something a single person could handle when discussing the terms of peace. It required time, and a lot of it—numerous meetings, probing each other’s intentions, and slowly working toward mutually acceptable terms. It was a painstaking process, and it was only logical that multiple people would be involved in the negotiation team.


  Practical issues also needed to be addressed, such as the arrangement of accommodations during their stay and how expenses would be covered. Of course, diplomatic negotiations aren’t resolved in a day or two. It could take months or even years to reach a conclusion. There’s an old saying, “The Congress of Vienna does not walk, but it dances,” which aptly describes the drawn-out nature of negotiations. In Vienna, a compromise was only reached when news came that Napoleon had escaped from Elba. In other words, the congress couldn’t make any decisions until faced with a crisis. Here, too, the current negotiations would require time, and therefore, practical matters like accommodation and banquet expenses needed to be resolved beforehand.


  Eventually, the discussion even touched on how to handle bribes to facilitate negotiations. If you furrowed your brow at the mention of bribes, you were still too naive; in these kinds of negotiations, they were considered a necessary expense. There were even open discussions about how much would be needed for individuals in various positions. However, the conversation stalled when it became clear that there was a disparity in how each side valued money.


  The need for mutual visits by key figures was also confirmed. Piña expressed a desire for several individuals to learn the Japanese language, to which Secretary Sugawara responded that they would consider it. After all, it made sense to ensure equal footing in diplomatic negotiations.


  Finally, the issue of prisoner treatment was raised.


  Japan was holding about six thousand surviving imperial soldiers who had been arrested as criminals following their invasion. The sheer number of prisoners, along with the difficulty in managing them, had led the government to hastily prepare an uninhabited island in the Seto Inland Sea to house them. Feeding these prisoners was no small expense. In addition, since those who survived the battle and were captured tended to be of higher rank, they were often arrogant and difficult to deal with. However, these officers tended to have little strategic knowledge. For these reasons, the Japanese government was quite eager to return them, although it couldn’t be made too obvious. Any release of prisoners had to be framed as a humanitarian gesture, and it had to appear to be done at the Empire’s request.


  Among the six thousand prisoners were also demi-human species, such as trolls and orcs—creatures that, from the Japanese perspective, were akin to gorillas. Not understanding what “demi-human” truly meant, and concerned that treating them differently might lead to human rights issues later on, the JSDF gave them the same treatment as human prisoners. A small number of these demi-humans had even been taken to the United States under the guise of a “UN investigation.”


  Secretary Sugawara stated, “As a nation, we consider them criminals, so we intend to hand them over at your request.”


  Piña, stunned by the number of captives, hesitantly asked, “How much do you expect in ransom?” Following her own cultural norms, she braced herself for a massive amount, sweat beading on her forehead.


  Secretary Shirayuri laughed softly and replied, “In modern Japan, we don’t have a practice of ransom, nor are people sold as slaves. Rather than a monetary exchange, the usual course of action would be a prisoner exchange. But in this case, we hope to gain ‘some form of concession’ in return.”


  After saying this, the secretary added quietly, “In order to support your role as an intermediary, Piña-sama, we can immediately release a few prisoners unconditionally, as long as they are designated by you. Please use this offer strategically to fulfill your duties.”


  With this, Piña not only learned how Japan intended to handle prisoners but also gained a powerful tool to help her broker negotiations with the Senate and nobility back in the Empire.


  “I’ve heard that your son may still be alive. Wouldn’t you want to talk with those who hold him to secure his return? I could help arrange a meeting if needed,” Piña offered gently.


  What parent wouldn’t be moved by such a suggestion? she thought, watching the reaction closely.


  “It might not be possible this time,” Bozes interjected, “but I’d like to meet with some of the prisoners. Would that be allowed? And I’ll need a list of their names as well.”


  Bozes had a personal stake; her close friend had sent her husband off to the battlefield in Ginza and believed him to have died in the conflict. It was incredible to think that he might still be alive. However, she couldn’t openly ask, “Is so-and-so alive?” so she chose her words carefully.


  Secretary Sugawara replied, “On your next visit, we’ll arrange a tour of the prisoner facility. As for the list, we’ll ensure it’s ready for you before your departure.”


  Thus concluded the first secret meeting, one that would never be recorded in history.


  ※※※


  


  Now, when it comes to nationwide broadcasts by NHK that garner low ratings and little public interest but are aired out of a sense of public service, two programs come to mind: election candidate speeches and live broadcasts from the National Diet.


  These days, public interest in National Diet broadcasts is rather overshadowed by the attention-grabbing antics of a self-proclaimed revolutionary known for his bombastic “Fellow voters!” opening line during election speeches.


  There was a time when National Diet broadcasts featuring witness testimony would attract high viewership, but nowadays such broadcasts are limited to static images and audio. Scandals, bureaucratic corruption, and falsification cases often lack the drama they once had, as invited witnesses frequently appear unfazed, knowing that lying during a hearing carries no punishment. This has led to a general decline in interest.


  This particular day’s broadcast was different.


  As soon as a post appeared on a giant online message board about the National Diet broadcast featuring “a beautiful elf from the Special Region,” viewership numbers skyrocketed.


  When Lelei, Tuka, and Rory appeared in the House of Councilors’ Budget Committee chamber, the entire room buzzed with excitement. Although Itami was present, his appearance didn’t draw nearly so much attention.


  In contrast, it was impossible for anyone to miss Lelei, with her short silver hair and a poncho-like robe; Tuka, with her long blond hair and pointed ears; and Rory, the goth girl carrying a large, wrapped bundle. They quickly became the focal point of attention for the members of parliament, the broadcast cameras, and the spectators in the gallery.


  The first to take the floor was Mizuki Kouhara, the leader of a minor opposition party. With a confident stride and a large board in hand, she began her questioning, paying scant attention to how she appeared on camera.


  “I have a direct question for the witness, Itami. Why did approximately one-fourth of the refugees from Coda Village, around 150 civilians, become victims of the Type-A Special Region Beast, commonly known as the dragon?”


  The board in Kouhara’s hand prominently displayed the number of civilian casualties, with “150 Civilian Victims!!!” written in bold text.


  “Youji Itami, the witness,” the chairperson called, prompting Itami to step forward.


  Wearing his uniform neatly for once, Itami found himself possessed of a somewhat dignified, possibly even slightly commanding presence.


  “Well… it’s because the dragon was strong, wasn’t it?” he replied.


  Kouhara was left speechless. She had anticipated a more serious and self-critical response, something along the lines of, “We were lacking in strength,” which she could then build upon to further her questioning. The media had painted Itami, the man known for his defense of Nijubashi, as a serious and conscientious individual. But apparently, that wasn’t quite the case.


  “Aren’t you just shifting the blame for your own shortcomings? We’re talking about the deaths of 150 people!” As she shouted this, Kouhara pounded at the number on the board. “Don’t you feel the slightest bit responsible?”


  “Itami, the witness,” the chairperson called again, prompting Itami to step forward once more.


  “What shortcomings are you referring to? Are you suggesting that I’m responsible for the dragon showing up?”


  “I’m questioning your ability as a commander, the competence of your superiors, the operational policies of the Self-Defense Forces, and the government’s response! I’m not saying the dragon’s appearance is your fault. But as someone who was involved on the scene, how do you feel about the fact that there were casualties?”


  Itami scratched the back of his head. “If we’re talking about competence, I did feel our firearms lacked power. Frankly, they were like pop guns. I thought, We need more powerful weapons. Plasma particle cannons, laser cannons—aren’t those being developed? We’ve already got powered suits, so it would be great to see those deployed soon. The basic research was conducted at national institutions, so I don’t see why they can’t release the patents for national defense purposes rather than limiting them to welfare or caregiving uses. ‘The military is evil’… Where does that idea come from? Don’t they realize how many lives could be saved if the police or fire departments had such equipment? Also, I do regret the loss of so many lives.”


  Itami’s flippant tone drew some awkward smiles from the ruling party members and shouts of “Inappropriate!” from the opposition.


  The Deputy Minister of Defense raised his hand, hiding his internal amusement behind a serious demeanor.


  “May I add a few points from the Ministry’s side?”


  “Yes, go ahead.”


  “Analyzing the sample of the so-called dragon submitted by First Lieutenant Itami, we’ve discovered that its scales possess a strength comparable to tungsten. On the Mohs hardness scale, it’s rated a nine, just below diamond’s ten. Yet, it’s only about one-seventh the weight.”


  In other words, this dragon with such scales was like a flying tank. The suggestion was clear: Expecting to defeat such a creature with zero casualties was simply unreasonable.


  Representative Kouhara sighed, then abruptly cut off her questioning of Itami and shifted her focus to a new target: Lelei. However, seeing that Lelei appeared to be of middle school age, the representative didn’t want to overwhelm her with difficult questions right away. She started with a safe and simple question. “Do you understand Japanese?”


  “Yes, a little,” Lelei replied clearly.


  Kouhara nodded in relief, then asked Lelei to introduce herself. After learning that her name was Lelei La Lalena, she inquired about how Lelei was currently living.


  “I’m living communally in a refugee camp,” Lelei answered.


  “Are you facing any difficulties?”


  “I don’t understand the definition of ‘difficulties.’ Do you mean not being free? That is something natural. Humans are not born free.”


  Caught off guard by the philosophical nature of Lelei’s answer, Kouhara hastily rephrased her question. “Is there anything you’re lacking in your daily life, or anything we could do to accommodate you better?”


  “In terms of clothing, food, shelter, work, and spiritual needs, everything necessary is provided. If I started seeking quality, there would be no end to it.”


  Lelei’s answer left Representative Kouhara somewhat dissatisfied. Perhaps because of this, she asked more directly than she had with Itami, questioning if there were any issues with the Self-Defense Forces’ response that might have led to the deaths of 150 people.


  Lelei’s eyes widened in surprise, and she seemed momentarily stunned before simply replying, “No.”


  Next up was Tuka.


  “I am Tuka Luna Marceau, an elf of the Marceau clan from the Rod Forest Tribe, daughter of Hodrew Ray,” she responded proudly when asked her name.


  Today, Tuka was dressed in a dark navy outfit that resembled a recruit suit—the result of trusting the female staff at a men’s clothing store to pick out something appropriate. Because of this, Tuka, who usually looked like a high schooler, appeared more like a university student in the midst of job hunting.


  “Please excuse my impolite question in advance, but are those ears real?” the representative asked.


  When Lelei translated the question, Tuka looked puzzled. “What kind of question is that?”


  Lelei explained that it seemed to be a question born out of curiosity about the differences in appearance.


  “Yes, they’re my own. Would you like to touch them?” Tuka smiled playfully, then tucked her long hair behind her ear with her slender fingers, making her ear twitch visibly.


  The movement, combined with her bashful smile, made her seem oddly cute, like a small animal. Whether because of this or not, murmurs arose among some representatives, as well as from the audience and the media. Flashes from cameras flickered with almost blinding intensity.


  “No, that’s quite all right,” Representative Kouhara said, declining Tuka’s offer before moving on to ask about life in the refugee camp. After receiving an answer that there were no significant shortages, she asked Tuka the same question she had asked Lelei.


  “Were there any issues with the Self-Defense Forces’ response that might have contributed to the deaths of 150 people?”


  The response she received was from a girl who had closed off her expression like ice and looked down.


  “I don’t really know.” When asked for a reason, she explained, “Because I was unconscious at the time.”


  The last to be called was Rory.


  Today, instead of letting her black veil flow behind her, she had it down in front, covering her face. She looked just like a young noblewoman in mourning attire.


  Of course, since the veil was made of thin gauze, it couldn’t completely hide her face. However, it gave off a unique aura, a mix of youthful innocence and elegance. The delicate line of her chin, unlike that of a young girl, was slender and smooth, almost translucent. Despite her small stature, she exuded the presence of an adult woman. This contrast created an allure that could captivate even those who typically didn’t prefer younger, “loli” figures.


  Interpreting Rory’s black gothic outfit as a kind of mourning dress, Representative Kouhara assumed Rory must have lost a family member or someone close to her. Perhaps, she thought, this questioning could yield useful material for criticizing the government. She decided to approach Rory gently and warmly, as if to sympathize with the grieving girl.


  “May I ask your name?”


  “Rory Mercury.”


  “What kind of life are you living in the refugee camp?”


  “As a disciple serving Emroy, I live according to my faith.”


  “In what way?”


  “It’s quite simple, really. I wake up in the morning and live. I pray. Then, I take life. I pray. At night, I sleep. Since I still have a body of flesh, I do other things as well.”


  “T-Take life?”


  “Yes. For example, eating. Killing living things. Making sacrifices to Emroy… and other things.”


  The fact that the lawmakers didn’t take the word “killing” literally—perhaps because Rory had first mentioned eating—was fortunate for the mental well-being of everyone in the assembly hall.


  After this round of questions, Representative Kouhara asked, “Was there any issue with the Self-Defense Forces’ response in the circumstances that led to the death of your family?”


  Lelei hesitated over how to translate the question. Rory was an apostle; if she had any family, they would have passed away long ago, far removed from the current events.


  The questioning paused for a moment, and the committee chair asked, “Is there a problem?”


  Lelei asked if the question referred to Rory Mercury’s family or the refugees from Coda Village.


  Representative Kouhara, who believed that both were the same, began to suspect that the translation process was being manipulated to hide something inconvenient for the JSDF or the government. With a firmer tone, she repeated her question.


  “Lelei, please ask exactly as I stated: Was there an issue with the Self-Defense Forces’ response in the circumstances that led to the death of Rory’s family?”


  With no other choice, Lelei translated the question as instructed by Representative Kouhara.


  Rory remained silent for a while. Seeing this, Mizuki Kouhara thought, Got her! She felt that she had touched a nerve and expected some kind of emotional reaction.


  However, Rory responded, in Japanese, “Are you an idiot?”


  The chamber fell into a stunned silence.


  “E-Excuse me, what did you just say?” Mizuki Kouhara asked.


  “I asked, are you an idiot, little girl?” Rory replied, again speaking in Japanese without Lelei’s help.


  “‘L-Little girl’… How rude. And what do you mean by ‘idiot’?” Kouhara stammered.


  “Because you’re asking a stupid question,” Rory responded, lifting her veil. Her eyes were full of contempt as she gazed down at the fool. “You’ve been sitting there silently, waiting for an opening to blame Itami and the others for supposedly not doing their best. You should be praising them for surviving against a fire dragon. You say one-fourth of those people died? No, three-fourths of those people were saved. If you can’t understand that, how can you call yourself a senator? If everyone here thinks like that, I pity the soldiers of this country.”


  “Please mind your words, witness,” the committee chair admonished her.


  Rory simply shrugged her shoulders, a confident smile on her face.


  Kouhara fixed her gaze on Rory.


  “Little girl,” she addressed her in the same tone a parent would use to scold a small child, “you might not understand because this is your first time in a setting like this, but you shouldn’t use such impolite language. And you shouldn’t be rude to adults.”


  “‘Little girl’? Are you referring to me?” Rory asked, placing her hand on her chest.


  “Who else could I mean? And, honestly, what a girl you are! You have no respect for your elders.”


  “Well, this is quite a surprise. To think that…”


  At this moment, sensing danger, Itami raised his hand. To the lawmakers, he realized, Rory looked human, and so they thought the usual rules of courtesy would apply. However, to show that she was a being beyond their normal understanding, the most effective way was…


  “Chairman!”


  “Witness Itami, please refrain from speaking until you’re called upon.”


  “Representative Kouhara seems to be under a serious misconception, so I feel compelled to clarify.”


  The tension between Rory and Kouhara was palpable.


  “Witness Itami, you may speak,” the chairman said after a long moment.


  Rory glared at Itami with a twisted smile as she returned to her seat. Her eyes conveyed a clear message: How dare you interfere? You bastard!


  “Uh, Representative Kouhara, and everyone present. We often use age as a way to assert authority over younger people, but sometimes that can come back to bite us.”


  “Witness, please be concise.”


  “Ah, my apologies. To put it bluntly, Rory Mercury here is actually much older than anyone in this room.”


  “Even older than me?” came an irregular remark from the back, spoken by an 87-year-old veteran of the conservative party who had served as a minister.


  “… Yes.”


  The atmosphere in the chamber filled with a sense of disbelief. Everyone clearly thought this was absurd. Shouts suggesting that someone should ask her age echoed through the chamber.


  Rory, still seated, responded with, “It’s impolite to ask a woman her age, you know,” but Kouhara, feeling she had no choice, knew she had to ask.


  “How old are you?”


  “I’m 961 years old,” came Rory’s simple reply.


  The chamber fell silent. “Is she immortal?” someone muttered.


  There were shouts to ask the ages of the other witnesses as well.


  When Tuka answered “A hundred and sixty-five years old,” some male lawmakers shuddered, while several of the female lawmakers gulped. The natural beauty and eternal youth that Tuka exuded, like a snowflake, were exactly what many women desired. The embodiment of those ideals stood before them.


  The questioning then turned to Lelei, driven by a sense of disbelief. When she responded with “Fifteen years old,” a palpable sense of relief washed over the male lawmakers. The equation of beauty with youth held true in their old-fashioned minds, oddly reassuring them.


  Lelei explained that she belonged to a species called “humans” on the other side of the Gate, and that their life expectancy, depending on their living conditions, was around sixty to seventy years. Most inhabitants of that world, she said, were humans.


  This revelation comforted the lawmakers, as it meant the people on the other side of the Gate were essentially the same as humans on this side, but it also left them somewhat disappointed.


  Tuka, on the other hand, was an elf with eternal youth, belonging to the rare fairy species. There was a theory that her lifespan far exceeded that of ordinary elves, potentially making her nearly immortal.


  Rory, too, was no human but a demigod, a deity with a physical body. She was indeed ageless, but in her case, she had once been human, and her appearance was fixed at the age when she ascended to become a demigod. Typically, after about a thousand years, she would shed her physical body, become a spiritual apostle, and eventually a true deity. Therefore, the concept of lifespan did not apply to her.


  Mizuki Kouhara groaned to herself. Given her earlier remarks, it was now her obligation to show respect to her elders. However, the same mouth that often criticized the government for lacking respect and compassion toward the elderly was now at a loss for words.


  In moments like these, politicians tend to forget such things. Such is the political mentality. Inconvenient truths are forgotten, ignored, or twisted. Without the ability to argue that white is black with a straight face and the thick skin to do so without hesitation, one cannot survive in politics, whether in the ruling or opposition parties.


  “I will end my questioning,” Kouhara said.


  There was a lingering sense of incompleteness, as if the session hadn’t really wrapped up, but if the questioner says it’s over, then it’s over. Mizuki Kouhara, without having used most of the materials she had prepared, tucked the board under her arm and returned to her seat.


  Several more lawmakers from both the ruling and opposition parties took their turn to ask questions. However, from that point on, the questions were mainly about life on the other side of the Gate and the cultures of each individual, and nothing was said that might offend Rory or Tuka.


  In short, the defeat of the fire dragon was something to be praised, not criticized. The Self-Defense Forces had performed quite well, and the witnesses had no complaints. That was the general consensus.


  Finally, Representative Higure stood up. Pointing specifically at Rory, he asked, “I’d like to ask you, someone, who has lived for 900 years and is worshiped as a living god. We value freedom, but we also believe that it may need to be restricted to protect those who are unjustly disparaged by excessive freedom. For example, in certain content areas of stories or works of art depicting young women… What do you think should be done?”


  It seemed that he either wanted to understand the values of another world or was trying to gauge her level of maturity based on her response.


  “Even after living for many years, there are questions that simply have no answer,” Rory responded. “The fact that no answer can be found is itself the answer. But if I were to give an answer, I would say this: Understand that the attitude of abolishing certain forms of culture, art, or expression because they are incomprehensible, disagreeable, or offensive to you—or to prevent harm to someone’s rights—will ultimately lead to discrimination. Even if you justify dividing culture into ‘wholesome’ and ‘degenerate’ under the pretense of ‘morality’ or ‘humanity,’ attempting to suppress and eliminate one side will always raise the question of where to draw the line. You might think you’ve drawn a line in the middle today, but by tomorrow, after one side has been eliminated, that line will be at the edge. Then you’ll want to draw another line in the middle, and that line, too, will eventually be pushed to the edge. This will eventually lead to a mindset that suppresses the human spirit. An obsession with extreme cleanliness or health will inevitably turn into a harmful extreme.”


  ※※※


  


  Meanwhile, by the time Itami and the others had finished their testimony at the Diet, a minibus was on its way to pick them up. The vehicles sent from the Information Headquarters were tightly guarded at the front and rear, but since it was evening in the capital, the roads were congested, and they couldn’t completely prevent other cars from cutting in.


  The minibus stopped at a traffic light, then started moving again. Cars around it either overtook the minibus or merged behind it. One such car was particularly slow, causing the vehicle carrying Komakado and his team, who were tasked with guarding the minibus, to gradually fall behind.


  “Hmm, something’s off,” Komakado muttered. The driver grumbled, growing irritated.


  “Damn it, if you’re going to be slow, don’t cut in.”


  The driver signaled to overtake the car in front, but the car in the passing lane was moving unusually slowly, making it difficult to change lanes.


  As they struggled, the light ahead turned red, and the minibus pulled away.


  Watching the minibus gradually disappear from view, Komakado picked up his microphone and murmured, “To all units from the command vehicle: The enemy has made their move… Stay alert.”


   

  Chapter 17


  

  The Marunouchi Line subway slid into Kokkai-gijidō-mae Station. Given the location, it was the time when people who seemed to be government officials were starting to head home. Among them, there didn’t appear to be anyone who had watched the Diet session, as they only gave Lelei, Tuka, and Rory—who stood out due to their striking appearances—a casual glance without staring.


  In fact, it was Itami who drew the more uncomfortable looks. He was now dressed in a gray suit and coat, having removed his JSDF uniform as instructed by Komakado’s subordinate, who had also advised him to take the subway. Dressed like this, he looked like a down-and-out office worker. When such an unimpressive man has three stunning women clinging to him—one with golden hair, one with silver, and one with black—you couldn’t blame people for staring at him and wondering, Who the heck is this guy?


  The contrast was so stark that it was impossible to pass them off as “daughters” or “relatives.” Nor could Itami, who was more or less entirely devoid of charm, pull off the vibe of saying, “They’re my girlfriends. Aren’t you jealous?” in a way that would make anyone envious.


  A well-meaning observer might think, in the worst case, that Itami was “Random Minion #3”, a low-ranking thug in a human trafficking ring that had lured or coerced foreign women into captivity. A slightly better guess might be that he was “Random Staff Member #3” for a shady talent agency, tasked with guiding foreign entertainers on a sightseeing tour in Japan. Either way, the air of suspicion was undeniable. And the fact that he looked no higher than third on any given totem pole was perhaps the most telling detail.


  In hindsight, Itami realized it might have been better to have made a small tourist agency flag. Waving it and saying, “This way, please,” might have made people think he was just a tour guide for some sketchy travel agency that advertised luxury inns, picturesque landscapes, and gourmet meals with a tiny “Promotional image only” disclaimer in the corner.


  As the train arrived and the doors opened, Itami quickly boarded the designated lead car, trying to escape the stares of onlookers. Lelei and Tuka followed, curiously looking around the train as they stepped inside. Rory, for once, had a slightly strained expression on her face.


  Waiting inside the train were Piña and Bozes, who looked anxious as well. Tomita and Kuribayashi were escorting them.


  “Hey,” Itami greeted, raising his hand.


  Tomita gave a nod, then spoke. “I thought we’d be moving by bus from the hotel, but then we were suddenly told to go to Yotsuya Station and take the subway. It was a surprise, and we were in a rush.”


  “Well, it seems like you made it without any issues, so it’s all good, right?”


  Itami glanced at Bozes, who was clinging to Tomita’s arm. Everyone around them noticed that Tomita had a soft spot for Bozes, so the general sentiment was, “Yeah, yeah, congratulations.” It was almost annoying to watch.


  Dressed in leather pants and a jacket, Tomita cut a tall, wild figure that perfectly complemented the luxurious appearance of Bozes, who was adorned in gold-trimmed attire. In short, they made a great-looking pair, but Bozes’ expression betrayed her anxiety, showing no trace of any sweet or romantic atmosphere. This was likely the only consolation for the other men who were without partners.


  Piña, though not as visibly distressed as Bozes, stood awkwardly near Kuribayashi, neither too close nor too far. Itami even thought that if there were a sudden loud noise or if the lights went out, Piña might scream and cling to Kuribayashi.


  He was tempted to shout “Boo!” just to see their reactions, but he refrained, knowing it would likely earn him a scolding.


  “Ever since the Marunouchi Line went underground, they’ve been getting scared, wondering what would happen if they were taken into a ‘catacorubae’ or something. I’ve been trying to reassure them that everything’s fine, but they keep worrying—what if the ceiling collapses, or the lights go out, or are we being taken deep into the earth?” Tomita explained.


  Around Yotsuya, the Marunouchi Line runs aboveground, so it was a shock for them when the train suddenly went underground. The residents of Yotsuya were used to it, but for Piña and the others, experiencing it for the first time, it was a world-shattering event. Even though the train was brightly lit inside, it was pitch-black outside the windows in the underground tunnels.


  “A ‘catacorubae’… Is that like a haunted house?” Itami asked. “I’ll note that down in my vocabulary list. Anyway, I guess the sound of the subway might be unsettling if you’re not used to it, and being scared is understandable. Well, it’s a good thing we’re riding now; I heard that the Marunouchi Line used to lose power mid-ride, plunging the cars into total darkness.”


  As they were chatting, the departure chime sounded, followed by the closing of the doors.


  Rory flinched and reached out to cling to Itami with a trembling hand.


  “What’s wrong?” Itami asked. He wondered if Rory was feeling the same anxiety as Piña and the others. However, her fear seemed to be of a different nature.


  “The ground below belongs to Hardy,” Rory whispered.


  “Who’s that? A friend of yours?”


  “That creep is bad news. If she finds out I’m down here, she might force me into marriage. The last time we met, about two hundred years ago, she was relentless. She kept coming on to me, again and again and again and again…”


  As she spoke, Rory wrapped one arm tightly around Itami’s and held on for dear life. Her other arm, as usual, held the halberd wrapped in canvas. Though Itami didn’t fully understand who or what Hardy was, it seemed Rory despised this god (or was this some devil, considering the association with a land below ground?) with a fiery passion.


  “So… why are you holding onto me like that?” Itami asked.


  “You’re my Hardy repellent. She can’t stand the sight of men, so if I stay close to you, maybe I’ll be left alone,” Rory explained.


  At that moment, Itami strongly wished to correct her. The situation seemed like the perfect setup for the classic line, “D-Don’t get the wrong idea! This is just for protection, nothing more!” which felt like the most appropriate response.


  Itami knew it was unreasonable to expect the residents of the other world to adhere to the “common sense” of this side of the Gate, but as an otaku, he couldn’t help but want to hear Rory deliver one of those classic lines. He quietly resolved that this might be an area where some “education” was needed.


  At the next station, Kasumigaseki, Komakado boarded, raising a hand in greeting. “Yo!”


  “How’d it go?” Itami asked.


  “They fell for it completely,” Komakado replied with a grin. “When they knew we changed locations from Ichigaya-en to Retro Pacifica but didn’t realize we switched to the subway, it narrowed down the suspects for the information leak to two people. We’re currently trailing the group that surfaced. Their identities should be revealed soon.”


  Itami understood that by “trailing,” he meant they were now following the pursuers to identify who they were and where they came from.


  “What do you plan to do with those two?” he asked.


  “We’ll leave them be,” Komakado replied.


  “You’re not going to apprehend them?”


  “No need. As long as we know where the leak is, we’re good. Besides, the enemy will likely cut them loose once they realize they were fed false information. They’re probably either involved with some ideological opposition or just caught in a honey trap. If we dealt with every one we came across, there’d be no end to it. Of course, we’ll monitor them.”


  “A honey trap, huh…”


  “Delicious if you know it’s a trap going in. You just tell your superiors that you’re being targeted, and they’ll feed you some information that’s okay to leak. You get to enjoy the money and women while giving them fake intel. Even if the enemy threatens to expose you, you just laugh it off and say something like, ‘Yeah, we knew all along.’ Only problem is, some people can’t handle it.”


  Well, it’s precisely because such people can’t handle it that they become targets, Itami thought. Ultimately, it’s a matter of education. Japan traditionally lacks a strong counterintelligence culture, and combined with the tendency to view strong national defense efforts as somehow immoral, it’s a difficult situation.


  Komakado grinned crudely. “I wish some country would sent a honey trap my way. I guess that’s something you don’t have to worry about, Itami-san.”


  “Oh?” Itami questioned.


  “Look around.” Komakado glanced at Rory, who was firmly clinging to Itami’s left arm, then at Lelei standing to Itami’s right. Tuka, standing diagonally behind them, had reverted to her American high-school-girl look with jeans and a sweater.


  Komakado hadn’t watched the Diet session, so he was unaware of Rory and Tuka’s true ages.


  “No country would train operatives in that age range… Although…”


  “If the enemy started training loli operatives, that would be a serious threat to our country…” Komakado murmured to himself. “Wait, wait, wait. Maybe we should start investigating those rumored young call girl rings from that angle…”


  “What’s this about a call girl ring?” Itami asked.


  “Well, you see…” Komakado began, lowering his voice as he glanced around to ensure the women couldn’t hear.


  These types of rings cater exclusively to high-ranking bureaucrats or executives of top-tier companies, those who are highly sensitive to scandals. The girls sent to them are all top-notch, dressed in branded dresses, suits, or even kimonos. They have no issues checking into ultra-luxury hotels, looking like they’re just on a family outing. If that organization were a foreign intelligence agency, they could secretly film the target engaging in indecent acts with the young girl and later threaten to release the footage to the media. Nowadays, they could even upload it to video-sharing sites.


  If the target were with an adult woman, they might be able to argue it was a consensual relationship, but when the other party is an obviously young girl, even if the target knows it’s a honey trap, there’s no way out. All that remains is ruin. That’s why the person being blackmailed can’t possibly refuse.


  “How on earth could they use such young girls?” Itami asked, incredulous.


  “Anything goes, under a dictatorship,” Komakado replied.


  Girls are selected, sometimes abducted, and then subjected to brainwashing and training before being sent out. Under the right education, people can be molded into anything. It’s incredibly easy in a country that doesn’t recognize human rights, whether it’s strapping a bomb to them for a suicide mission or turning them into child soldiers who don’t hesitate to kill. History is full of accounts of young girls who could bring down entire nations, like the Four Great Beauties of Chinese legend.


  Realizing this while looking at Itami, Komakado pulled out his cell phone and began typing a message to a contact in law enforcement. Though the subway had no signal at that moment, he could draft the message and send it later.


  “After this, we’re moving up the schedule and heading to Hakone,” Komakado told Itami while continuing to type on his phone. But Rory interrupted, her face flushed with beads of sweat, her expression one of desperation.


  “I want to get out of here right now,” Rory pleaded.


  “What’s wrong? Are you feeling motion sick?” Itami asked.


  “I just can’t shake this uneasy feeling. I can’t relax.”


  “Our transfer isn’t until the station after next. Can’t you hold on a bit longer?”


  At that moment, Rory’s nails dug into Itami’s upper arm. Her intense, almost begging gaze pierced him. She was clearly in distress.


  They had just arrived at Ginza Station, and the doors opened. Despite the force with which Rory’s nails were gripping his arm, Itami felt no pain. Puzzled by this strange sensation, he gently placed his hand over Rory’s before looking at Komakado.


  Komakado seemed unsure of what was happening. He glanced around and exchanged looks with Lelei; although her face betrayed no expression, she gave a small nod of approval. Tuka gave a shrug of resignation, but also indicated her consent. Since Tomita and Kuribayashi were Itami’s subordinates, it was only natural for them to follow his lead. Piña and Bozes, not exactly enjoying their subway ride, weren’t likely to object either.


  The subway was starting to get crowded with people heading home or out shopping. Just as the flow of passengers getting off ended and those boarding were about to enter the car, Itami spoke up.


  “Okay, Komakado-san, we’re getting off here.”


  “We’re getting off!” the group echoed cheerfully. Looking like nothing more than a large family of tourists, they noisily made their way onto the platform. Their movement counter to the flow of people trying to board earned them annoyed looks from the passengers. However, when they noticed that Piña and Bozes were foreigners, the onlookers gave up. The Japanese tendency to “read the atmosphere” is mainly directed at those within the same cultural context. When faced with obvious differences in race and culture, this expectation is often replaced with a resigned tolerance.


  “Wait a minute! We have procedures to follow here!” Komakado protested as he pushed through the crowd to follow them. Unlike the others, he was Japanese, and thus faced the full force of the unspoken expectation to “read the atmosphere.” The flow of people pushed back against him, but he managed to swim through the crowd and get off the train just in time.


  “It’s no big deal. It’s only a short walk to Tokyo Station,” Itami tried to reassure him.


  As they passed through the ticket gates and exited the station, an announcement echoed through the subway, informing them that the Marunouchi Line train they had just left had come to a halt between Ginza and Tokyo Station due to a catenary accident.


  Once they emerged from the subway into the streets of Ginza at night, Rory seemed to finally relax, stretching her arms high above her head. Even though the air was polluted, it was clear that she felt much more at ease above ground than she did in the subterranean environment. It was apparent that she wanted to stay as far away from Hardy as possible. Piña and Bozes were also visibly relieved, perhaps reassured that they hadn’t been dragged down into the depths of the earth.


  The group took in the sight of nighttime Ginza, marveling at the dazzling landscape, which looked quite different from how it did during the day. The Christmas illuminations were especially bright and vibrant, adding a festive touch to the scene.


  Kuribayashi and Tomita, however, were deeply concerned that the train they had just been on had stopped due to a catenary accident. They kept a watchful eye on their surroundings, scanning for any signs of danger.


  “What do you think the enemy’s objective is?” Itami asked.


  Komakado narrowed his eyes, contemplating the situation.


  “They’re trying to intimidate us,” he finally said. “It feels like they’re also trying to gauge our capabilities—a form of reconnaissance in force.”


  The menacing pursuit of the minibus that supposedly carried the distinguished guests from the other world, and the staged catenary accident that temporarily stopped the subway train—neither was intended to cause direct harm, but both were more than sufficient to raise alarms on this side of the Gate.


  The aim was to make it clear they were being targeted and to instill fear. In other words, it was an act of demonstration, warning, “We can reach you anytime we want. Remember that.”


  Fortunately, none of these attempts had succeeded. The minibus pursuit was thwarted by Komakado’s strategy, and the subway stop was avoided thanks to Rory.


  “The enemy must be getting nervous after two failed attempts. If they miss again, it’ll be three strikes, so the next move is likely to be more direct and straightforward,” Komakado speculated.


  With so few people knowing about the switch to the subway, Komakado was trying to figure out how the information had leaked. As they walked, he grew more and more uneasy, throwing frequent glances around for tailers.


  “A straightforward move? Like what?” Itami asked.


  “For example…” Komakado began, but before he could finish, Rory was attacked. A thug who emerged from the crowd tried to snatch the large canvas-wrapped bundle Rory was carrying.


  “Snatching the bag and luring us into a trap is a classic move, but what’s this guy thinking?” Komakado remarked.


  The thug found himself pinned beneath Rory’s bundle, completely immobilized. Knowing what was inside, Itami and the others couldn’t help but feel sorry for the man, while Komakado, unaware of the bundle’s true weight, was puzzled as to why the bag of a small girl had knocked a grown man to the ground.


  Komakado reached out to lift the bundle off the thug, but the moment he tried to pick it up, a sound like a tree branch snapping came from his lower back.


  “Ugh!!!”


  It was an acute lumbar sprain, commonly known as a pulled back. Komakado was lucky, as it might have caused a herniated disc. Overcome by the searing pain in his lower back, Komakado collapsed to his knees, clutching his waist as he fell to the ground.


  “How heavy is this thing? It’s like lifting a barbell,” he groaned, sweating profusely as he lay on the pavement.


  By now, a crowd of onlookers had gathered around them, and the distant wail of sirens from ambulances and police cars could be heard. Some in the crowd recognized Rory, Tuka, and Lelei from the Diet broadcast and began taking pictures with their phones. With so much attention on them, it was impossible for any covert attack to be carried out.


  Thus, the third assault from the unseen enemy was thwarted by Komakado’s self-sacrificial effort.


  ※※※


  


  The phone service was cut off due to unpaid bills.


  The gas was shut off.


  There was a notice about the overdue water bill, and it was getting serious.


  Pension, health insurance premiums? Those had been overdue for a long time.


  If the computer stopped working, it would be over, so she somehow managed to pay the electricity bill, the internet fiber-optic fee, and the provider’s charge. But as a result, her meals had become utterly impoverished.


  At the 99-yen store, she bought cereal and soy milk, which would cover breakfast and lunch—208 yen. She also bought some side dishes and rice—208 yen. That was dinner.


  Thank goodness for the 99-yen store, she thought. How blessed this country is.


  All of her meals since yesterday had been cereal and soy milk. Occasionally, to mix things up, she had instant noodles, bread, or vegetable juice. Not much variety, but it meant she could get by on 312 yen a day. If nothing else, she was determined to survive.


  Just hold on until the winter doujinshi sales event, she told herself as she gripped the pen tablet. Only ten more pages to go.


  She knew that if she could make it to X-Day, a decent amount of money would come in. She would be able to pay off her debts and overdue utility bills, and even have some left over to celebrate New Year’s. She couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to eat warm food again.


  “That thought has kept me going, but it’s really getting bad now,” she muttered. “I’m even dreaming about cereal. In the end, people care more about today’s hundred yen than tomorrow’s ten thousand yen. But what’s the point of realizing such truths about life in a place like this?”


  Fearing the electricity bill, she unplugged the empty refrigerator and turned off all the lights except for the bare minimum. Heating? What’s that? Just put on more clothes. The air coming from the slits in the computer was warm enough.


  The light from the computer’s LCD screen was now the only illumination in the room.


  She sent an email to her circle of friends: Can someone lend me money? But they were all in the same boat, either busy scrambling to meet the print deadline or struggling with their own financial problems.


  There was no way she could rely on her parents, who were already in a state of utter disbelief about her situation. She found herself wondering, not for the first time that week, if she should just go stand on a street corner at night.


  Then, she caught a glimpse of herself reflected in the window.


  Her skin, neglected for who knows how long. Her tangled, messy hair. Her glasses as thick as the bottom of a milk bottle. The dark circles under her eyes. Her ghostly figure, illuminated by the display’s light against the dark room backdrop. Her skinny, unhealthy limbs, weakened muscles, sagging belly… Her body had all sorts of issues.


  A deep sigh escaped her.


  “There’s no way any guy would pay to sleep with a woman like me at twenty-nine.”


  Just then, her computer dinged with a reply email from a friend.


  “Why did you break up with Youji? At least you had guaranteed food, shelter, and clothing. You really messed up.”


  “You don’t have to tell me. I know I was an idiot. But still, I couldn’t do it… As a human being, it just felt wrong,” she whispered to herself.


  She had married her senior because her parents kept nagging her to get married soon. At that time, she was in a similar mess, worried every day about her unstable income, and her senior’s status as a “national civil servant” looked incredibly attractive. They’d known each other since junior high, and she was well aware of his personality and his family situation. Christmas was approaching, and somehow, at age twenty-five, she had lost her way.


  Hungry, she asked him to buy her dinner.


  “Sure, why not?” he said, and took her to a nearby izakaya, treating her to yakitori.


  She felt the power of a stable income so strongly then. She would remember the taste of that negima and bonjiri for the rest of her life.


  “Will you take care of me? In return, I’ll marry you,” she drunkenly pleaded, knowing full well that her senior wouldn’t refuse.


  His answer wasn’t the immediate response she had expected. Instead, he looked at her for a moment—a silence that made her anxious—and then finally said, “All right.”


  Perhaps he realized what she didn’t: a marriage in which one person expected to be “taken care of” in exchange for marriage could never work out.


  He knew that, yet still agreed. That was the kind of person he was.


  Now, she typed an email asking for his help.


  Society might think it strange to ask an ex-husband for such a favor, but they hadn’t separated out of hatred. She had simply underestimated what marriage entailed. It was she who had asked him to stamp the divorce papers, admitting that the marriage was a mistake. Relying on him now made her feel like something was deeply wrong with her… But…


  Sitting in the glow of the screen, she agonized over whether to send the email, torn between desperation and pride.


  No food, no gas, and no money for water.


  It was like deciding whether to press the launch button for a nuclear missile.


  “I’m such a selfish woman,” she muttered.


  When was the last time she’d eaten anything? Yesterday? The day before?


  As the hunger pangs turned into pain, she fought through the drowsiness and fatigue weighing down her head and the stiffness in her neck and shoulders. She clenched her fists, trying to pump herself up, and whispered, “Just one more page.”


  The clock in the bottom right corner of her 27-inch wide TFT LCD monitor showed 11:35 PM.


  At that moment…


  She sensed someone opening the door to her room.


  A key slid into the lock, turning with a light click. The door creaked open, letting in the cold winter air.


  “You still up, Risa?” a warm voice asked. “Why’s it so dark in here? I thought you’d be asleep by now. And aren’t you cold? You should at least turn on the heater.”


  It was Youji Itami, her senior.


  “S-Senpai,” she tried to call. But the word that came out of her mouth was “Food.”


  How pathetic…


  ※※※


  


  For Risa, it was a shocking and earth-shattering event.


  S-Senpai brought a woman with him? Risa thought, incredulous. He shows up in the middle of the night with some women, saying, “Hey, sorry, but can you shelter us until morning? I’m exhausted.” This is not the Itami she knew.


  While Risa stood there in a daze, Itami said, “Ah, come on in,” and invited the women who were outside the door into the room.


  Looking closely, they were all foreigners. The real problem was that every one of them was exactly the type that resonated with Risa’s tastes.


  Whaaaaat?! A gothloli, a blonde elf, a silver-haired girl, a beautiful red-haired woman who looks like a princess, a refined lady with ringlet curls, and… well, I don’t really care about the short girl with the big breasts… Is there some international cosplay event going on?


  Risa knew all the event schedules by heart, but there wasn’t supposed to be anything like that until this year's winter doujinshi sales event.


  Without taking his eyes from the window, Itami apologized for the late-night visit and explained the situation.


  On impulse, Risa tried to hug Rory, exclaiming, “You’re so cute!” But Rory swiftly dodged, leaving Risa to dramatically slide face-first onto the floor.


  “The truth is, the hotel we were staying at caught fire… and, well, we got burned out,” Itami explained.


  “A fire?” Risa repeated, shocked. She hurriedly connected her computer to the internet and searched for news.


  Sure enough, there was an article about a fire at Ichigaya Inn. The cause was speculated to be arson. Below that, there was an article about the Marunouchi Line catenary accident.


  Then, something caught Risa’s eye: an article with photos of the summoned witnesses at the Diet hearing. She was particularly interested in the images of the girls from the other world.


  “Hm…” Risa murmured to herself.


  As she clicked on the article, she saw that Rory Mercury’s “Are you stupid?” remark had been prominently highlighted. The sports newspaper described the group as “a team of beautiful girls” (What???), hailing from another world, who shattered our conventional ideas of thousand-year-old people looking old and decrepit.


  There were also photos of the beautiful elf and the silver-haired girl. On video-sharing sites, clips of the witness hearing had been uploaded, and the comments and view counts were off the charts.


  Risa looked at the Gothic Lolita girl in the video, then back at the Gothic Lolita girl who stood in her living room.


  A jet-black, frilly Gothic Lolita outfit. Black hair covered by a thin, black veil. And, most notably, the large bundle wrapped in canvas that towered over her. Her face, which was somehow both youthful and mature, with a sharp, adult-like beauty, was something that couldn’t possibly appear again in this world.


  Conclusion: same person.


  Risa then looked at the elf woman in the video and compared her with the blonde elf currently in her apartment.


  Her hair was like spun gold, flowing down to her waist. Her long, tapered ears extended back halfway through the gaps in her hair, forming a beautiful curve. Her aquamarine eyes were amazing. While her outfit had changed from the recruit suit she wore at the Diet to a form-fitting pair of stretch jeans that highlighted the curves of her slim legs and an oversized sweater, her physical features were unmistakable.


  Conclusion: same person.


  Next, Risa looked at the silver-haired girl in the video and compared her to the silver-haired girl in front of her.


  Her hair, depending on the light, could be described as either white or silver, cut short. Her skin was as pale as a Hakata doll’s. Her small body was wrapped in a thick robe, similar to a Central American poncho, which only made her slender neck and shoulders stand out even more. Though her expression was blank, it didn’t have the lifeless, eerie quality of a Noh mask; rather, she radiated the sense of being a real, living person. Her expression could best be described as “unexpressive.”


  Conclusion: same person.


  Risa finally clapped her hands in realization.


  “So, these girls aren’t cosplayers… They’re the real deal. Fufufufufufu,” she chuckled to herself, an unsettling sound coming from the woman with thick-bottomed glasses.


  “W-Who is this?” Tuka asked, speaking for the whole group.


  Whether it was the sight of Risa, whose appearance seemed to abandon all notions of femininity, the cardboard boxes scattered everywhere, the towering piles of thin books, or the room filled with rows of eerily lifelike dolls… everything about it was bizarre.


  Rory clung to Itami, not even trying to hide her fear. “Hardy’s here too,” she whispered, on the verge of tears.


  “This is my ex,” Itami announced.


  “Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!” Risa exclaimed.


  Kuribayashi, the short girl with large breasts, voiced what everyone else in the room was thinking.


  “Second Lieutenant… You were married? Or rather, the fact that there was someone willing to marry a guy like you is what’s truly surprising!!! But now that I see her, I can totally see how you two fit together.”


  For the first time in days, light filled Risa’s room. The heat pump was back to life after its long vacation, filling the room with warm air. Thanks to the emergency funds she’d received from Itami, Risa could finally afford to be generous with her resources.


  Even so, everyone quickly found a spot to settle in and fell asleep, practically piled on top of each other. On the other side of the Gate, camping out and sleeping together in a heap was normal, and the two princesses were used to military life, so they didn’t mind it at all. Besides, Risa had a variety of blankets, including ones that featured characters from anpan3 -themed children’s manga, so it wasn’t a bad environment after all.


  Lelei had claimed a spot next to Itami, as she seemed to have grown attached to him lately. Tuka lay on Itami’s other side, while Rory sprawled with her head facing him, forming a protective circle. As for Bozes and Piña, they were on the other side of Tomita.


  “Hmm. I understand the situation, but are you really going to drag me into something this dangerous?” Risa muttered between mouthfuls of the convenience-store bento Itami had bought her. She glared at her computer monitor. Every now and then, she would grab her pen tablet and start drawing something, so it was clear she was in the middle of checking her manuscript. She seemed determined to pull an all-nighter to finish it.


  “She’s right, Captain,” Tomita added, wide awake and keeping vigil on the window. “Even if she’s your ex-wife, I don’t think it’s a good idea to involve a civilian woman in this.” And was it really okay to just leave Komakado-san behind?”


  As soon as the fire alarm went off at the hotel, Itami had left Komakado, who was groaning on the floor with a sore back, and made his exit. Even though Komakado had his subordinates with him, it was an extremely heartless thing to do.


  “But, you know, with everything that’s happened so far, isn’t Komakado-san himself starting to seem suspicious?” Itami remarked.


  “You think Komakado-san is the one leaking information?”


  “No, I wouldn’t go that far. But I can’t help thinking that information might be leaking from somewhere connected to him.”


  “Maybe we were being followed.”


  “That’s possible, but it’s hard to say. If something happens to us after leaving Komakado-san behind, then being followed is the likely explanation. If nothing happens, then it suggests the cause might be on Komakado-san’s side.”


  “I really hope nothing happens here…” Risa muttered.


  Ignoring her words, Itami casually pulled the blanket over himself.


  “All right, let’s get some sleep.”


  Then he noticed… Lelei’s arm was wrapped around his waist.


  What should I do? Itami wondered.


  Embarrassed as he felt, making a fuss and drawing everyone’s attention would be worse. It could easily lead to misunderstandings. As long as it stayed under the blanket, no one would notice.


  “What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Tomita asked.


  “If nothing happens, we’ll enjoy our time off. I’m not letting anything ruin this chance to relax. Shopping, and then a long soak in the hot springs to unwind,” Itami replied.


  “But isn’t there a chance that our lodging could be compromised?”


  “We’re not going to the place we reserved. We’ll just find somewhere on the fly.”


  “Can we really just walk into some place and get a room at this time of year?”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out. Just make sure to wake me up at four in the morning.”


  Itami and Tomita resolved to take turns staying awake to keep watch.


  It was 1:20 AM, and Tomita was scheduled to rest from 4:00 AM to 8:00 AM.


  As soon as Itami closed his eyes, he drifted off to sleep.


  “By the way, Risa-san… You’re Itami’s wife, right?” Tomita asked.


  “Was his wife,” Risa corrected, still glaring at her computer. “Now, we’re… friends, I guess.”


  “Is it possible to go back to being friends after a divorce?”


  “I can’t speak for others, but in our case, things have worked out for us better after we divorced. When we were married, I just couldn’t keep doing the whole wife thing.”


  Tomita looked around the room, taking in the piles of doujinshi and the rows of ball-jointed dolls.


  “Well, I suppose that makes sense…”


  Agreeing outright would feel like he was insulting her right to her face, but denying it would be dishonest, so he chose the most noncommittal response he could think of.


  Tomita reached out and picked up one of the books from the pile. As he flipped through the pages, he froze.


  “Oh, you probably shouldn’t have done that. It might be a bit much for a guy… Too late?” Risa added with a slight smirk.


  Tomita had the expression of someone who had just stepped on a landmine as he stared at the explicit BL4 manga covering the pages. Handling it as carefully as if it were a defused bomb, he gently closed the cover and placed it back on top of the pile.


   

  Chapter 18


  

  Just after 4 AM in the winter is still decidedly nighttime.


  The printer was quietly but busily working on producing the completed manuscript. The owner of the room, having finished her work, had fallen asleep in front of the screen, the tension finally released.


  Itami gently draped a blanket with a lyrical character pattern over Risa’s back, then turned his gaze toward the window. However, he quickly remembered that looking from a lit room into the darkness made it difficult to see, and if someone were watching them, they’d be clearly visible from outside. So, he turned off the lights in the room and resumed observing the outside of the apartment.


  From what he could see, there were no signs of watchers outside. Occasionally, he could hear the sound of a newspaper delivery scooter, its four-stroke engine humming lightly as it made its rounds. He could hear a drunk person stumbling out of a taxi and taking a while to pay, and even the unexpected noise of someone riding a skateboard—sounds of life in a residential Tokyo neighborhood just before dawn.


  ※※※


  


  At the prime minister’s residence…


  “I’m sorry to disturb you while you’re resting, Mr. Prime Minister.”


  “What is it?”


  Prime Minister Motoi Shinzou lay in bed, holding his cellphone to his ear.


  “It seems that the guests from the Special Region have gone missing.”


  “When did this happen?”


  “Around 11 PM last night. There was a fire at the Ichigaya Inn where they were staying…”


  The prime minister glanced at the clock by his bedside, which read 5:20 AM.


  “Why was the first report delayed?”


  “Well, I wanted to wait until we had a better grasp of the situation.”


  “And what is the situation as you understand it?”


  “It seems that the fire at Ichigaya Inn was caused by arson.”


  “Who started the fire?”


  “We don’t know yet, but we suspect—”


  “I don’t need suspicions. What’s being done on the ground?”


  “The person in charge has been hospitalized.”


  “Were they injured? Does that mean they engaged with hostile forces?”


  “We don’t know yet.”


  “Damn. Are the guests safe?”


  “They… They’re currently being searched for.”


  “Are you an idiot?”


  “I apologize. But the relevant departments are working diligently to—”


  “No, what I meant to say was, ‘You are an idiot.’”


  “E-Excuse me?”


  Motoi clicked his tongue in frustration and hung up.


  When he became prime minister, he had fully prepared himself for the responsibility of crisis management, knowing that emergencies could strike at any time and in any place. However, he was utterly dismayed by the incompetence of the staff who were supposed to be his hands and feet.


  These career bureaucrats were supposed to be the elite of the elite. Individually, they were highly capable, and their ability to manage an organization was internationally recognized. When they became aware of a problem, they could research it, devise countermeasures, and take appropriate action. But when faced with an unexpected event that required immediate judgment and decisive action, they often turned into obstinate and incompetent individuals, making the prime minister want to ask, “Why? How come?” for hours on end.


  Moreover, they were surprisingly ineffective at their jobs. Bureaucratic paperwork is synonymous with government work, yet it was only recently revealed that they couldn’t even manage to properly maintain pension records. Such incompetence might have been manageable in a peaceful and relatively stable world, where time was not of the essence. However, this was a state of emergency, and the political environment surrounding Japan had never been more thorny.


  Although the situation in the Special Region was favorable, on this side of the Gate, the United States, China, Russia, the EU, and even India, the Middle East, and various South American countries were constantly requesting to discuss issues related to the Gate. And this is where things were getting complicated.


  The US, from the outset, had assumed it was entitled to a share. It was a bit like crashing a party uninvited and not only refusing to wait for the host to serve the guests but also bringing one’s own large plate and demanding to help themselves to whatever they want. The audacity was astounding. They were behaving themselves for the moment, but only because the “meal” wasn’t ready yet.


  Leaders from EU countries had been increasingly vocal about ensuring Japan didn’t monopolize the Special Region’s resources. Meanwhile, Russia, China, and parts of the Middle East and South America—essentially resource-exporting nations—were advocating for joint UN management of the Gate.


  These countries feared that Japan, as a technological and economic powerhouse, could wield overwhelming influence by controlling what seemed to be an inexhaustible supply of resources, thereby diminishing their own power and influence.


  Fortunately, this was not post–World War II Berlin, and the notion of allowing foreign military forces into the capital of a sovereign nation—especially right next to the Imperial Palace—was utterly absurd. The countries in question knew full well that this was an unreasonable demand, so it hadn’t yet become a serious issue requiring immediate attention.


  What really got under the prime minister’s skin was the existence of domestic forces that catered to these pressures from abroad. Members from both the ruling and opposition parties, various NGOs, and even religious groups had started demanding access to the other side of the Gate, permission to conduct investigations, guarantees for activities in the Special Region, and press access. If those weren’t possible, they said, they at least needed to communicate with people from the other side.


  Speaking of which, yesterday’s witness summons—particularly the appearance of Rory, who claimed to be a demigod and, according to her, was over 900 years old—had caused a strong shock across various sectors. Not just newspaper companies, but also weekly magazines, publishers, and even the entertainment industry, New Age groups, and various religious sects from both East and West had been inundating the Japanese government with inquiries. It was almost laughable how many demands for additional information had been received.


  The demands for information disclosure from these various groups would only grow stronger over time. If not carefully managed, these groups could align themselves with foreign entities seeking to exploit the Special Region, turning unreasonable demands into reality.


  International relations are much like a school classroom. The United Nations, the supposed “teacher,” is ineffective and powerless. Unless a tragedy occurs, akin to a suicide note left by a bullied child, the “police” (international intervention) won’t come. Without their intervention, the United Nations might as well not exist. Therefore, like children in a schoolyard, nations need strong allies to form groups to protect themselves from bullying and lawlessness.


  As a response, it was important in this situation to hint to the United States—Japan’s ally—and the EU countries with which Japan had good relations that they could expect a share of the resources. In reality, there wasn’t much information about the Special Region yet, and if things went as expected, Japan might have found it difficult to develop the Special Region on its own. The key was to ensure Japan’s control over the most important aspects. Both the US and Europe would likely be satisfied with that.


  The real problems were Russia and China.


  Russia’s aggressive diplomacy, which involves holding the energy spigot, had caused considerable resentment not only in the EU but also in Eastern Europe. The EU’s strong interest in the Special Region was partly due to its frustration with Russia’s behavior. If the EU could secure a stable supply of energy from the Special Region, it wouldn’t have to continue tolerating Russia’s heavy-handed tactics.


  Naturally, this put Russia in a difficult position, which is why it was so adamantly pushing for UN control over the Gate. For Russia, it would have been better if the Gate didn’t exist at all. This meant that Japan needed to be extremely cautious, as Russia wouldn’t hesitate to shoot down civilian planes or fishing boats. In the worst-case scenario, they might even launch a conventional warhead on an SLBM (submarine-launched ballistic missile) directly at the Gate.


  Dealing with Russia would require consultation with the EU, but the key was to ensure that Russia’s influence in Europe didn’t decline too quickly or too drastically. It would be a delicate balancing act of showing consideration while also making it clear that any aggressive action would not go unpunished.


  China, on the other hand, didn’t necessarily oppose the existence of the Gate. But their situation was more urgent.


  China was both a resource-exporting and resource-importing country. Foolishly, it attempted to provide a prosperous lifestyle to all 1.3 billion of its citizens, an endeavor that had severely disrupted the balance of energy and resource supply and demand. This massive nation suddenly required several dozen times more energy than before, partly because it had become increasingly difficult for the government to maintain control over such a large population. The Chinese government may have needed to pursue this goal to maintain stability, but after years of biased education, the Chinese people’s sense of self had become enormously inflated, rooted in a strong sense of superiority.


  This exaggerated sense of national pride, combined with children who were overly pampered by their parents as a consequence of the one-child policy, led to a China that suffered from enormous ego. It was therefore impossible for its citizens to be satisfied with a modest lifestyle. Naturally, they aspired to the luxurious, pleasure-filled lives of the protagonists they saw in Japanese and American TV dramas, driving luxury cars and enjoying material wealth. They believed that, as members of the great Han Chinese people, they deserved better than to live in worse conditions than the Japanese.


  As a result, 1.3 billion people were dissatisfied and frustrated with domestic inequality. They wondered how, as citizens of a great power and members of the esteemed Han Chinese people, they could still live in poverty. This dissatisfaction festered, seeking an outlet.


  They lacked the ability to control their egos, and their pride—which wasn’t backed by real capability—was easily wounded. Anyone who pointed out the truth or demanded patience became an enemy, while only those who satisfied their self-esteem were seen as righteous.


  In a democratic country like Japan, the people can peacefully remove a government they’re dissatisfied with through elections. However, in a dictatorship, the only way to overthrow the government is through destruction and violence. That’s why they resort to riots. For the leaders of such a country, this is a terrifying prospect. The collapse of the Soviet Union, once thought impossible, was still fresh in memory. This is why dictators and autocrats are so desperate, struggling to appease their citizens’ dissatisfaction and fulfill their ever-growing desires. They whisper sweet promises: “Under the Communist Party’s rule, the future is bright, and everyone will enjoy prosperity. Tomorrow will bring a better life for all, and foreign nations will once again revere China as their suzerain.”


  Japan, however, needed to find a way to engage with this China. It was important to show them that it’s more beneficial to maintain friendly relations than to stir up trouble.


  The bait for this was the Special Region.


  China was in desperate need of resources. To obtain them, they would either try to seize them by force or request them in the name of friendship. For the moment, they were in the stage of expressing concern and envy over Japan’s monopoly on resources. Bowing their heads was a bitter pill to swallow, so they were making “irritating noises” as a form of protest. This would likely become even more blatant over time.


  In a sense, this was a critical moment.


  When someone else has something you want, if you try to take it by force and fail, you can’t expect to get it later by politely asking, “Would you please share with me?” It was crucial to make China understand this simple truth. If they did, they would eventually reach out with a friendly smile, as if the past conflicts had never happened, offering a handshake and pretending to foster goodwill.


  Japan shouldn’t fall for this. Japanese bureaucrats are known for not backing down when faced with a raised fist, but the essence of China’s diplomacy toward Japan was to “step on their toes while shaking hands”—a subtler approach that often made such bureaucrats retreat. Through this, China would exploit them, continue to provoke conflicts in various ways, and ultimately reach out for a handshake. Japan needed the determination and grit to stare them down without flinching, even when their toes were stepped on.


  Given the bureaucrats' current state, this was easier said than done. Former Prime Minister Houjou had somehow managed to endure it and found himself wondering, Was it deliberate? Am I being bullied?


  In the end, what really matters isn’t academic background, but one’s individual quality, Prime Minister Shinzou thought.


  The last prime minister, though despised and called a snake or a scorpion by his opposition, was, conversely, admired for his strong leadership and relentless pursuit of the policies he believed in. His cabinet and government operated with a sense of urgency, and while Motoi had served as his Chief Cabinet Secretary, he often wondered whether it was truly okay to act so decisively. Yet Houjou was able to press on because of the unwavering political stance that backed him.


  After becoming prime minister himself, Motoi tried to adopt a more considerate approach to politics, taking as many perspectives as possible into account… but things only went downhill. Allegations of corruption against ministers and past scandals began to surface. Party members started making selfish and unreasonable demands. Problems within government agencies became increasingly frequent. It made him want to give up.


  Now, on top of all that, this was this latest blunder.


  The first issue was that such critical information—that guests from the Special Region have gone missing—wasn’t reported until this late hour.


  The second issue was that if they intended to confirm the situation before reporting it, this hardly constituted a coherent summary. In other words, the report was half-baked.


  A first report doesn’t need to be accurate; its purpose is to inform that something is happening at all. Therefore, speed is the only thing that matters. Once the responsible person receives the report, they can begin preparing both mentally and physically to respond. The second report is meant to provide detailed information about what’s happening. This is when the actual response begins. Thus, the specifics of what’s going on become crucial.


  Based on that criterion, this report was both too late and too vague. In short, it was nothing more than a token report to evade accountability.


  “I reported it! Not my responsibility anymore.”


  “What am I supposed to do with this?” the prime minister muttered in frustration.


  Unfortunately, he couldn’t simply do nothing. The guests from the Special Region were not only key to ending the war but also vital in shaping the future relationship between Japan and the Special Region. And among them were the three beautiful women who had stirred up the Diet. He didn’t want to frighten them.


  Reluctantly, he picked up his phone again and made a call. After a few rings, the person on the other end answered.


  “Kano-san, I apologize for the early call.”


  …


  “Good, I’m glad you’re awake. I was worried I might disturb your sleep. Well, it’s unfortunate that we find ourselves in positions where these calls are necessary. What about me? I was just woken up myself.”


  …


  “The thing is, it’s about the guests from the Special Region. I’m sure you’re aware of the various disturbances we’ve been hearing from different quarters, but it seems those disturbances have gone too far, and the guests have run off. I hope they’re safe, but… Yes.”


  …


  “What?… Well, to be honest, I just got the report myself.”


  …


  “Yes. To be frank, I don’t have much confidence in him, so I’m afraid I must trouble you. Would you be willing to take on the role of ‘Minister of Special Region Affairs’? I’m sorry to dump this on you.”


  …


  “Yes, thank you very much.”


  …


  After closing his cellphone, Motoi cursed loudly, “Damn it!”


  It seemed Kano had made a snide remark or two.


  “I’ll just quit. I’ll quit, damn it,” Motoi muttered as he crawled back into bed.


  The night gave way to dawn.


  ※※※


  


  It was that time of the morning when irresponsible commentators on TV began offering personal opinions on the events that had occurred—opinions that didn’t seem particularly meaningful. Not wanting to disturb those still sleeping, Itami turned the volume down and let the TV play softly in the background. Careful not to step on any sleeping bodies, he made his way to the small kitchenette in the one-room apartment, where he started making French toast with the bread, milk, and eggs he’d bought from a convenience store.


  His cooking skills were limited to either grilling or frying. The flavors were simple: sweetened, or with a splash of sauce, soy sauce, or a light sprinkle of salt. He didn’t do complex seasoning, nor could he. If he used dashi, it was the kind you could buy at the supermarket, made from bonito. One could charitably call it “a dish that brings out the natural flavors of its ingredients”, but really, he’d only used a frying pan.


  If he were to cook dinner, he’d probably buy the cheapest Australian or American meat at the supermarket, fry it in the pan with a light sprinkle of salt and pepper, then add some sauce afterward. Of course, the vegetables would be frozen mixed veggies. If it were raw vegetables, he’d buy half a head of cabbage or lettuce, chop it up roughly, and serve it as is. As for rice, he’d cook about four cups at once, wrap each portion in plastic wrap, and freeze them. He’d then defrost a portion in the microwave whenever needed. In short, as long as he didn’t attempt any strange seasoning, the food would be edible. It might not be particularly delicious, but it wouldn’t be bad either. And that’s how Itami approached food; he didn’t care much, as long as it was passable.


  He pushed the scattered items in the room aside and set up a large folding table in the center, placing a stack of plates on it.


  Tomita was still snoring away. Kuribayashi had woken up once to use the bathroom but had since fallen back asleep. By the time those two woke up, breakfast would probably be cold, but that wasn’t something Itami worried about. Among the Special Region group, Piña, Bozes, and Rory were early risers. Rory, upon waking, immediately knelt in prayer before the rising sun visible from the window. Piña and Bozes were initially fascinated by the TV, but since they couldn’t understand the language, they quickly lost interest in the news programs that were on. Instead, they turned their attention to the various doujinshi scattered around the room.


  “Your Highness, what is this?” Bozes asked, her voice tinged with curiosity.


  “Hmm. To think such art exists in this world…” Piña mused, flipping through the pages.


  “Your Highness, remember, we are in another world.”


  “Oh, right.”


  After a brief moment of the two reading in silence…


  “It’s frustrating not being able to read the text.”


  “Your Highness, regarding the language training, please allow me,” Bozes offered, her eyes glinting with determination.


  Piña narrowed her eyes at Bozes. “That’s sneaky.”


  “I could translate these for you, Your Highness.”


  “Hmm…” Piña muttered, contemplating the offer.


  Itami, who had been trying to find the right moment to interrupt Piña and Bozes’ conversation, finally spoke up. “Uh…”


  Both of them stopped turning the pages and looked up at him, surprised. Rory, who had just finished her prayer, also turned to face Itami.


  “Breakfast is ready. Would you like to eat?” Itami asked, gesturing toward the table.


  While Itami and the others enjoyed their French toast breakfast, Taro Kano was having a more traditional Japanese breakfast at his Tokyo residence: rice, natto, and miso soup (Though this might be a point of contention for those from the Kansai region, we ask for your understanding here).


  “Good morning,” greeted his chief secretary, Noji, entering with the rest of the secretarial staff. “Today you’ll be—”


  “Noji, I’m going to have to cancel everything on my schedule today,” Kano declared in his distinctive raspy voice as he sipped his miso soup.


  “Is something wrong, sir?” Noji asked, concerned.


  “I got a call from the prime minister at dawn,” Kano replied. “It seems the guests from the Special Region have gone missing, and he’s passing the responsibility over to me.”


  “But that’s… Wasn’t the prime minister the one who insisted on handling negotiations with the Special Region himself? He’d pushed us out of the way, and now he hands it back just as things go south? Isn’t that timing a bit too suspicious?”


  “You’d think so, right? I thought the same,” Kano muttered as he chewed on a piece of seasoned seaweed.


  It was obvious that the prime minister wanted to take all the credit for ending the war on favorable terms. The goal wasn’t wrong, but the man’s tendency to give up when things got tough was a flaw. He simply didn’t have the backbone for it.


  “Yes, sir,” Noji murmured, immediately making calls on his cell phone to cancel the day’s appointments.


  “Also, Noji, I need you to head over to the Prime Minister’s Office and pick up all the documents related to the Special Region guests. While you’re there, gauge his mood for me. Matsui, call a meeting with the relevant ministries first thing this morning, and get in touch with officials from the Information Bureau to find out what’s going on. Make sure they know to report directly to me from now on.”


  “Will do,” Matsui replied.


  Noji tucked his phone and notebook into his jacket and quickly left the room. Matsui also began making calls, coordinating the response to the situation.


  ※※※


  


  “All right, let’s have some fun today!” Itami declared to the group of women from the Special Region, who sat glued to the television. The screen was showing footage from the previous day’s Diet hearing, where Lelei and the others had been questioned.


  “Is it really the right time to be having fun?” Kuribayashi questioned, remembering the way they had been targeted and even had their hotel set on fire the day before.


  Itami shook his head. “My motto is, ‘Eat, sleep, play, and live life in between!’”


  Tomita also seemed doubtful, feeling that the situation called for more caution. However, as the highest-ranking officer present, Itami’s decision to enjoy their day off stood. As a sergeant first class, Tomita couldn’t exactly argue against his superior officer’s orders.


  “Besides,” Itami continued, “if the enemy knows where we are, staying cooped up inside won’t make us any safer. It’s better to be out and about, surrounded by people. That way, we’re harder to target. Don’t you agree?”


  Tomita had to admit that Itami had a point, though it still felt like they might be sacrificing something important by taking it easy. But since neither Tomita nor Kuribayashi was particularly averse to the idea of shopping and having fun, they ultimately decided to go along with it.


  With that settled, the next question was where to go.


  Risa enthusiastically raised her hand. “Shopping! Shibuya! Harajuku!”


  “Why are you the one making suggestions?” Itami asked.


  “Huh? Are you excluding me? Is this bullying? Are you bullying me?” Risa pouted dramatically.


  “It’s not bullying. Well, if everyone’s okay with it, I don’t mind,” Itami replied with a shrug.


  “Yay!” Risa cheered, immediately turning to Kuribayashi. Kuribayashi agreed, and they began explaining to Tuka and Lelei what Shibuya and Harajuku were like, with words like “clothes” and “underwear” floating through the conversation. Rory, who had seemed less interested at first, quickly changed her tune when Risa (with Kuribayashi translating) mentioned a store in Shimokitazawa that specialized in Gothic Lolita fashion. From that point, Rory was instantly on board with the plan.


  As the women gravitated toward Shibuya and its surrounding areas, Itami couldn’t help but mutter, “For me, it’s Akihabara or Nakano.”


  “I’m fine with anywhere, but Bozes wanted to ‘see more of this world,’ so I was thinking a library might be a good choice,” Tomita said.


  With everyone wanting to go in different directions, Itami found himself glancing at Risa, feeling an overwhelming sense that he absolutely shouldn’t accompany the shopping group. It was a sixth sense screaming in his ear that the fate of a man accompanying women on a shopping spree is often bleak. While diving in with full commitment might yield some enjoyment, a half-hearted attempt was a recipe for disaster.


  “All right, let’s split up for the morning,” he decided. “We’ll meet up at Shinjuku Station at 2 PM for a late lunch and then stick together for the rest of the day. We’ll finish off with a hot spring and a party in the evening.” And so, Lelei and the others set off to explore the modern world’s shopping districts.


  After splitting up with Itami, who opted for solo activities, and the library-bound group of Tomita, Piña, and Bozes, the group of Rory, Lelei, and Tuka—accompanied by Kuribayashi and Risa—headed to Harajuku.


  Like typical tourists, they were overwhelmed by the sheer number of people, gawking at their surroundings as they navigated the busy streets. Naturally, the first place Risa took them was a clothing store.


  “I just couldn’t stand seeing you in those clothes any longer,” Risa declared as she pulled Lelei’s poncho-like robe off with the gleeful enthusiasm of a bandit or a lecherous villain.


  “Hehehe,” she chuckled. “How about this one? Or maybe this one?” She began dressing Lelei in an array of styles—cute, gyaru, natural—like a life-sized doll.


  Dress her up, strip her down, dress her up again… Eventually, Lelei seemed to take a liking to a simple yet elegant outfit: a long, thigh-covering top which bordered on being called a dress, paired with knee-length leggings. The loose fabric of the top modestly concealed her figure, reflecting her natural shyness, while the fitted leggings highlighted her slender legs, showing a hint of boldness in her choice.
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  “Hmm, so that’s your choice,” Risa murmured thoughtfully.


  Risa couldn’t help but think that it would be a bit too plain if everything were in solid white. She wanted to add some vibrancy, so she suggested colors like light blue, yellow, or pink, which would brighten Lelei’s look and make it more suitable for Tokyo's winter. However, Lelei seemed irresistibly drawn to white, her personal color. So, Risa proposed a compromise: items with embroidery or patterns to add some flair. In the end, Lelei settled on a plain white top, but Risa sneakily included one with a deep back cut, designed to subtly reveal Lelei’s slender shoulders and nape, adding a touch of coquettish charm. As for the leggings, they were also white but had a cute design with embroidery and ribbons, which Risa strongly recommended.


  On the other hand, Tuka, faced with the array of clothes, quickly picked out what appealed to her. Although her current outfit of stretch jeans, a T-shirt, and a sweater wasn’t bad, she seemed to prefer something with a longer length, like what Lelei had chosen, to cover her midriff. However, Tuka’s choice of a fitted T-shirt dress, which accentuated her figure, showed her confidence in her well-shaped curves. Naturally, she gravitated toward the color green—specifically a fresh, young grass green—reminiscent of her forest-dwelling heritage.


  Risa thought that Tuka’s waist was a bit too slim and wanted to add a waist mark, perhaps with a utility belt or a more rugged accessory. For added warmth, she suggested a double-breasted coat, which might be just the thing for the chilly weather.


  When Tuka and Lelei emerged from the fitting rooms in their new outfits, Risa, Kuribayashi, and even Rory applauded, creating a lively atmosphere akin to a mini fashion show. With Tuka’s blonde hair and blue eyes, and Lelei’s platinum blonde hair and green eyes, they looked just like foreign models, attracting the attention of other shoppers. The store quickly took on the air of a girls’ collection event, and the staff, seeing the potential for drawing in more customers, were more than happy to assist.


  Thus, as Lelei furrowed her brow over items like a floral sleeveless tank top or hot pants that revealed much of her upper thighs, various pieces found themselves tossed into the shopping basket. Tuka’s basket, too, was quickly filled by Risa with items like deep V-neck gathered side tops, representing the sexier styles.


  As they continued shopping, a few passersby began to recognize Tuka and Rory, likely from the Diet broadcast the previous day or from TV earlier that morning. Comments like, “Aren’t those the girls who were speaking at the Diet?” were whispered around the store. By the time they finished their shopping spree and were checking out, the store’s grateful employees were piling complimentary items into their arms.


  Interestingly, each person paid for their own items. As mentioned before, Lelei was employed by the Japanese government for interpreting and other duties; Tuka played a crucial role in advising on forestry and water-source locations; and Rory provided religious and cultural advisory services at the cemetery built at the northern foot of Alnus. Thanks to these roles, all three had managed to save up quite a bit in yen, which would be of little use back in their own world.


  “Next is lingerie! Then, goth fashion! And finally, accessories!” Risa announced, leading the five women to the next destination.


  Meanwhile, Tomita, accompanied by Piña and Bozes, had arrived at the library. The two women were wide-eyed as they took in the vast collection of books that the state had made freely available to the public!


  “What kind of books would you like?” Tomita asked. Considering the language barrier, they might prefer picture books or visual resources over text-heavy materials.


  Without hesitation, the two women responded in unison.


  “Art.”


   

  Chapter 19


  

  Shinjuku Ni-chome, Shinjuki-ku Tokyo.


  “Long ago, this place was a sacred ground,” Itami explained. “Of course, it’s not like that anymore. After exiting Shinjuku Gyoenmae Station on the Marunouchi Line, you’d climb a metal staircase that faces the outer wall of a certain building. Inside, there used to be items for sale: rare anime posters, stationery, postcards, and cels, among other things. You might think, “Stores like that can be found anywhere these days”, with places like Akihabara or Ikebukuro immediately coming to mind. But this was a different time. Back then, Akihabara was just a well-known electronics district; there was no “Otome Road” in Ikebukuro, and the term “otaku” hadn’t yet gained mainstream acceptance. This was around twenty years ago, when a man abducted and murdered a young girl, tarnishing the image of otaku forever.”


  “Back then, I’d just gotten married, but I lost the election and was out of a job,” an older man in a suit murmured, reminiscing about the good old days.


  “I was just a middle school student then.”


  Itami and the older man stood side by side, not looking at each other but gazing up at the building that had once been held sacred.


  “I didn’t expect you to come alone, without any bodyguards. What if something happened?” Itami asked.


  “What are you talking about? I’ve got the strongest bodyguard with me, don’t I?” the older man replied.


  “Are you seriously relying on me for that? You know that’s a bad idea.”


  Finally, they turned to face each other, shaking hands firmly.


  There was no point in standing around. They continued walking at a leisurely pace, then paid the entrance fee and passed through the gates of Shinjuku Gyoen. It was a quiet weekday in winter, so there were only a few people strolling through the garden. The crisp sensation of dry leaves crunching underfoot could be felt through the soles of their shoes.


  “The middle schooler from back then has grown into a fine adult now,” the older man remarked.


  “And the guy from back then is now a dignitary,” Itami responded.


  “Dignitary, huh? It still doesn’t feel real to me.”


  Their conversation was easygoing, free of the need to impress or hide behind political jealousy or backhanded compliments. It was a rare moment of genuine camaraderie, far removed from the petty rivalries that often tainted political discourse.


  “It all started when you asked me if that manga was any good, remember?” Itami asked.


  “Oh, is that right?” Kano responded in surprise.


  “Yeah. Back then, middle schoolers never read manga designed for adults. I remember thinking, What’s this old guy asking me for? And then you made me explain the whole thing… which took about an hour.”


  “I took you out to eat as compensation, didn’t I? Besides…” Kano added with a smirk, “You say kids weren’t reading that, but you were already pretty familiar with the contents.”


  “Well, that manga had been turned into an anime by then,” Itami admitted.


  Kano chuckled through his nose. “Ah, right.”


  “Since then, I’ve read every manga you recommended.”


  “And I enjoyed the old ones you lent me. That showdown in the ghost town between the Black gunslinger and the Asian boy was incredibly thrilling.”


  “Wasn’t it? That’s one of the best.”


  After an hour of lively manga discussion between the two otaku, Kano looked at his watch and sighed.


  “I guess time flies when you’re having fun.”


  “Ah, here,” Itami said, handing Kano a bookstore bag. Inside was a catalog as thick and heavy as a phone book.


  “Thanks. These days, I can’t even visit a bookstore in peace,” Kano said with a grateful nod.


  With a wave of his hand and a “See you later,” Kano turned to leave.


  After taking a few steps, he suddenly stopped and turned back. “Oh, I almost forgot. How are your guests?”


  “They’re doing well,” Itami answered.


  “Leaving the hotel and going into hiding was a good move,” Kano said. “But we have a bit of a problem. We need to smack the hands that have been reaching out and give those punks a good scolding. Sorry for the trouble, but I need you to go back to the original plan.”


  “And our situation?”


  “For taking care of things, I’ve assigned your old unit: the SFGp. So, as the Minister of Special Region Affairs, my orders for you are to head to the inn you’ve reserved.”


  Itami felt a deep respect for Kano’s resolve. By giving a clear order, Kano was demonstrating his willingness to take responsibility for whatever might happen. Those who avoid taking responsibility tend to shy away from giving direct orders, instead framing them as “requests” or “consultations” so they can blame any problems on the ground crew if things go wrong. In contrast, a clear order provides a sense of security and is the best support a commander can offer to those on the front lines. While the relationship of “ordering” and “being ordered” might seem cold and impersonal, in reality, there’s a more human aspect to it.


  Itami watched Kano’s figure until he disappeared from view. He then responded with a forty-five-degree bow, the deepest form of salute, as a sign of his respect.


  ※※※


  


  As Itami glanced around at the group that had gathered at the meeting spot, he couldn’t help but let out a sigh. Every one of them was burdened with large shopping bags.


  “I may have bought a bit too much,” Risa offered as an excuse, though the sheer volume of her purchases went way beyond “a bit”. Risa’s bags were overflowing with clothes, accessories, and various women’s goods, so much so that she could barely carry them on her own. Itami suspected she had nearly exhausted the money he’d loaned her. Yet, she casually brushed it off, saying, “It’s fine, as long as I make it to the winter doujinshi sale.”


  Tuka had a bag from an outdoor equipment store dangling from her hand, along with a fully packaged compound bow from a sporting goods shop. It seemed that, as a forest spirit, she was thoroughly an outdoor enthusiast.


  “The bows here are amazing,” she said, though there was a hint of justification in her tone.


  Lelei, unsurprisingly, was carrying several bags stuffed with books.


  “Books are necessary,” she muttered under her breath.


  She was also clutching a box that appeared to contain a laptop. Itami couldn’t help but wonder what she planned to do with it back in her world, where electricity wasn’t exactly abundant.


  Rory, perhaps due to already lugging around her halberd, had done the least amount of shopping. Still, she held a paper bag filled with what seemed to be a pile of black frilled and embroidered outfits.


  “It’s hard to get these custom-made in our world,” she declared proudly.


  Meanwhile, Piña and Bozes, who’d spent most of their time in the library searching for art, looked at the others’ shopping bags with visible envy. It seemed they hadn’t found what they were looking for. Tomita explained, “I couldn’t quite figure out what they were after. I thought it might be something like Greek or Roman sculptures, but it seems the kind of art they were envisioning didn’t match what we found.”


  ※※※


  


  In the depths of the Rocky Mountains in the United States, there was a vast underground command center designed to take control of all military operations during emergencies, such as a nuclear war. This command center, often depicted in novels and films, featured dimly lit rooms filled with glowing monitors and screens, countless twinkling grid lights, and switches that lit up like a festive display. This dazzling, almost otherworldly environment was sometimes referred to as the Crystal Palace.


  Similarly, in Japan, places like the Air Self-Defense Force’s air defense command center were said to resemble these high-tech, fortified environments. However, the Wide Area Command Operations Center and the Situation Management Operations System Room, located beneath Ichigaya, had an atmosphere more akin to a television studio used for news programs or political talk shows. The brightly lit room featured a booth in one corner that resembled an editing room, complete with a multitude of monitor screens. Uniformed staff officers responsible for command operations were stationed here, constantly adjusting the unit symbols displayed on the giant LCD panels to reflect the ever-changing situation.


  According to the images currently displayed, a pair of F-15 fighter jets had been scrambled to intercept an approaching aircraft from China near Ishigaki Island in southwestern Kyushu. Additionally, a red marker indicated an unidentified submarine lurking in the nearby waters, closely followed by a blue marker representing a Japanese submarine that was persistently tailing the unknown vessel.


  There’s a famous line from a certain detective movie: “The incident isn’t happening in the conference room.” Here, however, the field and the conference room were directly connected. This system allowed the operational managers in the rear, who maintained a broad perspective with cool heads, to support and direct the field personnel, who were often so deeply involved in the situation that their focus narrowed.


  Taro Kano, Minister of Defense and Minister for Special Region Affairs, entered the room. He was accompanied by a councilor from the civil service as well as senior officers in uniform.


  “Good morning, minister,” came the greeting, a customary one regardless of the actual time of day in this 24/7 operational environment. This practice, humorously adopted from the entertainment industry seen on television, helped to ease the formality of the situation and make greetings feel more casual.


  Kano, raising his hand in response, also replied with a casual, “Morning,” as he was guided by the councilor to a chair that had been set up temporarily in the command center.


  “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Ryuzaki, in charge of command operations. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said the uniformed officer who approached Kano.


  “Honestly, I didn’t think war would be like this,” Kano commented to Ryuzaki as he removed his coat. One of the female JSDF officers promptly took it and hung it on a nearby hanger.


  “That’s right,” Ryuzaki began. “Most people probably think of war as something like in the movies, where large forces clash day after day. But modern warfare has largely split into two types. The first is a mix of police actions and guerrilla warfare. The second is like the Gulf War, where you prepare meticulously beforehand, identify the enemy’s weak points, and when the battle begins, you crush those key points in a single, decisive strike. The kind of war people used to think of is now either a thing of the past or something that happens in underdeveloped countries.


  “Guerrilla warfare used to mean fighting in jungles, where both sides hid in the dense foliage with almost no visibility, engaging in ambushes and sudden encounters. But things have changed. The enemy now hides among innocent civilians, dressed in suits or everyday clothes, shooting from within crowds. They explode cars. They strap bombs to children’s backs. They call it ‘kamikaze,’ but their targets aren’t military; it’s just plain terrorism.


  “To deal with this, we need to distinguish between innocent civilians and enemy combatants, and eliminate only those who are threats. It’s a bit like cancer treatment. We have to find and destroy the small cancer cells hiding among countless healthy ones.


  “If police operations are about finding and arresting each cancer cell, military operations are surgery to remove the tumors. In the past, you’d have to amputate an entire leg to get rid of cancer in the knee. Now, we’re judged on how well we can preserve healthy cells while eliminating the cancer. Despite the US pouring its resources into the Middle East, the region’s security hasn’t improved, largely because its policing ability is too low. The cancer has metastasized too far, and in trying to remove it, they’ve ended up harming innocent civilians.”


  Ryuzaki paused to let the weight of his words sink in, then continued, “In that sense, the operation we’re about to carry out falls into the first category… Sorry, but could you bring up the situation on the monitor?”


  A female JSDF officer at the console nodded and moved the mouse a few times. The large screen in front of them zoomed in from a map of the Izu Peninsula, gradually focusing on the area around Hakone until a quaint hot-spring inn nestled in the mountains appeared at the center of the large organic EL monitor.


  “This is the Yamashiro Inn,” explained Ryuzaki. “It’s known for its delicious food and scenic open-air baths. I’d love to stay there someday, but today, it’s our stage. The rules are simple: Protect the guests from any possible enemy attacks. Our team is already in position.”


  The map displayed unit symbols, showing the strategic placement of soldiers around the inn and throughout the surrounding mountains, rivers, and terrain, marked by female symbols (♀) for enlisted personnel and double circles for officers.


  Kano’s remark, “Oh, it’s just like Ghost in the Shell,” was conveniently ignored by Ryuzaki, who leaned toward the console and inquired, “How are our esteemed guests doing right now? Currently bathing in the open-air hot spring?! Hey, is there anyone who can send us images from the hot spring? No one? Damn.”


  The light-hearted joke from the uniformed officer drew chuckles from those present, momentarily easing the tension in the room. However, the atmosphere quickly regained its seriousness when a female officer interjected with a pointed, “That’s sexual harassment.” Kano, watching this exchange, loosened his tie slightly.


  “Now, surrounding the Yamashiro Inn, we have the elite of our nation: the Special Forces,” Ryuzaki continued.


  “That Itami guy is part of them, too, right?” Kano responded.


  “I didn’t know you and Itami were connected,” Ryuzaki said, glancing at the catalog for the doujinshi event that Kano had placed on the table. “But yes, that’s correct.


  “However, to clarify some misconceptions,” Ryuzaki continued, “not every member of the Special Forces Group is some ninja or Superman-type combat professional, despite what people might think. While most are indeed highly skilled in combat, some members are included for their specialized talents. For example, we have those who excel at handling computers, experts who can pick any lock in seconds, skilled motorcyclists or drivers, doctors, individuals trained in handling poisons, and others adept at psychological operations and crowd control.”


  “And Itami’s one of those?” Kano asked.


  “Yes. His particular skill… is escape. When it comes to fleeing from danger or avoiding unpleasant situations, he’s top-notch. The Special Forces guys have a hard time catching him. In fact, the moment we suggested using him as a target for a fox-hunt training exercise, he vanished,” Ryuzaki recalled with a hint of amusement.


  Kano looked skeptical. “The report I read painted a slightly different picture.”


  At this, a female officer couldn’t help but stifle her laughter, and several other officers, despite trying to maintain decorum, found themselves struggling to hold back their amusement.


  Ryuzaki leaned forward with a wry smile. “Minister, didn’t that report come through unofficial channels? If so, you should destroy it immediately and let us know how you obtained it. We’ll need to trace the leak of classified information.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Kano asked, confused.


  “When someone tries to obtain information about Special Forces through illegal means, whether it’s hacking or using intermediaries, they end up getting false information. It’s a built-in countermeasure. The example in that report you have is one of those fabrications—depicting him as a master of martial arts, an expert in psychological warfare, a sharpshooter, a high-altitude low-opening and high-opening parachutist, a diver on par with Navy SEALs, and an explosives expert… It’s like something out of a middle schooler’s fantasy.”


  Kano nodded slowly. “I see. But why go to such lengths?”


  “This is classified, but you should know as the minister. It’s a joke.”


  “A joke?”


  “Yes, a joke. Though it’s also a bit of an inside jab at him… Officially, it’s meant as disinformation.”


  Kano let out an exasperated sigh. “A jab? Really?”


  “Indeed, a jab,” Ryuzaki confirmed. “The expectation is that once someone joins Special Forces, they’ll not only refine their own skills but also actively learn from others to enhance their overall abilities. But this guy… He doesn’t absorb anything from others. Instead, he thinks that slacking off is his job, and he spends his time spreading manga and anime among the unit.”


  “How am I supposed to take this?” Kano asked, rubbing his temples. “Should I be worried that the Special Forces can’t catch such a slacker? Or should I be impressed by Itami’s skills?”


  “That’s precisely why we can’t fire him,” Ryuzaki lamented. “If we dismiss him as incompetent and lazy, it would imply that the entire Special Forces unit is equally incompetent because they can’t catch him. There’s no winning.”


  Ryuzaki and the other senior officers sighed deeply, shoulders slumping in frustration.


  Meanwhile, back at the Yamashiro Inn…


  After soaking in the hot springs to wash away the fatigue of the past few days, Itami and his group had finished their meal and were now in the midst of a drinking party. Though it seemed like a good time to simply call it a night, Kuribayashi and Risa had apparently conspired to buy a variety of alcohol and snacks. While some of the group had already started heading to bed, the two women spread out a wide array of beer, sake, wine, whiskey, and snacks like kaki-pi and potato chips across the table, filling every available space.


  What started as a casual drink quickly turned into a full-blown party when Piña and Bozes, curious about the whiskey, decided to join in. Soon after, Tuka and Rory joined the fray, and even Lelei, who had been absorbed in a book, was coaxed into drinking beer after being told she was “lagging behind.” As the party picked up steam, Kuribayashi and Rory decided to “raid” the men’s room next door, dragging a reluctant Itami and Tomita into the chaos.


  “What the hell is this?” Itami muttered as he and Tomita took in the scene before them—a chaotic spectacle best described as a bacchanal. Everyone was clearly drunk, and their unfamiliarity with wearing yukata had led to the robes becoming disheveled, with undergarments fully on display (possibly even intentionally). Itami found himself on the verge of delivering a stern lecture on modesty, but decided to hold his tongue.


  Tomita, however, tentatively pointed out to Bozes, “Um, you’re… showing.” This remark earned him a barrage of insults and teasing from the women, with accusations like “You pervert,” “You know you want to look,” “You better confess your sins,” and “Planning on taking her to the futon later, aren’t you?” being hurled at him. He quickly retreated to the corner of the room, deciding that silence was his best option.


  Itami, having learned from this, focused intently on his drink and snacks, determined to stay out of trouble. But…


  “Hey, Itami! I’ve got something to say to you!” Kuribayashi suddenly called out, sitting cross-legged right in front of him. Itami wisely kept quiet about how her yukata had flown open.


  “Captain… Itami… First Lieutenant Itami… I’ve got something to ask you,” Kuribayashi said, drunkenly pounding Itami’s shoulder. It was more painful than she likely realized. “Introduce me!”


  “Introduce you? To whom?” Itami asked, already suspecting what she would say.


  “To the Special Forces people!” Kuribayashi declared.


  “Why?” Itami asked, knowing Kuribayashi’s aspirations but still uncertain about her request. He assumed she might be considering volunteering for the Special Forces, though he knew it wasn’t that simple. Special Forces required ranger qualifications, and the reality was that the ranger courses weren’t open to women. He began mentally preparing to explain this to her gently, but what she said next took him completely by surprise.


  “I wanna get married!” Kuribayashi blurted out.


  “W-Wait a minute! Are you saying you’d marry just anyone?” Itami asked, shocked.


  “Of course not. They have to be single and an outstanding member of the Special Forces.”


  “But even if you say that, there’s still the matter of what the other person wants. Sure, more than half of them are single, but—”


  “Then it’s fine, right? Think about it. These guys are constantly on dangerous missions. A regular woman wouldn’t be able to handle being married to someone like that. But me? I’m perfect for the job! I’ve got a small body with a high-performance engine. Pure, cheerful, and energetic! I hold a martial arts badge, so I won’t hold back in a marital spat. Plus, I’m now combat-proven! And then there’s this chest! I can soothe their tired minds and bodies, worn out from all those unreported, thankless missions, with my very own assets!”


  “Your chest? But isn’t that just muscle?”


  “Hell no! It’s forty percent muscle, sixty percent fat! A ninety-two-centimeter bust! Even when lying down, it doesn’t sag—a pair of beautifully firm breasts that feel like rubber balls!”


  Kuribayashi declared this with a mischievous grin, puffing out her chest like a proud cat. The impressive sight left Itami momentarily entranced, but he quickly snapped out of it, averting his eyes to the upper right corner of the ceiling as he muttered, “Well, marriage for the team is a real and serious issue. I’ll make sure to pass this up the chain. There’s always a risk of someone getting involved with a foreigner, so playing matchmaker has practically become part of the job. And, seriously… with your looks, clean record, and sound ideology, you might actually start a competition.”


  “Yay!” Kuribayashi cheered, raising her arms in victory.


  At that moment, Itami was struck by a sudden, intense pain in his head. With a loud thunk, a sharp sensation spread through his nose, like the sting of a massive wasabi hit, causing his vision to darken. He barely managed to grasp that he’d been struck with considerable force.


  “Oh no, my hand must’ve hit you… First Lieutenant… Itami… Captain…” Kuribayashi stammered, realizing what she’d done.


  As his consciousness faded, Itami thought, Times like these, the best thing to do is just pass out, and he let go of his awareness.


  ※※※


  


  As an unidentified armed group approached the Yamashiro Inn, a quiet but intense battle began. The central monitor in the Situation Management Operations System Room began to display the evolving battle around the inn. At several consoles in the room, operators were monitoring data transmitted by reconnaissance satellites and disguised airships, analyzing it and communicating through their headsets.


  “Three heat sources detected on the northeast hill. Archer, targets at ten to eleven o’clock.”


  “This is Archer. Targets acquired.”


  “Engage at Point 03. Confirm?”


  “Roger that.”


  In this small-scale unconventional warfare, the relatively young Special Forces Group was still determining the most effective command-and-control methods. The general approach was trial and error: conducting operations, identifying issues, and suggesting improvements. For this mission, they employed a “Master-Servant” pairing system, in which each rear-operator (a Master) assisted a combat operative on the ground (a Servant). The code names, like “Saber” and “Archer,” were derived from this system, likely influenced by someone within the group who had spread the reference.


  “Lancer, move to Point 3.”


  “This is Lancer. Understood.”


  “Caster, engage at Point 02. Rider is moving between three and four o’clock, so hold your fire.”


  “This is Lancer. Currently stuck in the mud, delayed by one second to Point 3.”


  “Get out of there, quick.”


  The situation was overwhelmingly in the Special Forces Group's favor. Numbers were not an issue; the latest technology allowed them to track the enemy’s position with precision.


  The opposing forces, unaware that they had been detected, continued to advance carelessly, only to be neutralized one by one without resistance.


  To counter this, the only viable option for the enemy would be to launch a coordinated attack that leveraged their numbers. However, despite the confirmation that there were at least three separate groups on the enemy’s side, they failed to utilize their numerical advantage. It almost seemed as though they were operating as entirely separate entities.


  Kano wasn’t a military expert, but even he could tell from the on-screen representation that the enemy was in utter disarray.


  “What are they thinking?” he asked Ryuzaki, who was standing beside him. “They must know by now that we’re prepared.”


  As they watched, the first group suffered losses and retreated. Then another group approached, but their advance was just as careless, as if they were unaware of the previous group’s failure.


  “Perhaps they didn’t anticipate we would use such advanced defenses,” Ryuzaki replied. “Or they’re testing our capabilities… though they seem too willing to take heavy losses.”


  “Group A has lost at least ten. Looks like they’ve started to retreat.”


  “Group B will probably retreat soon as well, to regroup. I expect a full-scale assault after that.”


  “Group C hasn’t moved yet. Could that be their reserve force?”


  “Is it possible that there’s conflict within the enemy forces?”


  War is an extension of politics; therefore, no war is disconnected from political aims. Military victory or defeat is built on political foundations; thus, a tactical defeat can still lead to a political victory. Considering this, Kano wondered what political motives might be driving the enemy to engage in what seemed like a futile attack. It was like throwing eggs against a wall. However, it was impossible to know without more information.


  Kano clicked his tongue in irritation. Looking back at Japan’s history, it was often the case that skilled military leaders who lacked political acumen blindly pursued immediate victories, ultimately leading the country to ruin. A disdain for politics and a preference for military solutions alone mirrored the bushido spirit, which prized honorable combat over scheming. Yet such a mindset is virtuous only for a common soldier. Those involved in statecraft or military strategy must recognize that politics and warfare are intertwined and should be viewed in tandem.


  Lately, Kano had noticed how many Japanese politicians were ignorant of military matters—a trend he saw as another potential cause of national decline and a harmful consequence of emotionally driven peace movements that equate all military action with evil.


  “Sorry to ask,” Kano said, furrowing his brow, “but could you find out which group they belong to? I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”


  “Even though the enemy’s in retreat, the situation isn’t fully resolved yet,” Ryuzaki responded. “Besides, in operations like this, they typically don’t carry anything that indicates their affiliation, like an insignia or uniform.”


  “Can’t you do something? For example, they can’t disguise their ethnicity, can they?” Kano pressed.


  For instance, in countries like China or Russia, ethnic identity is tightly woven into the organizational fabric, so it’s extremely rare for operatives who require absolute loyalty to be recruited from different ethnic backgrounds. And even in those extremely rare cases, those individuals would be deployed in critical infiltration missions, not operations like this. Besides, if they were Chinese, they could operate in Japan without standing out, as they were also East Asian. There would be no point in sending someone from a different ethnic group.


  Ryuzaki considered his subordinate’s suggestion for a moment.


  “Second Lieutenant, there are two enemy bodies near Saber. We can have them identified,” he said.


  While waiting for Saber to inspect the enemy corpses, he turned to Kano. “What are you thinking?”


  “Huh? Well, politics, of course,” Kano replied. “I’m a politician, after all.”


  Ryuzaki was puzzled. “But how is that related to identifying the enemy?”


  “This is Saber. We’re examining the enemy bodies, but there’s something concerning. Can we use the light?”


  “No, that would expose our position to the enemy. Given the terrain, it could be visible from a little over a mile away. Plus, you’d lose your night vision for a while.”


  “What do you mean by ‘concerning’?” Kano cut in, speaking into the mic.


  “Judging by their facial features, they don’t seem to be East Asian,” Saber reported.


  A chill ran down Kano’s spine.


  “I’m sorry, but I need you to confirm it, no matter what. It’s extremely important to determine which country they’re from,” he insisted.


  Ryuzaki let out an irritated sigh and grabbed the mic from Kano. After a brief silence, he gave a bitter order:


  “Saber, you’re permitted to use the light, but only for a moment. Once you’ve confirmed, move out immediately.”


  And soon…


  “This is Saber. There are both Black and White men here!”


  If the enemy were from China or Russia, they wouldn’t include Black or White soldiers in an operation like this. As soon as he heard this, Kano picked up the receiver to call the prime minister’s residence.


   

  Chapter 20


  

  “M-Mr. President… how did you obtain these documents?” Prime Minister Motoi Shinzou stammered, his voice trembling.


  “The issue is not how these documents were obtained, but how you will handle them, correct?” President Diller’s voice responded through the line.


  “Y-Yes, you’re right,” Motoi said, a cold sweat breaking out on his forehead.


  In front of him was a stack of faxes sent from the United States. These documents, written in perfect Japanese, detailed the illegal activities, under-the-table donations, and assorted corruption cases involving members of the Motoi cabinet. Although the materials had been sent from the US, they were evidently compiled in Japan.


  It had only been two months since the cabinet was formed. Starting with the issue of reinstating former ruling party members who opposed the Authorization for the Dispatch of Self-Defense Forces to the Special Region, a series of scandals—including corruption, misconduct by cabinet members, and even the suicide of a sitting minister—had left the Motoi administration battered and bruised.


  In this state, these documents were nothing short of a fatal blow to Motoi.


  “Our intelligence agency was fortunate enough to intercept these before they reached the editorial office of the Asahi Newspaper,” Diller continued.


  “Thank you very much, Mr. President,” Motoi replied, his gratitude evident.


  “Think nothing of it. This is a token of our friendship.”


  “Even so, I won’t forget your kindness.”


  “Now,” the president said, his tone becoming more serious, “there’s something I’d like to ask of you, Motoi.”


  “What is it?” Motoi asked, his curiosity piqued.


  “I’ve heard that a person of noble standing from the Special Region is visiting your country as a guest. I’d very much like to invite the princess to the United States.”


  “How did you know about that?!”


  “It’s the same as the documents you have in front of you, Motoi,” the president responded calmly.


  Motoi sighed in despair. State secrets seemed to be leaking like a sieve. He felt as if he was playing a card game with his hand fully exposed.


  “I see… In that case, things should move quickly,” the prime minister said. “We’ll inform our guest of your invitation. If you have it in writing, we can hold onto it.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Diller replied. “I want to deliver the invitation personally.”


  “Personally?”


  “Exactly. I’ve instructed my country’s agent to hand it over directly.”


  “Is that so? Then we can arrange for a meeting as early as tomorrow. Our guest is scheduled to return to the Special Region tomorrow, so how about before then?”


  “That won’t do, Motoi. The trick to inviting a lady as a guest is not to catch her just before she’s about to leave, overcome with homesickness, but in the middle of a lively party. I believe that by letting her know the fun isn’t over yet during such a moment will delight her.”


  “But it’s already late at night here. Our guest is probably resting.”


  “Good news is always welcome, even in the middle of the night. I’m sure our guest will be happy to receive it, so long as there are no interruptions.”


  “From our perspective, this seems highly inappropriate…”


  “You can’t be timid with women, Motoi. Even if you’re accused of being unreasonable, pushing forward boldly is often the key to success. Japanese people may consider modesty a virtue, but I see it as a flaw. I’ve always been frustrated by your reluctance to seize opportunities. As someone who expects a share, if the host provides a small pie from the start, no matter how it’s divided, people are going to be dissatisfied. That’s why I sometimes feel the need to offer such ‘meddling.’”


  “While I value your opinion, I must say that this approach doesn’t align well with Japanese sensibilities,” Motoi countered diplomatically.


  “Exactly. That’s why I want to send my agent directly to extend the invitation to our guest. But your security is so tight that they can’t even get a meeting. Can’t you do something about that, Motoi? As a sign of our friendship?”


  As a sign of friendship… In other words, if Motoi didn’t comply, the documents from earlier might be made public. In this precarious situation, he had no choice but to concede. However, as prime minister, it was his duty to minimize losses even in compromise. He reexamined the situation, the pieces at his disposal, and the options available to him, choosing his next words carefully.


  “Very well. But I can only promise to do something about the security. If our guest declines or evades the invitation, please don’t hold us responsible.”


  “Of course. Our agents are highly skilled, so I’m sure everything will go smoothly,” President Diller assured him.


  All right, at least I’ve got his commitment, Motoi thought to himself.


  The prime minister had devised a way to strike back at the triumphant president. It was a brilliant, last-ditch move that would thwart his intentions without decisively destroying the Japan-US relationship. However, it also meant Motoi’s own ruin. But… with his cabinet already in a dying state, if it was going to collapse, it might as well do so spectacularly.


  “Then I wish you success in your endeavor, Mr. President. Good night,” Motoi said, concluding the conversation.


  “I’m glad you understand, Motoi. Good night. By the way, I’m just about to have brunch,” Diller replied cheerfully before hanging up.


  ※※※


  


  “Cancel?! What do you mean, ‘cancel the protection of our guest’?!” Kano shouted into the receiver.


  He was so agitated by the sudden and unexpected instructions that he no longer cared about addressing the prime minister with formalities. The message from Motoi, summarizing the US president’s words, was shocking. The decision conveyed by Motoi was to allow the hostile armed forces to abduct the Guest without interference.


  Lieutenant Colonel Ryuzaki, still holding the receiver, watched Kano’s tense expression while following the prime minister’s orders. He relayed the command to his subordinates:


  “The Grail has been shattered. I repeat, the Grail has been shattered. All units, cease operations and withdraw to the rendezvous point.”


  Abandoning a mission that had been going well was always a hard pill to swallow. However, once an order was given, carrying it out was an instinct that JSDF personnel had to possess. Despite the myriad thoughts running through their minds, their bodies moved as they’d been trained, working together seamlessly to withdraw from the area without delay.


  The bright dots on the main monitor that represented the Japanese forces began to move westward as they lowered their defenses.


  “What’s going on?” Kano asked, trembling with anger as he gripped the receiver tightly.


  “Please endure this, Kano-san,” came Motoi’s voice, heavy with resignation. “It frustrates me just as much. But with the ministers’ scandals held over us like this, the cabinet is finished.”


  “So, you’re saying we should keep giving in just to protect the cabinet?!”


  “I’m not saying that, nor is that my intention. Fortunately, the only thing I was forced to promise was to withdraw the guards from our guest. As a government, we haven’t promised to hand over the guest. They may ask for that eventually, but before that happens, I plan to throw away the administration. That would render everything null and void, including the secrets they hold.”


  “Throw it away? Motoi, what are you planning? Doing something like that would ruin you as a politician.”


  “I don’t care. If I’m going to do it, I’m going to make sure my name goes down in history. Look forward to it. And, Kano… after that, I’m counting on you to take care of Japan.” At these last words, Motoi’s voice broke with emotion. Kano could almost hear him grinding his teeth.


  War doesn’t only happen on the battlefield. It also happens in meeting rooms, in the National Diet, and at the prime minister’s residence. It takes different forms, adapting to the place. In this way, Motoi had lost the battle. But he showed the determination not to let it end the war.


  “That fool. Acting all tough at the end, despite being such a coward,” Kano muttered as he bit his lip and slowly lowered the receiver.


  ※※※


  


  Suddenly, Itami woke up to a faint sense of something unusual.


  Though his vision seemed shrouded in darkness, upon closer inspection, he realized he was staring at an unfamiliar ceiling. Normally, he wouldn’t wake up at such an odd hour, but perhaps because he had been knocked out and lost consciousness, everything felt strange. He wished he could have slept until morning, but maybe he’d become accustomed to losing consciousness recently from being hit or bumped on the head. It seemed like he was regaining consciousness more quickly than before.


  As he raised his head and looked around, he saw a tatami room filled with futons. Several women lay sleeping, their soft breaths punctuating the silence. Despite their state of drunken slumber, their sleeping faces were unexpectedly peaceful.


  They were in a traditional Japanese inn room. The back of the room had a window designed like an engawa (a wooden veranda), where a chic rattan chair had been placed to enjoy the outside view.


  In the rattan chair sat a solitary figure.


  The sound of ice clinking in a glass. Someone was sipping amber-colored liquor, savoring the outside view while basking in the moonlight.


  “Haaah…” A sigh of frustration. Shallow, ragged breaths.


  Blushing cheeks and slender legs that swayed with a sense of longing.


  It was Rory Mercury.


  In a departure from her usual black gothic priestess outfit, Rory was now dressed in a yukata with a danzen,5 leaving her arms and legs exposed. Her long black hair flowed down to her waist in soft waves, and her flawless skin was almost blinding in its radiance. It felt as though he was intruding on a young girl’s secret, forbidden game, and Itami experienced a sense of awkwardness at having witnessed it. Yet, as a man, he also felt a sinful excitement that made it impossible for him to look away. Rory’s eyes, shining with a seductive glow, drifted vacantly in the air. Eventually, with a sweet sigh, she turned her languid gaze toward him, and their eyes met, her sharp gaze piercing through him.


  Rory showed no surprise at Itami’s stare. Instead, she smiled with a knowing, teasing expression that said, “You were watching, weren’t you?”


  She then extended her left arm lazily, her slender fingers curling in an inviting gesture.


  As if under a spell, Itami found himself sitting up. There was no doubt, no hesitation; it felt like the most natural thing in the world to do. However, as he tried to stand, he found his movements sluggish.


  Someone was clinging tightly to his back.


  The weight on his back broke the trance-like state that felt like a light sleep, and his mind became clear again.


  Pretending not to have heard Rory’s annoyed click of the tongue, Itami looked down to see who was holding onto him.


  It was Lelei.


  Gently, Itami pried the hands of the white-haired girl from his back. He then straightened the disheveled blanket before sitting across from Rory.


  On the side table were a bottle of whiskey, some ice, and water, the origin of which he didn’t know. Bathed in the silvery light of the full moon as she tilted her glass, Rory presented a picture-perfect scene. It was a shame that her appearance was so childlike. If she had the form of a woman in her twenties, she would undoubtedly be overwhelmed by suitors. It was said that, as a demigoddess, her physical age was fixed at its current state. This meant there was no hope for future development, which was quite unfortunate.


  When Itami mentioned this, Rory pouted and turned away.


  “That’s not true. If I shed my mortal body and ascend to godhood, I can choose whatever form I want… But in exchange, I’d lose all the desires and joys of the flesh.”


  “Doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose?” Itami replied as he grabbed the empty glass, tossed in a few ice cubes, and poured two fingers’ worth of whiskey for himself.


  Rory bit her cherry-colored lips and glared at him.


  [image: 05]

  “Absolutely not!”


  Run, run, run… A loud voice echoed in Itami’s mind. His body, however, had other ideas. He sat as Rory approached him like a cat stalking its prey, the only sound the faint rustling of her clothes. She began to climb onto Itami’s lap with feline grace, pressing the left side of her forehead against his chest, making sure to maximize the contact between them. Her shoulders, back, and hips moved skillfully as she leaned her weight onto him. Her legs entwined around his thighs as if to trap him in place.


  Her hand rested on his chest, right over his heart, with her nails slightly digging into his skin—a sensation that was both painfully pleasant and sensuous. To seal the deal, Rory leaned in close to his ear, ready to whisper a few decisive words, her warm breath tickling his skin. Itami’s arms had already wrapped around her waist, signaling his inevitable surrender.


  In such a moment, the perfect line could be anything from a barely audible, ticklish whisper like, “Hold me,” to a more cheerful invitation like, “Hey, let’s play.” Which one she would choose depended on her mood. Having captured her prey and stripped away any resistance, all that was left was to enjoy her victory.


  Just as she was about to deliver her winning line, the loud ring of a cellphone shattered the atmosphere. If ever there was a way to ruin a moment, this was it. The mood was instantly deflated, as if cold water had been dumped on them.


  What is that? Rory’s eyes questioned him, and Itami found himself having to explain the nature of this inconvenient device called a mobile phone.


  “Such an inconsiderate tool, with no regard for time or place,” Rory muttered in annoyance. Sulking, she slid off Itami’s lap and turned her back to him, a dark aura seeming to rise from her shoulders.


  Relieved, Itami took a few deep breaths to calm himself before reaching into his pocket to retrieve the phone. Checking the caller ID, he saw the words “His Excellency” displayed on the screen.


  ※※※


  


  Quaidle Heidegger was thoroughly impressed by the capabilities of a newly established special forces unit in Japan.


  For a fierce former Marine, that was saying a lot. These days, as a member of the CIA, he spent most of his time in the shadows. It had been a long time since he’d engaged in a full-blown physical confrontation. The standard approach of the American military is to unleash overwhelming firepower, raining down bullets like a storm and slamming an enormous amount of explosives into the target. If the enemy is holed up, throw in grenades. If they’re hiding behind a wall, blow away that wall with a rocket launcher. Rough, yet bold.


  The basic military doctrine taught at officer schools is straightforward: Concentrate six times the enemy’s strength at one point. However, things aren’t that simple in the CIA’s line of work. This is because CIA operations often don’t take place on battlefields where such rough tactics are permissible. Instead, they occur in peaceful, everyday settings such as cities, residential areas, or office districts. As a result, using missiles or rocket launchers like a traditional army is out of the question. Naturally, there’s no artillery support either. The weapons are the individual skills and teamwork of commandos who can quickly locate, silently approach, and swiftly neutralize the enemy before it has a chance to retaliate. And to achieve this, meticulous intelligence gathering and planning are essential. It’s the accumulation of these delicate efforts that forms the foundation for an operation's success.


  The plan was to storm the room where the target—the “Guest”—was staying, eliminate the light security detail (reported to be three Self-Defense Force members), and abduct the two individuals. One cannot underestimate the Japanese, particularly their police, who respond with impressive speed. In no time, roads would be blocked, checkpoints would be established, and the entire area would be sealed off. Therefore, a swift escape from the scene was crucial, which is why twenty operatives had been mobilized. However, the enemy was using the surrounding forest and the inn itself as a natural stronghold, camouflaging themselves and lying in wait. They took full advantage of the terrain and the darkness, striking from multiple directions.


  In contrast, Heidegger’s team was equipped for urban operations, clad in black combat uniforms and body armor, and armed only with pistols and MP5SD3 submachine guns. When faced with an unexpected situation, even the most elite task force could find itself utterly helpless.


  Who could have imagined they had such forces at their disposal? Somehow, the Japanese already knew about the impending attack and were ready for it. The ambush reduced the twenty-man team to nearly half in a matter of moments.


  What Heidegger didn’t know was that the truth was much simpler. The defenses had been bolstered merely as a precaution against harassment from other nations’ intelligence agencies, such as tracking them, disrupting subway operations, or setting fires at hotels. If he had known that, he would have likely complained bitterly and called it an unnecessary complication.


  In any case, it could be called their bad luck that they attacked when the Japanese side had fortified their defenses the most. It was the first time in the history of the Far East Japan branch that such heavy losses had been incurred in a single operation. With the ambush having been sprung, the operation was a failure. If they suffered any more losses, even retreating would become difficult. Realizing the mission had failed, Heidegger suggested to the team leader, Chuck, that they retreat.


  Unfortunately, Chuck didn’t agree. He ordered the remaining operatives, including Heidegger, to stand by while he began consulting with someone over the comms.


  “Roger! Kim! Don’t make any rash moves… Goldman, is Tanaka still alive?”


  “He’s dead. Took a bullet right between the eyes.”


  “Damn it!” Roger, who was normally calm and collected, was now spitting out curses. “Weren’t we supposed to be up against nothing more than glorified security guards? This is not what we were told!”


  They had been informed that Japanese operatives rarely used guns and tended to aim for the limbs, hesitating to take a life. Even if they were armed, it would be with something like a handgun, making them easy to subdue. Roger and his team believed this, based on their own experience. But the reality was different; they were being ruthlessly targeted.


  “All right, it seems the higher-ups have reached an agreement. The JSDF should withdraw soon. Once they do, we’ll proceed to pick up the Guest as planned,” Chuck said, as if nothing had happened.


  Roger reacted immediately.


  “What?! ‘As planned’?! Are you saying these losses were within the expected range?!”


  “We didn’t anticipate that Japan would have such strong defenses. But that’s been resolved through direct negotiations and a political deal.”


  “Then why didn’t we do that from the start?! We could have avoided all these casualties!”


  “The White House played a valuable card—a card that should have been saved for another occasion. It had to be used because of your incompetence.”


  An enraged Roger lunged at Chuck, but Heidegger intervened.


  “Knock it off, Roger. We’re still in the middle of an operation. Chuck, watch your mouth.”


  The two men glared at each other as if they were about to spit, then turned their faces away and stepped apart.


  “All right, if this political deal has gone through, we should be fine now. Roger, Bitter, take the lead. Let’s move out.”


  Roger glared at Heidegger with a why-me look, but when Bitter raised his gun and said, “Let’s go,” he reluctantly followed orders.


  Even though the guards were supposedly withdrawn due to the political deal, those on the ground couldn’t fully trust the situation. They remained cautious as they gradually approached the inn. They might encounter regular guests inside, so instead of using the main entrance or other exits, they decided to enter through the garden. The location of the room had already been confirmed through an inside informant they’d bribed.


  With guns drawn, they advanced slowly toward the room where the Guest was staying, carefully watching all directions.


   

  Chapter 21


  

  What might be a tragedy for those directly involved in a situation can sometimes seem like nothing more than a comedy to outside observers. The information that the Japanese government had invited an important “guest” from the Special Region and was planning to hold a crucial meeting to determine future diplomatic relations had leaked out early on, thanks to the extensive information networks various countries had established within Japanese government departments. However, the guest’s arrival in Tokyo was decided at short notice, and the stay was only two nights and three days. As a result, other governments were forced to make decisions without the luxury of waiting for more detailed information.


  The United States was displeased—and to be frank, jealous—that Japan was trying to cozy up to this important figure from the Special Region without informing other countries, thereby securing a favorable position in future diplomatic relations. To put it simply, it was like an American youth who believes the world revolves around him, demanding that a Japanese youth introduce him to an extremely attractive woman he had met. But the Japanese youth was keeping his acquaintance with the woman a secret. So, even if the American tried to intimidate him directly, the other could just feign ignorance, saying, “Who? What are you talking about?”


  However, the American, who doesn’t understand the guilt-ridden anguish of the protagonist in Natsume Sōseki’s Kokoro, believes that whoever acts first wins, regardless of whether the action is discreet or not. According to his American view of romance, where the victor is always right, and there are no forbidden moves in love, he devised a plan to kidnap the beautiful guest and bring her to his own country.


  If Japan later complained, he could simply respond with, “Who is this guest you’re talking about?” After all, Japan had kept it a secret, so they wouldn’t be able to protest too strongly. By playing dumb, the situation could be manipulated. And if he could establish a very close relationship with the guest—for example, offering to mediate peace negotiations between Japan and the country in the Special Region—he could seek passage rights to the Special Region in return for this favor.


  For this reason, the director of the CIA ordered the Far East Branch to begin operations without waiting for detailed information. However, America wasn’t the only country thinking this way. Despite believing that the world revolves around them, they never considered the possibility that others might have the same idea.


  Thus, men with similar thoughts and plans ended up displaying their foolishness in front of the beautiful guest’s sleeping quarters, like would-be suitors caught in the act of sneaking into her room at night.


  The remaining twelve operatives of the State Security Department of the People’s Republic of China’s Japan branch, the remaining eight operatives of the Russian Federation’s Foreign Intelligence Service, and the remaining nine operatives of the CIA unexpectedly encountered each other. However, each of them was engaged in illegal activities abroad. They spoke multiple languages fluently and wore nothing that could reveal their nationality. Their attire was the kind of combat gear you could find in any military surplus store, topped off with balaclavas. Their weapons were deliberately chosen to be foreign-made. Even for highly skilled special operatives, it was incredibly difficult to immediately determine which country or agency the other parties belonged to.


  There was one thing they were all certain of:


  The other two groups they had encountered were armed “enemies.”


  Having just been subjected to a one-sided attack that left them defenseless, they acted on the principle of “kill first, confirm later”. This was the mindset ingrained in them through their training, no matter which of the three countries they came from. Therefore, anyone who wasn’t an ally was considered an enemy.


  “…?!” “…!!!” “…!”


  For a brief moment, a hole had suddenly opened in their focus. In those awkward few seconds of hesitation, they found themselves in a standoff. Hastily, they all raised their guns. But then…


  The window sash slid open with a bang, and a girl clad in gothic black descended onto the pile of rubble.


  “Good evening, everyone,” she greeted the operatives. “What a pleasure it is to see you all here at this late hour.”


  The reflexes of these operatives, despite their years of intense training, were thrown into even greater disarray by the sudden appearance of the girl, standing against the night sky just a few meters away.


  They had been briefed that a young child was among the targets. But none of them had imagined that she would suddenly leap out in front of them. Of course, if she became a hindrance, they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot. But if she wasn’t interfering with the mission, they preferred not to harm her unnecessarily. So, while their reflexes made them aim their guns at the girl, they hesitated for just a few moments to pull the trigger.


  Noticing this hesitation, Rory—befitting her title of Reaper—smirked wickedly. And in the next instant, something unbelievable happened.


  Suddenly, the girl was swinging a heavy halberd with the speed of a lightning strike. And before the American, Chinese, and Russian operatives could even comprehend this absurd situation, each swing claimed the life of one of their comrades.


  After a breath or two, the surviving operatives finally snapped back to their senses, quickly leaping for cover and launching their counterattacks. However, this only deepened the chaos of the situation.


  They aimed their suppressed weapons at the girl and tried to fire high-powered 4.6mm or 5.7mm rounds with lethal force, but whenever the barrels were pointed at her, she elegantly dodged out of the line of fire before they could even pull the trigger.


  Instead of going anywhere near their target, the bullets rained down mercilessly on the operatives of unknown affiliation—who naturally returned fire. And so, amidst the whirlwind created by the gothic-clad girl, a three-way gunfight erupted.


  The girl moved with such agility that it seemed as if she had wings. She twisted and turned in mid-air, dodging every bullet with ease. If she did have wings, they would surely be black. On the ground, she dashed with the speed of a four-legged beast, swiftly closing in on the operatives and slamming her halberd down on them.


  Bullets flew from all directions, and the black whirlwind tore through the battlefield. The supposedly elite operatives quickly forgot their training and tactics, focusing only on survival. While they avoided shooting their own comrades, they had no choice but to fire at anyone else, treating everyone as an enemy. In their desperate, indiscriminate shooting, they ended up being struck by bullets from all sides, and one by one, they fell.


  The destructive power of the girl’s halberd was so overwhelming that the aramid fiber body armor was utterly useless. With each swing, operatives were beaten down, blown away, or sliced in half.


  The operatives had never been trained to deal with such an absurd and unreasonable level of destruction. With no idea how they were supposed to fight something like this, their instincts told them to flee.


  The inn’s garden featured a small pond, stone lanterns, a constructed hill, and carefully maintained shrubs. Under the silver light of the full moon, these elements created a landscape full of wabi-sabi—the sense of serene beauty that comes from imperfection and transience. However, for the operatives, it was a battlefield filled with too many blind spots, narrow spaces, and complex terrain, making fighting nearly impossible.


  The gothic-clad girl skillfully used the terrain to her advantage, dodging bullets and disappearing behind the hill, only to circle around and attack from a different angle. When the operatives tried to counterattack, their bullets only chipped away at the stone lanterns. A stray bullet struck the pond, sending a single koi to float belly-up, and the carefully tended shrubs, prepared meticulously for winter, were shredded in an instant.


  Despite their efforts to avoid aiming at the inn’s building, it was a chaotic battle where stray bullets were inevitable. The rain gutters were blown off, glass was shattered, and holes were punched through the paper sliding doors in rooms where regular guests were sleeping.


  As they exchanged gunfire, took cover, moved, and fired again, the lives of skilled operatives were steadily being lost.


  Chuck, the leader of the American team, had been hit by a stray bullet in the initial moments and was lying on his back. Yet, his loyalty to his country and sense of duty wouldn’t allow him the peace of death until he’d fulfilled his final obligation. As he watched his comrades fall one by one, he struggled to report in a faint voice over the radio.


  “The mission… the mission has failed. We were ambushed… and are nearly wiped out.”


  “What happened? Was it an attack by the Japanese?”


  “No… It’s… too chaotic to understand. A gothic girl… She…”


  “What’s happening? Respond!” the radio crackled, but Chuck could no longer respond.


  Heidegger had been shot in the right thigh. After taking cover behind a stone lantern and tightly wrapping the wound with a pressure bandage from his first-aid kit, he was about to check his remaining ammo when he saw Roger, who had been lying low behind the hill for cover, suddenly get knocked down as if struck from the side by an enemy who had circled around.


  An indescribable emotion surged within him at the sight of such ruthless slaughter.


  “You monster!”


  Heidegger unleashed a hail of bullets at the gothic girl who had beheaded Roger.


  “Monster! Monster!”


  Sadly for him, the girl used her massive, blood-soaked halberd as a shield, deflecting every bullet. When she saw that he had run out of ammo, she slammed the heavy iron weapon down toward him.


  Heidegger twisted his body to avoid it as best he could, but he didn’t escape the blow and was sent flying into a small pond. As he struggled, more gunfire rained down on him.


  Heidegger turned to aim his MP5, but the magazine was hit by an enemy bullet, causing it to explode and scatter casings across the ground. There was no time to replace the magazine. He tried to draw his SIG Sauer P239 sidearm with his left hand… only to realize that his arm was no longer there.


  “Damn it.”


  In a panic, he swung his right hand to pull the Makarov from the holster on his thigh. But his enemy was drawing a handgun at the same time.


  Heidegger put all his strength into his good left leg and leaped away to avoid the enemy’s gunfire. The enemy, too, jumped to the side to dodge Heidegger’s aim.


  “Shit!”


  For a split second, the two were suspended in midair, their guns pointed at each other. They fired continuously until their magazines were empty. A burning sensation assaulted Heidegger’s chest, cheek, shoulder, and waist, as if they’d been seared with a hot iron.


  The ground rose up then to knock from his lungs. He reached out to reload, but his hand wouldn’t move, nor would the arm holding the gun. His strength was rapidly draining away, accompanied by the smell of death, as potent as a sudden wave of drowsiness.


  “Damn it…”


  Heidegger’s vision flickered out, like a TV being turned off. Eventually, his breathing ceased.


  When it was all over, there were no living beings left in the quiet inn garden capable of challenging her.


  The cold winter wind gently fluttered Rory’s frilled skirt.


  A surviving koi in the pond jumped to the surface.


  Tuka, who had been readying her bow to support Rory, relaxed her stance and let out a small sigh.


  Itami, Lelei, Kuribayashi, and Tomita, who had been watching from a room inside, hiding as they peeked out, felt a chill run down their spines at the sight of Rory standing alone in the garden, smiling and covered in blood.


  Meanwhile, in the Situation Management Operations System Room in Ichigaya, the spectators who had been forced to watch the developments unfold were stunned by the sudden battle that had erupted in the garden of the Sankai Rōkaku Inn.


  “Is this an internal dispute?”


  “What on earth is happening?”


  The information relayed from multiple sensors aboard the disguised airship floating silently above—third-generation night vision devices, high-definition cameras, directional microphones, and so on—indicated that the group of enemies attacking the inn had split into three factions and fired at each other.


  “Hey, hey, hey, what’s going on? Can someone explain this to me?” Kano demanded, but no one could answer. No one understood what was happening.


  What confused them even more, so far removed from reality that they found it difficult to accept, was the footage of a young girl swinging around a massive iron axe.


  “Hey, this girl isn’t one of those types who wear a stone mask and drink blood, right?”


  Kano, who frequently read manga, adapted more quickly. In fact, he recalled several manga where characters exhibited abilities similar to hers.


  As time passed, the bodies scattered around the garden lost their heat in the cold winter air, causing the infrared images on the night-vision devices to fade. For a few moments, a sense of pity held the room. Finally, one of the officers who had regained composure began taking action.


  “For now, initiate Procedure Three…”


  Procedure Three involved sending in the Public Security Police and their specialized unit to clean up the scene. This had been planned from the start, so it proceeded without delay. Cleanup in this case involved placing the bodies into body bags and transporting them, recovering abandoned weapons and ammunition (though, for some reason, there was an unusually small amount), erasing traces of the incident, discreetly handling any surviving individuals, and requesting cooperation (silence) from any witnesses or relevant agencies. It also included quietly inquiring through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, asking related agencies, “Something like this happened; do you have any idea about it?” or subtly hinting at the situation.


  Of course, no country would ever give a straightforward answer to such inquiries. Typically, embassies from countries like Russia, China, South Korea, Iran, or France would respond with something along the lines of, “We don’t know anything about it. We’re not involved. What a misfortune, we’re so sorry for you.” However, in this case, since the main party involved was known, there was no need for such inquiries.


  Now, the issue with the Americans was that they seemed bewildered, asking, “Didn’t our boss and your boss already agree on this? What happened? Why?” Since the Japanese side was just as confused, they honestly explained what had occurred. The Americans then requested, “We’ll send a representative over, so please allow us to inspect the bodies.” Naturally, there was no reason to refuse, so the request was gladly accepted.


  When the American representative arrived and examined the thoroughly slaughtered bodies, they remarked, “About two-thirds of these bodies are Russian or Chinese, right?” The Japanese officials shared this view, leading to the eventual realization that the incident was an “unfortunate encounter” due to sheer coincidence. However, that conclusion only came later. At this point, Japan still believed it was an internal dispute within the American camp. Therefore, they did nothing to interfere with the American actions and simply carried out the cleanup with a sense of resigned frustration.


  As for the inn where the incident took place, the concealment work was relatively easy this time, as cooperation had been established from the beginning. The inn was a facility managed by the Ministry of Defense’s Mutual Aid Association, so most of the guests were “affiliates.” A few outsiders, like the families of JSDF personnel or Ministry of Defense officials, were staying there as regular guests. Occasionally, during breakfast, these guests would ask the waitstaff, “Was there some commotion in the garden late last night?” The response was, “Some hobbyists got carried away with their war games on the mountain and somehow ended up in the inn’s garden, causing a bit of a disturbance. We had to call the police to settle things and make them clean up the mess.” That explanation seemed to satisfy them.


  “Honestly, playing war games in a place like this is just outrageous.”


  “I wonder if it’s because of the Self-Defense Forces. I hope our Hiroshi isn’t getting influenced by this.”


  This was the kind of conversation overheard between a middle-aged couple, presumably the parents of one of the personnel. Those who knew the truth couldn’t help but feel a bit uneasy.


  ※※※


  


  Meanwhile, Itami and his group were on the run. They knew better than to think that just because the hunting dogs chasing them had been wiped out—partly by friendly fire and partly by Rory’s hand—that the hunters themselves would give up. So, they packed their things and left the inn while it was still dark.


  “Feels like this kind of thing keeps happening lately,” Tomita grumbled.


  After walking for some time, they came across a parked van in the quiet countryside inn area, idling even though it was the middle of the night. If it belonged to the group that attacked the inn, Itami reasoned, there surely would have been more than one vehicle. (In reality, of course, having a cluster of idling vehicles on a rural road would attract the attention of the local authorities. Therefore, the standard practice was to keep the transport vehicles waiting at a distance, just out of sight. Not knowing this, Itami decided to act without overthinking it.)


  Responding to Itami’s signal, Tomita quickly approached from the right rear blind spot, careful not to be seen in the side mirror, and pressed the muzzle of a captured Heckler & Koch MP7 against the back of the foreign driver’s head. Itami then politely stepped forward, flashing a typically Japanese thin smile as he said, “Sorry, but could you please get out of the car?”


  The large man, who looked unmistakably Russian, slowly got out of the car with his hands raised.


  “If you were a bad guy, I’d shoot you right here, you know? Can I? I can, right?” Kuribayashi asked, looking up at the man who towered over her, holding a captured FN P90 in a firm stance. She was still not entirely sober, so her words were unusually aggressive.


  “That would leave a bad taste,” Tomita said, trying to calm her down while instructing the big man to lie face down. Feeling the imminent danger, the man complied without resistance.


  “But how do we neutralize him? We don’t have any rope, and even though they make it look easy on TV and in manga, I’ve never actually knocked someone out before. If I hit him in the wrong spot, I might kill him. Wouldn’t it just be easier to shoot him? I wouldn’t mind trying out a few rounds.”


  Even as she spoke, Kuribayashi was disarming the large man, removing his handgun, spare magazines, and searching his body for other weapons. Any usable weapons and ammunition were, of course, confiscated.


  “Extra weapons and ammo are always a welcome sight. And it’s the latest PDW6, the kind you’d wait years to get your hands on. What a haul! So… much… stuff!” she said, and proceeded to recite a self-defense force haiku about how there are never enough bullets. Her gear had grown as heavy and bulky as she was.


  Lelei quietly stepped forward. “It would be best to neutralize him without killing him, if possible, right?” she asked.


  “Do you have a way to do that?” Kuribayashi responded, curious.


  Lelei nodded. “I do.”


  She placed her hand on the back of the man lying face down and began to recite a somewhat long incantation in a harmonious yet dissonant tone, using a technique akin to throat singing. However, in her case, the sound had a resonance similar to a pigeon whistle.


  After a while, the White man began snoring loudly.


  “That should keep him out until morning,” Lelei said calmly.


  “A-Amazing!” Kuribayashi exclaimed.


  The astonishment of the Japanese, seeing magic for the first time, was akin to that of primitive people witnessing an illusion. Lelei, Rory, Piña, Bozes, Risa, and Tuka, however, maintained perfectly composed expressions as they climbed into the van. Tomita took the driver’s seat, with the small Kuribayashi sandwiched in the middle, and Itami in the passenger seat. Now all they had to do was drive straight to Tokyo… or so they thought, until Itami suddenly suggested a change of plans.


  “Let’s not head straight for Ginza. We’ll be in trouble if they’re waiting for us.”


  “What do we do, then?” Tomita asked. “No offense, but it’s safer on the other side of the Gate than it is here. I think we should get back there as soon as possible.”


  “It’s ironic that a war zone is safer,” Kuribayashi muttered. “But our vacation got ruined this time, so we’ll have to reschedule it properly later, Captain.”


  Itami responded with a clenched fist. “Of course. I haven’t had any rest either. I swear I’ll make Yanagida give me three days off at the end of December.”


  “I won’t ask what’s so special about those days,” Kuribayashi replied, “but I’ll take my leave on a different day.”


  “I don’t want to get caught up in this again either,” Tomita added.


  The two only realized Lelei had been translating their conversation when Piña asked, “I wish to inquire about something. Why are we running and hiding like this in the first place?”


  “Yes, I’d like to ask that too, Captain,” Kuribayashi said. “I’ve thought it was strange from the beginning, but what exactly is going on?”


  Itami thought for a moment before slowly starting to speak. “The truth is…”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m not really sure either.”


  “Captain?” Kuribayashi narrowed her eyes and pointed the muzzle of her FN P90 at Itami. “If you don’t talk soon, I’ll shoot you in the back.”


  Itami raised both hands and spoke gently, as if trying to calm an angry horse. “Wait, wait, let’s talk this out!”


  “That sounds like a death flag,” Risa quipped from behind.


  “No questions asked!” Kuribayashi insisted.


  “Hold on, Kuribayashi. You’re Itami’s subordinate, aren’t you? You mustn’t push him too hard. This is a very political matter,” Piña interjected. “I understand that Itami’s in a position where he’s unable to say certain things. But I want you to listen to my hypothesis.”


  Pina continued. “First, let me confirm something. Have I been sold out?”


  Itami shook his head. “No, you haven’t.”


  “But weren’t we supposed to be enjoying our vacation peacefully, just like you? There have been disruptions from the very beginning. Changing transportation at the last minute can happen due to logistical reasons, and I can accept that. I also understand disembarking that hellish vehicle called the ‘subway’ just before reaching our destination, out of consideration for Lady Rory and us. When the inn we were staying at caught fire, it was natural to flee to Risa’s room to avoid the arsonists. However, when all these things happen in quick succession over one or two days, and then the inn we stay at is attacked, forcing us to flee in panic… it all seems too much.


  “It’s as if the guards assigned to us have been deliberately pulled away, like leaving a lamb tied up in front of a kobold. It suggests that something significant is happening in this country’s decision-making process. We came to this nation to mediate negotiations with the Empire—peace negotiations. I suspect there are forces beyond, some that oppose this peace and others that support it, and they are in conflict. Am I wrong?”


   

  Chapter 22


  

  At a service center near Tokyo…


  It was around 5 AM, and most of the city was still asleep. However, trucks heading toward the city continued to speed along the highway without interruption.


  The service center’s parking lot was mostly unpopulated, and a morning mist hung in the air. Amidst this, the sound of three girls’ footsteps could be heard as they hurriedly made their way from the shop, paying attention to the passing cars.


  One was a girl who appeared to be about twelve or thirteen years old—an ebony-haired demigod. Another looked to be around fourteen or fifteen—a wise sorceress. The last seemed to be around sixteen or seventeen—a forest elf.


  Watching them from the passenger seat of the van, Itami thought to himself: Have there ever been girls as beautiful as these?


  From the back seat, Risa quietly asked Itami, “So, which of them do you prefer?”


  Itami pretended not to hear. Risa rephrased the question to make it easier for him to answer.


  “Judging by appearance… you like the elf girl, don’t you?”


  “Well, yeah,” Itami admitted.


  “In terms of personality, the gothic girl,” Risa continued.


  “Yeah,” Itami agreed.


  “And the one who triggers your protective instincts is the platinum blonde girl, right?” Risa concluded.


  “You know me very well,” Itami acknowledged. Better than any other woman, he thought.


  “How many years do you think we’ve been together?” Risa responded, exasperated. She paused from typing on her laptop to kick the back of Itami’s seat.


  Tomita and Kuribayashi exchanged glances and shrugged at the sight of the former couple's conversation. Tomita was massaging his own shoulders, tired from the late-night drive from Izu-Hakone to Tokyo.


  The sliding door opened, and the three girls climbed into the van.


  Seeing Itami clutching his head in pain, Rory gave him a suspicious look. She suspected he had probably said or done something foolish and received some punishment from Risa for it.


  Rory and the others handed out cans of various drinks, such as sweet sake, red bean soup, potage soup, and cocoa, to everyone—except Itami. Having experienced a bit of modern technology, they’d wanted to make purchases themselves. However, it seemed they didn’t really understand what they had bought.


  “What about mine?” Itami asked, feeling rather left out even though he hadn’t really wanted anything. He tried asking Rory, but she ignored him and returned to the back seat of the van with a pout. She was still sulking.


  “Oh, I see… Well, that’s fine, I guess. It’s not like I wanted red bean soup anyway…” Itami muttered defiantly, slumping his shoulders. Psychologists liken it to the fable of “The Fox and the Grapes,” where the unattainable grapes are declared to be sour.


  “What did you do?” Risa asked, noticing the exchange.


  “Nothing,” Itami replied.


  In relationships between men and women, sometimes doing nothing can be a sin. Risa, sensing the nature of the situation with her female intuition, felt a twinge of irritation and decided to change the subject.


  “Well, everything’s set up now. All we have to do is wait for them to take the bait.”


  “What?” Itami asked, confused by the sudden change in topic.


  Rory peeked over Risa’s shoulder at the LCD screen, but seeing that it only displayed a page full of Japanese text with no images, she quickly lost interest. Tuka was asleep. Lelei, though barely able to read the content, was more impressed by how expertly Risa was using the laptop she’d bought only earlier that day.


  “This afternoon at 2:00 PM, a flower offering is scheduled at the Ginza Incident Memorial by Rory Mercury, Tuka Luna Marceau, and Lelei La Lalena. Afterward, they will return to the Special Region.”


  This message had been posted on an anonymous bulletin board, and the responses had sparked a bit of a frenzy online.


  “How does it look? Will it work?” Itami asked, leaning forward over the backrest of the passenger seat to get a better look at the screen. Meanwhile, he noisily slurped his breakfast—a cup of instant noodles he’d bought from a convenience store. The sound and the splattering broth made Risa grimace.


  “Don’t worry,” she said, not removing her eyes from the laptop. “This will attract a huge crowd eager to catch a glimpse of them. And… could you please stop eating ramen over my head?”


  “Based on the reactions online since the testimony, I figured this would work. Sometimes, a popular rock band’s guerrilla concert can draw more than a thousand people, so we should be able to gather at least that many,” Risa explained.


  To protect themselves from the enemies likely waiting for them in Ginza, Risa proposed using a crowd of fans and onlookers to surround them as they made their way back to the Gate. Even the Americans, Chinese, and Russians wouldn’t dare to act recklessly in front of such a large audience. While there was some risk, this plan was far safer and more reliable than engaging in a car chase, gunfight, or sword battle in the middle of the city.


  Itami agreed wholeheartedly, recognizing it as a great idea if it went according to plan.


  “Anyway, I’ll keep working on this until noon, so why don’t you get some sleep until then?” Risa suggested.


  “Got it,” Itami replied obediently. He reclined the passenger seat and closed his eyes, just as Piña and the others had done.


  “Oh, and one more thing, senpai?” Risa continued typing as she spoke.


  “What is it?” Itami asked.


  “Go visit your mother already.”


  “…………………………………………………”


  Itami’s silence was itself a hard rejection. Risa stiffened, then muttered, “I guess it’s still not the right time.”


  Piña feigned sleep as she listened to the exchange between Itami and Risa. She’d heard the two had separated, but it seemed to her that they were still quite close. Of course, that impression came from the tone and rhythm of their voices, as she couldn’t understand what they were saying. Still, it was frustrating not to grasp the content of the conversation. While she had no interest in eavesdropping on the intimate words of a former couple, there could be something in their exchange that might influence her or her country’s future. This thought motivated her to learn Japanese as quickly as possible.


  The existence of factions on this side of the Gate that were opposed to peace was enough to instill a strong sense of urgency in Piña. The major powers Itami had mentioned—America, Russia, China—could easily determine the Empire's fate through their power struggles, and the thought was infuriating. At the very least, she wanted to join forces with those who supported peace and bring the Empire into a diplomatic battle for survival. Militarily, they might not stand a chance, but to leave their fate up to the whims of destiny was something she could not accept as a member of the imperial family.


  Leaving one’s fate to the heavens is the act of a fool. The heavens bring both good and bad fortune. The only thing an imperial noble can rely on is their own ability. Here, to make full use of their abilities, it would be necessary to gain a broad understanding of the world on this side of the Gate, including not only Japan but also other nations such as America, Russia, and China. This was something Piña could never accomplish on her own. Once back in Italica, she would need to seek the cooperation of Panache, Hamilton, Nikolaschka, Suissesse, and other members of the knight order. She would also have to return to the imperial capital, report to the emperor, and persuade senators and ministers.


  As Piña felt the weight of the “gun” she’d picked up at the inn—hidden in her cloak, where Itami and the others wouldn’t notice—she resolved to return safely to her country, bringing with her the technology of this world.


  ※※※


  


  That day, the TV news was filled with special reports from morning onward. The morning newspapers used their entire front pages to report, with giant headlines, the sudden hospitalization and resignation announcement of the current prime minister. Rows of cameras focused on the Tokyo Women’s Medical University Hospital, and reporters and announcers informed passersby of the news, broadcasting their shocked reactions to the nation. Critics of the government labeled the prime minister “irresponsible,” and a newly coined phrase playing on his name was used to mock his behavior as “Moto-ing.”


  Amidst this major news coverage, a less publicized series of events went largely unnoticed. The only ones who noticed were the production staff of a daytime TV show called Osomatsusamadeshita!! As usual, the crew—a combination of camera, sound, and a female announcer—was out on the streets, gathering public reactions to the prime minister’s hospitalization and resignation. However, in Ginza, people's reactions were almost uniformly predictable. When people saw the TV camera, they would respond in a way that they felt was appropriate for the situation. Typically, this meant expressing surprise with comments like, “Is that true? Why so suddenly?” or, if they were critical of the government, “It’s about time he stepped down,” or “How irresponsible.” Such reactions were similar to those in sensational crime cases where people would say, “ I always thought they might do something like that.”


  In this cutthroat world, not one-tenth—or even one-hundredth—of video footage collected this way will actually be used. Expected and unexpected reactions are cut, pasted, and edited based on how the show’s editor wants to present them to the viewers. The ability of the reporting staff is measured by how much vibrant and varied material they can gather.


  Nanami Kuribayashi, a new announcer in the department who still didn’t fully grasp this, was busy sticking her microphone in the face of yet another man, gathering comments about the prime minister’s hospitalization. Standard questions get standard answers, which are recorded as data on the memory card. The program producer isn’t just looking for the usual responses; they want “extreme” responses, but Nanami was bringing back the unwanted former kind with only slight variations. Naturally, the footage she gathered would rarely, if ever, be used. The morale of the camera and sound crew dropped, and the director would scold her, saying, “Go find some usable shots.” Even the main anchor would chide her with, “You need to work harder.” Meanwhile, some of her peers already had regular shows of their own.


  Nanami was genuinely trying to find worthy interview footage, but her efforts were misguided. It wasn’t just in the way she asked questions, the tone of her voice, or how she held the microphone. She even resorted to changing her clothes to emphasize her large chest—a trait she shared in common with her sister. This, however, only resulted in her senior giving her a stern look and asking, “Are you planning to end up as a flashy gimmick announcer?”


  Sighing, she looked around, wondering who to interview next. This was Ginza’s busy shopping district, so finding people to interview wasn’t a problem. Then she noticed something strange about the movement of people.


  In Ginza, the crowds are constantly on the move, normally migrating from north to south along Chuo Avenue, or from east to west. But today, the scene was different. The flow of people was sluggish. They weren’t waiting at a traffic signal, nor were they gathered at a suitable meeting spot. Many men were simply standing still by the roadside. And it wasn’t just one or two. There were enough of them standing there to obstruct the flow of passersby, as if they were waiting for something.


  “Is there some kind of event today?” Nanami asked.


  “Not that I’ve heard,” replied the sound tech.


  “There’s more and more of them every minute,” someone noted.


  People were gathering and stopping, seemingly without any particular reason. Genuine shoppers were weaving their way through the growing crowd, clearly annoyed by the inconvenience.


  “Is some idol group holding a random street concert or something?” someone speculated.


  “Keep the camera rolling,” Nanami said, urging the cameraman to continue filming.


  “I know, I know. But don’t forget to report back to the station!” the cameraman reminded her.


  Nanami, intoxicated by the scent of what could be her first big scoop, had completely forgotten the basic protocol of reporting back to headquarters. Startled by the cameraman’s reminder, she hurriedly reached for her cell phone.


  Meanwhile, Graham Morris, the head of the CIA’s Japan branch, was circling the Ginza Garrison, a 200-square-meter JSDF-controlled area in a prime location in Ginza enclosed by a barbed-wire fence. Despite grumbling about the sudden mobilization, he was patiently waiting for the appearance of the person codenamed “the Guest”.


  The Ginza Garrison had only one main gate. In front of it stood a memorial for the Ginza Incident, along with a registry table where people still came to offer flowers. Morris’s mission was to capture the Guest as soon as they arrived and swiftly transport them to the US.


  The arrangements with the Japanese government had already been made. He hadn’t expected the prime minister to resign, which would essentially nullify their leverage, but at least the promise of non-interference should still stand. Therefore, his main concerns were China and Russia. Reports had already come in that the commando team dispatched to Hakone had been wiped out due to an unfortunate encounter with Chinese and Russian operatives. Looking around, he noticed a few foreigners scattered among the crowd. Not all of them were likely to be enemies, but his instincts told him some certainly were.


  The mission was to fend off interference from the Russians and Chinese and successfully secure the Guest. It was a difficult and nerve-wracking operation, but not impossible. After all, in the bustling district of Ginza, there were limits to what any nation could do. However, the growing number of people in the area was becoming suspicious.


  He decided to ask one of his subordinates, “Was there some event scheduled for today?”


  “There’s no information about it, but…”


  “Even so, the number of people here can’t be normal.”


  Indeed, every street in Ginza was overflowing with people. The scene resembled the crowded platform at Shinjuku Station during simultaneous overhead-wire accidents on the Chuo, Sobu, and Yamanote lines, causing train delays. The shimmering heat rising from the crowd was like that of people crammed into a box, a mixture of intense heat and a certain murderous frustration born from stress. On Chuo-dori in Ginza, the sidewalks couldn’t contain all the people, and they spilled over into the street, obstructing traffic.


  “This isn’t just in the thousands. Tens of thousands… Maybe even more?”


  Iwasaki, the head of the traffic department at the Ginza Central Police Station, had rushed to the scene on foot after receiving a report from patrolling officers, as patrol cars were stuck in the massive traffic jam. He was shocked by the sheer number of people who had gathered. It didn’t seem to be an unannounced protest or demonstration. So many people had filled the streets of Ginza, without any apparent destination, simply waiting for something.


  He approached a TV crew on-site and asked, “What are all these people gathered for?”


  The crew, clearly not expecting to be questioned by a uniformed officer, seemed momentarily confused, but the bright and cheerful female announcer answered on their behalf.


  “It seems everyone’s here to catch a glimpse of the girls from the Special Region!”


  Nanami and her team set up their camera at the best vantage point overlooking the memorial, eagerly waiting to capture the prime footage. Other news crews, delayed by the traffic and crowds, were unable to even enter Ginza. In place of the usual reporters, there were dozens of different cameras lined up on tripods, giving off a different kind of energy than the professional journalists.


  Nana was full of enthusiasm, buoyed by her director’s words: “Cover this thoroughly. If you do it right, you might win the Broadcasting Director’s Award!”


  “What are we supposed to do about this?” Tomita, in the driver’s seat, was frustrated by the massive traffic jam. The car had come to a halt in Shimbashi. Agitated drivers blared their horns incessantly, leading to a chorus of shouts and curses. Police officers were blowing their whistles, desperately trying to manage the traffic, but there simply weren’t enough of them to handle the situation.


  “It’s overwhelming… I had no idea it would be this bad,” Risa groaned, holding her head in frustration.


  She had completely miscalculated. The information that Tuka, Rory, and Lelei would be appearing in Ginza had spread across the internet in an instant. The number of people who had gathered from all corners of Japan just to catch a glimpse of the three had swelled to an estimated 40,000 (according to the Tokyo Metropolitan Police). To put that into perspective, the Tokyo Dome holds 45,000.


  “S-Sir Itami… where could such a large crowd have come from?” Piña stammered.


  “Is a battle about to begin nearby?” Bozes added, clearly unnerved.


  The main stars of the day—Lelei, Tuka, and Rory—were buried under the large condolence bouquets they had bought along the way, their expressions hidden.


  “We’re not getting anywhere with this many people. What should we do?” Tomita asked.


  “We’ll just have to walk,” Itami replied.


  “But isn’t it dangerous to go outside?” Tomita asked, concerned.


  “It’ll be fine,” Rory reassured them, her face emerging from behind the flowers.


  Holding an unwrapped halberd in her right hand and cradling the bouquet in her left arm, Rory slid open the van door and stepped outside. After being seated for so long, she stretched her body with a loud “Ughh” and then tucked the halberd under her arm. She approached a young man from the crowd who was standing nearby.


  “Which way is Ginza?”


  And then…


  Risa, who was there to witness the scene, would later describe it thusly: “Like the scene from that one movie where the sea parts and a path opens up. The crowd just parted before her, making way.”


   

  Chapter 23


  

  Unfortunately, there are people in this world who let go of the reins of reason and allow their emotions to run wild. For example, a random attacker. And just as some might despise a monk so much that they extend their hatred to the robes he wears, there are those who, instead of focusing their hatred on the criminal, direct it at the criminal’s family. These people completely misdirect their emotions to the wrong target. There’s no need to even mention unrelated strangers. And the idea that a parent’s sin should be passed on to their child, or vice versa, is a barbaric practice that wasn’t even found in ancient Rome. It’s truly pitiful to be less mature than people from two thousand years ago.


  To the victims of the Ginza Incident, Rory, Lelei, and Tuka—who had come from the Special Region—were, in a sense, the first “foreigners” they had ever seen. Among the massive crowd filling the streets of Ginza, there might be those who, out of misplaced resentment, intended to take their anger out on the three of them.


  Realizing this, Itami tightened his expression from relaxed to serious and spoke to Tomita and Kuribayashi.


  “Let’s call it off for today. We can stay at Risa’s place again.”


  The two of them were visibly disappointed, but avoiding unpleasant situations was part of Itami’s creed. Considering the difficulties they anticipated, it was a natural choice to try to escape from the current situation.


  Kuribayashi countered, “And then tomorrow, we’re supposed to force our way through while some intelligence agency or another is lying in wait?”


  Risa had gathered this crowd to protect Piña and Bozes from being ambushed by American or other intelligence agencies. If they ran away now, after going to all the trouble of creating this situation, they would be back to square one.


  “Like debt collectors who chase you wherever you run,” Risa added.


  The idea of taking refuge at Ichigaya or at one of the various military garrisons was also out of the question. If the government took Piña and Bozes under protection, they would have no choice but to comply if the President of the United States called. That would completely undermine the motive behind the prime minister’s resignation. So long as they were outside the government’s direct control, they could escape with a plausible “Oh, it looks like they got away. What a shame,” while secretly mocking the situation. Itami fully understood this dynamic thanks to his briefing from Lord Taro.


  “Damn it…” Itami scratched his head in frustration, closed his eyes, and sighed deeply before giving his orders to the two. “If anyone tries to harm them, shoot.”


  This was not permission; it was an order. Both Tomita and Kuribayashi had voluntarily joined the Self-Defense Forces. They were also highly trained sergeants who had been through the baptism of real combat. Therefore, once they received instructions in the form of an order, they could switch their mindset to “killing machine” mode.


  They each checked the magazines of their captured weapons, retrieved spare magazines from Kuribayashi’s pack, and stuffed them into their pockets or tucked them into their belts. Their eyes now shone with the cold light of soldiers. If they had sunglasses, they would have put them on. Of course, they didn’t brandish their weapons openly to intimidate the crowd. They concealed their guns under their jackets and half-coats, ready to fire at any moment. Then, they stepped out of the van and onto the asphalt of Ginza, facing the massive crowd that surrounded them.


  Shino Kuribayashi was dressed in a black leather jacket. She wore a stone-washed denim mini-skirt with black stockings and stretch boots. Her preference for high-heeled footwear likely stemmed from a complex about her height. She was known for her small stature and large bust; however, unlike many short people, who tend to have shorter limbs and longer torsos, her figure was a series of well-defined curves—a trait made possible by a well-toned, muscular physique. In essence, all her body’s proportions except for her bust were perfectly scaled-down versions of an ideal figure.


  She wore her leather jacket open, revealing the white sweater underneath. If a character illustration were added here, the pose would show her holding the jacket's left collar with her left hand while appearing to tuck her right arm into the jacket. If full color were an option, her lips would be painted deep crimson, and her eyebrows would be sharply defined, complementing her resolute expression. Naturally, her right hand would be holding an H&K MP7. Her large bust made the jacket tight around her chest, leaving no room for the fabric to conceal even the compact 34-centimeter-long gun, which peeked out slightly from under the jacket’s hem.


  Imagine her standing in the cold winter wind between buildings, mentally prepared for battle—a sight that would surely make for a cool mental illustration.


  Next to her stood Tomita. Akira Tomita was dressed in a half-coat made of a cashmere blend. Tall and rugged, Tomita had a muscular build but didn’t give off the bulky impression of a bodybuilder. His physique was more reminiscent of a nimble athlete. His dark, tanned skin and sharp features, along with an unshaven beard reminiscent of Ichiro's, gave him a look so stylish it could be a bit irritating to behold. His hawk-like gaze seemed ready to pierce through anyone in his path. Inside his coat, he concealed an FN P90, a PDW developed by Belgium’s FN Herstal.


  Finally, there was Itami, who resembled an ordinary salaryman in his thirties. His suit, worn with little care, was becoming wrinkled, and his cheaply made synthetic-leather shoes, which probably cost around 2,000 yen a pair, were already showing signs of wear. Over this, he wore a dull, unimpressive long coat that wouldn’t look out of place if he were having a drink in a bar near the Shinjuku Station West Exit or around the Shinjuku Guard area. If you were to place him on a rush-hour train platform, he would blend into the crowd so quickly that finding him again would be a difficult task. Despite all this, he was discreetly carrying a Makarov pistol under his coat.


  As the atmosphere around the three of them shifted to one of combat readiness, Risa let out a small gasp. The three, who had just moments ago been exuding a relaxed, carefree vibe, now emanated an aura akin to that of unsheathed katanas. It was different from the aggressive posturing of yakuza or thugs, or the menacing presence of barking guard dogs. Instead, it conveyed the quiet, lethal ferocity of wild predators, evoking an unsettling fear.


  Unlike Tomita and Kuribayashi, Itami’s demeanor quickly reverted to his usual easygoing and clueless expression.


  “Sorry, Risa. I can’t take you any further than this,” Itami said, leaning his face in through the window.


  Risa shrugged. “I guess there’s no helping it. What should I do with the car?”


  “Just leave it somewhere convenient. And make sure you pay back that debt soon,” Itami replied.


  “I-I’ll send the money as soon as my doujinshi sells… By the way, when do you think you’ll be able to come again?”


  “I’m not sure. It probably won’t be for a while. I’ll keep in touch.”


  Itami raised his hand and turned to leave, but Risa called out to stop him.


  “Hey, um… You know how you sometimes say you’ll come but then don’t? So, even if you say it’s impossible, is it okay if I still kind of hope you might show up?”


  “If you’re going to start saying things like that, why did we even get divorced?” Itami responded with a sigh.


  “Well, you know… I just felt like getting married to be supported, and then getting comfortable with that was kind of… I don’t know. Like I was failing as a person,” Risa admitted.


  “Do whatever you like,” Itami said, exasperated. And this time, he turned away for good.


  ※※※


  


  “As we can see, the response to Prime Minister Motoi’s sudden hospitalization and unexpected resignation has been one of shock and bewilderment across various sectors.”


  In the studio, a panel of distinguished commentators from various fields was seated against the backdrop of a large portrait of Prime Minister Motoi.


  “This is far too irresponsible,” grumbled a bearded university professor.


  An author offered a more sympathetic perspective: “But the role of prime minister is extremely demanding. If his health isn’t up to par, it can’t be helped.”


  “The scandals among the Cabinet ministers just piled up, and the media and the opposition parties’ relentless pursuit made him snap,” added a man who had leveraged his title of former governor to create a career as a political commentator. “Now, the opposition is probably at a loss as to what to do with the fist they’ve raised.”


  “The opposition isn’t troubled at all. Regardless of who becomes the next prime minister, they’ll push hard for a dissolution of the House of Representatives and a general election, all under the pretext of seeking the public’s mandate,” another commentator chimed in.


  “As mentioned earlier,” the main anchor reported, “the issue of the next prime minister has already stirred active movements among influential members of the ruling party in Nagatacho.”


  “Three names are being touted as potential candidates for the next prime minister and party leader: Morita, Kano, and Aramaki.”


  Photos of the three candidates appeared prominently on the monitor.


  “Morita is currently seen as the frontrunner for the next party leader, with support from various factions within the party. Although Kano has popular support among the public, he’s still considered to lack influence within the party. Whether the next leader will be decided through discussions among faction representatives or through a party election remains to be seen, and we will be watching closely.”


  The political segment ended there, and the anchors quickly shifted their expressions as if changing masks.


  “Ginza is in chaos.”


  The program then cut to a commercial break.


  After four sixty-second commercials—for detergent, car insurance, plastic wrap, and diapers—the next segment began with footage from a recent hearing in the National Diet. The camera focused on Tuka, a striking blonde elf, standing on the red carpet of the Diet, surrounded by flashing cameras. The bright lights made her beauty look almost ethereal; she could easily have starred in a shampoo or conditioner commercial.


  The camera then lingered on Lelei, capturing the serenity in her eyes and her hair, which shone like threads of silver. And then there was Rory, clad in her gothic outfit, with her sharp tongue and mischievous, devilish expression.


  “These three individuals, summoned as witnesses from the Special Region, have become an overnight sensation,” commented one of the panelists. “The most popular by far is Tuka Luna Marceau, of a people thought to have only existed in fairy tales—the elves.”


  “She’s truly beautiful. It really tugs at the hearts of otaku, doesn’t it? I mean, to think that someone we all believed to be a fictional character actually exists? It makes you want to see a real-life elf, even just once,” another commentator added.


  A young celebrity lawyer spoke up next. “I watched the Diet broadcast as well, and I was amazed. Remember Lelei? Her Japanese is so good, especially considering she learned it in just a few months. As for Tuka’s ears, at first I suspected they might be special effects or something.”


  [image: 06]

  “By the way, is their stated age really accurate? I mean, it feels rude to bring up a lady’s age, but… could it be that a year in the Special Region is actually much shorter?” asked the author, curiosity plain on her face.


  “According to the information released by the Ministry of Defense, it’s estimated that a year in the Special Region lasts 389.3 days. The length of a day there is slightly shorter compared to ours, but even accounting for that difference, their age would actually be higher when adjusted to our time,” another panelist explained.


  “But for Rory Mercury to be over 900 years old… That’s a bit much, isn’t it? She looks like she’s in middle school at best. And Tuka here—she’s supposed to be over 160? She looks far too young for that.”


  According to certain books, women don’t tend to envy qualities like intelligence, education, or refinement, but they are keenly sensitive to beauty and wealth. This lady, approaching fifty herself, couldn’t help but feel conflicted about women who were supposedly much older yet displayed the beauty of teenagers.


  “There was an explanation in the Diet that these two belong to long-lived races,” someone pointed out.


  “And, as a man, how do you feel about this? They may look so young, but being told they’re over a hundred years old…” the author continued.


  “Honestly, it doesn’t really sink in,” agreed the professor.


  “If they were just using makeup to look younger, or they’d had plastic surgery, that might be a different story,” replied the lawyer. “But if they look this young naturally, then whether they’re a hundred or five hundred years old, I don’t think it would bother me.”


  “These women certainly provide plenty of interesting topics to discuss. Today, it’s been reported that they’ll lay flowers at the Ginza incident memorial and then return to the Special Region. Apparently, Ginza is overflowing with fans who have gathered for a glimpse of them,” the main anchor noted.


  The show cut to footage of crowds filling the streets of Ginza. Traffic was paralyzed, and cars were stuck in gridlock. Police officers were desperately blowing whistles, trying to manage the swarming masses, but with little success.


  The camera then zoomed in on the main anchor’s face.


  “As you just saw, Ginza has been bustling with fans who have gathered from all over since around 1 PM. Our staff is on-site, so let’s connect with them now. Kuribayashi-san?”


  The screen switched to a live broadcast from the scene. Despite being on national television, Nana Kuribayashi seemed unaware, looking around at her surroundings and practicing her lines. She even wrote the character for “person” on her palm and pretended to swallow it (a gesture meant to calm nerves), which came across as rather endearing. Behind her, viewers could see the flower offering stand and the crowd gathered around it.


  “Kuribayashi-san?”


  Interestingly, despite the lack of any formal crowd control, a clear path had been opened leading to the flower offering stand. Along this path walked a group of seven: a gothic girl with a large bouquet, an elf girl with flowing golden hair, a silver-haired girl with short hair, a luxurious red-haired woman, and a woman with golden curls, accompanied by a Japanese man and woman who seemed to be either their guides or bodyguards.


  “Kuribayashi-san, the audio seems to be malfunctioning.”


  Although Itami was also in the frame, the contrast between his dull appearance and the vibrant main characters made him nearly invisible to viewers, blending in more like an insignificant background character, stubbornly clinging to the protagonist’s side.


  “Kuribayashi-san?”


  Finally noticing the audio prompt, Kuribayashi hastily put her earpiece back in.


  “Ah, yes! This is Kuribayashi, reporting from Ginza!”


  “We can see the situation there on the screen. How are things on the ground?”


  “Yes, as you can see, the three main guests are slowly approaching the flower offering stand, waving to the crowd. Although the fans have spilled onto the roads, causing traffic jams and all sorts of inconvenience, they’re surprisingly well-behaved toward the guests. It’s almost as if they’re being guided by some unseen force, opening a path and waiting for them to pass.”


  Suddenly, a young man jumped out from the crowd. Tomita quickly tensed, but Rory was faster, thrusting the butt of her halberd into the asphalt with enough force to shatter it with a sharp, ringing sound. When she gave the young man a mischievous smile, he seemed to lose his nerve and retreated back into the crowd.


  “It appears there are more than just the three main guests on the scene.”


  “Yes, there are seven people in total.”


  “Are the other four also from the Special Region?”


  “No, it seems… it seems… My sister?”


  “Kuribayashi-san?”


  “Sorry, it’s just… my sister’s here.”


  “Your sister, Kuribayashi-san?”


  “Yes, my sister is in the JSDF and is supposed to be in the Special Region right now, but I wasn’t told she was coming here… Hey, sis, what are you doing here?!”


  “Oh, Nanami!” Kuribayashi’s sister appeared casual but vigilant—impressive for someone whose normal job didn’t involve security. “What are you doing here?”


  “It’s a live broadcast on TV…”


  “Are we on camera right now?”


  “Yeah, it’s on national TV.”


  “Hi, Mom! How are you?” Kuribayashi’s sister waved her left hand, looking directly at the camera.


  Because of this, her right hand, which was gripping the MP7, was briefly visible. While this was an action full of comedic potential, it’s likely that more than seventy percent of her attention was focused on being vigilant, preventing her from thinking clearly. This interpretation is rather generous, considering the circumstances.


  As Kuribayashi, Tomita, and Itami remained alert to their surroundings, the five from the Special Region, led by Rory, approached the flower offering stand. As they paid their respects, nearly a hundred cameras flashed.


  After the offering, Rory glanced around and murmured, “We need a bell to toll for the departed.” Then, planting her halberd in the ground, she raised her voice. “Could someone ring a bell for us?”


  At that moment, as if in response to her request, the Ginza clock tower began to chime. Rory smiled softly and said, “Thank you” as she closed her eyes in quiet reflection. The atmosphere around them grew solemn.


  Shifting away from the Kuribayashi sisters, the cameras homed in on the three Special Region girls as they expressed their condolences. When the chimes ended, Rory and the others turned their backs to the flower stand, though the audio continued to pick up the conversation between the Kuribayashi sisters.


  “Hey, do you think we could get an interview with the three girls from the Special Region?”


  Despite being in the middle of a national broadcast, Kuribayashi’s sister spoke as casually as any regular person. However, in the studio, the producer gave a triumphant “Yes!” and a fist pump in approval of her initiative. Her reputation couldn’t sink any lower, so there was only room for it to rise. It certainly didn’t hurt that she had a connection to the three Special Region girls who had captured the attention of the entire nation.


  “No way, no way. As soon as we’re done with the flower offering, we need to head back to the Special Region immediately.”


  “Why? Can’t we stay just a little longer?”


  “We’ve been targeted since the day before yesterday.”


  “Targeted?! By whom?”


  “Probably the Americans… Maybe the Chinese or Russians. The train we were on suddenly stopped due to an accident, and the hotel we stayed at was set on fire, among other things. Even right now, we’re…”


  Realizing she’d said too much, she trailed off, but it was already too late. She had practically exposed everything. Anyone who regularly watched the news or read the newspaper would easily connect the dots between what she mentioned and the recent reports.


  “Hey, Graham?”


  Komakado from the Intelligence Headquarters stood before Graham Morris, who was glaring at the crowd with displeasure.


  Graham had always thought Komakado was a gloomy man, and the way he walked with a cane now made him seem even gloomier, as if he were spreading an air of discomfort around him.


  “What do you want, Komakado? This isn’t supposed to be your show.”


  “I’ve been told not to interfere with your work, and I won’t. But we can’t just ignore the Russian and Chinese agents, so we’re keeping an eye on them right now.”


  “I see.”


  Graham shrugged. “Well, good luck.” He figured that if the Japanese side was handling the Russian and Chinese operatives, it would make his job easier.


  The plan was for the CIA agents to incite panic among the crowd, cut off the live TV broadcast, and then have the commando team rush in to grab the Guest. It was a difficult operation, but that was the plan.


  “By the way, Graham, I’ve got a question for you. How do you distinguish between CIA agents and Russian or Chinese operatives? For future reference, of course.”


  “What?”


  “If you don’t make it clear who’s CIA, we might end up mistaking them for Russians or Chinese.”


  As Komakado scratched his head and said this, Graham hastily pulled out his phone to contact his subordinates stationed around the area, but there was no response.


  “You idiot!”


  “That’s what I was trying to tell you. We can’t distinguish between Russians and Chinese… Sorry about that.”


  Graham clicked his tongue as he looked out over the crowd that filled the area as far as the eye could see. He realized that the operation had failed.


  Komakado took out his cell phone, selected a number from his contacts, and made a call. A few seconds later, someone answered.


  “Hey, Itami,” Komakado said. “I’ve cleared the way for you.”


  ※※※


  


  “Goddamn it!!!”


  In the Oval Office of the White House, President Diller kicked over a trash can and stomped on its contents in a fit of rage. The television monitor in front of him displayed a live broadcast from Ginza, Tokyo. In this massive crowd, not even the elite CIA commando team could get close to the Guest. To make matters worse, the words “targeted by America, China, or Russia” were broadcast nationwide. On top of that, most of the CIA agents who were supposed to disrupt the broadcast and incite panic among the crowd had been detained by the Japanese, under the pretext of mistaking them for Russian or Chinese operatives.


  While the commando team was unharmed, any attempt to proceed with the operation would be futile, as the event was being broadcast live across the nation and potentially globally. If they were to resort to force under these circumstances, they would undoubtedly be cast as the villains. Even for the United States or any other nation involved, taking such drastic action would lead to a serious crisis. The boldness and cunning of this move were unprecedented for the Japanese government. Without directly intervening, Japan had effectively tied America’s hands, subtly hinting at the illegal activities of the US, China, and Russia, and thereby inciting public criticism.


  For instance, if the White House were to respond to this officer’s statement by expressing displeasure to the Japanese government, accusing her of making baseless claims, Japan could easily issue an official statement saying, “As the Japanese government, we are unaware of any illegal activities by the US (or China or Russia) and therefore have nothing to say on the matter.”


  If the US were to criticize by saying, “But she said it on national television,” Japan could retort, “Who takes the words of an off-duty soldier seriously?” or claim, “She was probably drunk since she was on leave that day. The gun she had was a toy. Besides, Japan doesn’t even equip those guns.” This would allow them to maintain their stance of ignorance.


  It was obvious which side the public would believe after watching this broadcast. It was precisely because the conversation between the sisters seemed casual that it resonated as truth with the audience. Diller, watching the broadcast, envisioned the specter of Prime Minister Motoi on the screen. The specter seemed to say to him, “Please refrain from touching our guests. We are prepared to respond accordingly.”


  “Damn it! Damn you, you idiot Motoi, you son of a bitch!” In the White House, the shards of a trash can were crushed further into the red carpet as Diller stomped on them in rage.


  Meanwhile, in the Kremlin, President Zyuganov muttered, “The Japanese are putting up a good fight,” while holding a glass of vodka.


  In the depths of Zhongnanhai, President Dong Dechou quietly clicked his tongue and ordered his staff to withdraw from the scene.


  Thus, Itami and his group, after enduring a thoroughly exhausting and disastrous vacation, finally reached the Gate in Ginza.


  The huge crowd chanted and shouted Tuka’s, Lelei’s, and Rory’s names. Unfamiliar with the concept of idols who could whip a crowd into such a frenzy, the three responded with somewhat awkward smiles, waving back as they hurriedly fled through the Gate.


  Crossing the Gate required thorough inspections similar to airport security checks. For vehicles and trucks, every compartment, from the cargo bed to the engine compartment, was meticulously searched. Additionally, to ensure there were no impostors, fingerprint, palm print, retina pattern, and vein pattern scans were conducted. Only after passing these checks could they enter the concrete dome covering the Gate.


  However…


  “Did you buy all of this in Tokyo?”


  “Is there a problem?” Itami responded with a feigned innocence, causing the security officer at the checkpoint to let out a deep sigh.


  The group’s luggage, which included Rory’s new punk-style gothic clothing (adorned with spikes, chains, and other metal accessories) and underwear, along with daily necessities like Lelei’s laptop, Tuka’s archery equipment, and various other items, triggered numerous metal detectors. The officer was left utterly exasperated by the sheer volume of their purchases.


  “Going through all of this is going to be a pain in the ass…,” someone muttered.


  Inspecting women’s items, especially undergarments, posed various challenges. While female JSDF officers were called in to inspect lingerie, the sheer number of boxes containing everyday items was overwhelming. It was tempting to just skim through them. However, regulations couldn’t be ignored, so thorough body checks were conducted on Lelei, Tuka, Rory, Piña, Bozes, and Kuribayashi by female SDF officers.


  Then, something unexpected happened.


  “What’s this?” asked an officer checking the contents of the vehicle.


  The hidden pistols that Piña and Bozes were carrying had been discovered.


  “Oh my,” Tomita murmured.


  “Quite resourceful,” Kuribayashi commented, impressed by their carefulness. But she quickly jumped in to cover for them: “Those are the ones we lent them for self-defense.”


  She then dropped a heavy bag in front of the officer in charge.


  “And what’s in this?” the officer asked, opening the bag only to find it filled with a small arsenal of captured weapons.


  “We couldn’t exactly leave these behind, right? So, we brought them along. Would you like to take care of them here?”


  In truth, the JSDF had no clear regulations on handling captured weapons. If they were to process these weapons through official channels, the biggest issue would be explaining how they’d been acquired. The idea of listing them as “retrieved from the bodies of foreign operatives during an unauthorized operation at a civilian inn” was out of the question.


  “What should we do?” asked the officer in charge.


  These captured weapons were, in essence, a bureaucratic headache. And, like any organization, the JSDF preferred to avoid unnecessary trouble. After hearing Itami’s explanation about how the weapons were obtained, the head of security turned away and declared, “I heard nothing. I saw nothing.”


  “So, you captured these weapons? That means responsibility for them is yours. I’ll make a note that this arsenal passed through here, but the management of these weapons is on you. Got it?”


  By “making a note,” he meant that if an issue ever arose, there would be a record tucked away somewhere, but otherwise, it would remain off the official books. If higher orders were given, that record could be conveniently shredded. And so, the captured weapons became unofficial additions to the Third Recon Team’s armory.


  ※※※


  


  Lelei, Rory, and Tuka were dropped off at the Alnus Hill refugee camp by Tomita, who was driving a high-mobility vehicle. Each of them had brought back many souvenirs from their trip, and Itami helped unload their belongings.


  “Japan was such an interesting place,” Rory commented.


  “Fascinating. I want to go again,” Lelei added.


  “Shopping was fun,” Tuka said with a smile.


  “Good job, everyone. See you tomorrow,” Itami said before they all went their separate ways.


  By then, the sun had set, and darkness was beginning to fall. Tuka made her way through the prefab huts to her assigned room. She opened the door and cheerfully announced, “I’m home!”


  As she placed her bags on the table in the dimly lit room, she added, “The world beyond the Gate was amazing. I got so many souvenirs.”


  When there was no response, she tilted her head in confusion.


  “Huh? Is he not here?”


  After a brief search around the room, Tuka sighed. “Dad must be wandering around again.”


  Muttering to herself, she began sorting through the items she’d bought.


  Meanwhile, Piña and Bozes sat silently on the bed in their rented quarters, a heavy atmosphere hanging between them. As the mediator between Japan and the Empire, Piña was now feeling the full weight of her responsibility. The realization had settled in: If the war continued, the Empire would undoubtedly be defeated. She had seen with her own eyes and felt with her own body the vast differences in civilization, technology, and the very concept of war.


  “Your Highness…” Bozes finally spoke.


  “Yes. At dawn, we will depart for the imperial capital,” Piña replied.


  She knew that they needed to begin preparations for peace negotiations as soon as possible. While the shape of the peace agreement was still uncertain, it was likely to involve the Empire’s defeat. However, even that outcome seemed far preferable to continuing the war and leading the Empire to total destruction.


  Piña solidified her resolve in words: “I will bring an end to this war.”


   

  Afterword


  

  Thank you not only for picking up Gate: Thus the JSDF Fought There! 1. Encounter Arc (Part 2)but also for reading it. I truly appreciate it—thank you so much.


  I’m starting with the same phrase as in the afterword of the first part because I suspect some readers might pick up this volume first. If it were me, I’d definitely choose the novel with three cute girls on the cover over one featuring a burly man. I’m sure you would too, right?


  That being said, if you start with this volume, you probably won’t understand what’s going on. So, after confirming your purchase, please make sure to read the first part as well. I’m confident you’ll find it interesting, and I hope you enjoy it.


  Now, suddenly changing the topic, many of the characters in the Third Recon Unit are based on real people. Of course, most names have been changed, but some appear with their real names with permission. Here are some characters whose names have been changed:


  Sergeant Major Kuwahara is modeled after a first sergeant who was in charge of my unit when I was a new recruit. Despite being in his mid-fifties at the time, he boasted better stamina than we teenagers. He would never let us catch up with him in long-distance runs, even if we could manage in short sprints. He must be a grandpa by now, but I bet he’s still sprinting through the streets on those legs.


  Sergeant Kuribayashi is actually a blend of two different women. One is a karate practitioner whose Pechurin kata performance was truly amazing. She had a very charming, cat-like expression, although she possessed a rather dangerous and fierce physique. However, her personality was gentle, so I based that aspect of the character on another person. The “personality model” is a motorsport enthusiast who, despite suffering severe injuries in a major four-wheeler accident, continues to race. Every time we meet, she asks, “Have you graduated from your otaku hobbies yet?” I always want to retort, “Aren’t you a car otaku?” but I hold back because anything I say will come back at me tenfold. I think the man who married her is truly a brave soul.


  Kurokawa is modeled only in appearance. In the story, she’s a nurse, but in reality, she was a nutritionist. With her long black hair and beautiful face, she would suddenly appear in the mess hall, instantly silencing the boisterous atmosphere filled with noisy troops. It was hilarious to see everyone tense up whenever she was around. But the curious thing was the length of her hair. Even female JSDF members are required to cut their hair short when they first enlist, so I still wonder how she managed to grow it that long.


  In Gate, these characters each display their individuality and play their roles in the fantasy world of the “Special Region.” I hope you can enjoy their stories even a little bit.


   

  Back Matter


  

  Author: Takumi Yanai (やない たくみ)


  Based in Tokyo, Japan. After serving as a Self-Defense Force officer, he started his own business in 2006. While managing his business, he actively engaged in writing on the internet and made his publishing debut in April 2010 with Gate: JSDF Kanochi nite, Kaku Tatakaeri 1. Sekai no Chuushin de, which became a bestselling series with a total of 3.5 million copies sold. His other works include Hyoufuu no Kurukka: Yuki no Yousei to Shiroi Shinigami (AlphaPolis Bunko) and the Sengoku Sniper series (Kodansha Bunko).


  Illustrations: Kurojishi (くろじし)


  Born on February 2, originally from Kumamoto Prefecture and currently residing in Tokyo. An illustrator who started freelancing in February 2012 after changing jobs multiple times. Prefers indoor activities, with hobbies including gaming and watching movies. Recently, they have been getting into foreign dramas.


   Footers 


  
    1 Animal ears.

  

  
    2 Beef bowl.

  

  
    3 Sweet bean buns.

  

  
    4 Boys’ Love.

  

  
    5 A traditional Japanese outer garment.

  

  
    6 Personal defense weapon.

  

  Thank you all


  Thank you for reaching the end of GATE - Thus the JSDF Fought There! - Volume 01 - Contact Arc, Part II We hope you've enjoyed following Yoji Itami’s journey and the unprecedented encounter between modern military force and this medieval fantasy world. Your support means the world to us!


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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