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      “Light is fascinating, isn’t it?”


      As the young woman spoke, a sphere of light gathered around her hands.


      This glow always appeared when a conjuring took place. Color tinged the sparkle of the Guiding Light as it formed into a three-dimensional image.


      The woman who was toying with Guiding Light to project images was about twenty years old, with jet-black hair. Light collected in her palms and took on vivid shapes.


      Her name was Hikari Toono, and she traveled around this world after being summoned from Japan. Now she displayed her power as she spoke.


      “Vision is just the result of the human body’s light receptors. Most of the time, what human eyes perceive is actually the past. People live their whole lives looking at the past.” Hikari, who had received the Pure Concept of Light when she arrived in this world, smiled at the person in front of her, still manipulating the light in her hand and constructing complex images with it. “Well, with a few exceptions, like your star-shaped eyes.”


      Indeed, stars glittered in the eyes that met the young woman’s gaze.


      “Oh-ho, very impressive,” replied Nono Hoshizaki. “So your Pure Concept can collect light that’s traveled a thousand light years, eh?”


      The other girl was the Otherworlder who held the Pure Concept of Star. She was staring with great interest at the light in Hikari’s hands.


      “It might be photon duplication or some other theory at work, of course.”


      The 3D image she held up displayed Nono from a thousand years ago.


      Just as the stars we see in the distant sky are afterimages of the past, the photons that once lit up this world also travel far into space. With the power of the Pure Concept of Light, Hikari’s conjurings could pull light to her hand from anywhere in space.


      “Since our Pure Concept conjurings tend to bring about phenomena by sheer force of will, even I don’t know exactly how mine work.”


      “My predictions are the same way. I think Kaa was the only one who ever fully understood them, really.”


      “Kaa…? Ah yes, the Pure Concept of Vessel holder who created the Mechanical Society.”


      “Yep, you got it. That’s my beloved bestie.”


      “Hmm. Your bestie, huh…?”


      Another image appeared in Hikari’s hands. It was a moving picture of Nono approaching a floating monolith and bidding it an overly familiar greeting, only to be doused in water and summarily chased away.


      Looking down at the footage from the past, Hikari smiled coolly. “Bestie?”


      “Come on, don’t be like that! It’s wrong to manipulate the media with out-of-context clips!”


      “Calm down. This is the objective truth.”


      The pair’s conversation was an odd jumble of past, present, and future. After shoving the image in Nono’s face, Hikari erased it from her hands.


      “At any rate, choose your words carefully,” said Hikari. “I’m looking at your past even as we speak, just as you look at the future while you talk. My ability means I can acquire complete images and footage from the past. So if I think you’re lying, I’ll just take a look and see for myself.” After revealing her powers, Hikari paused for a moment and glared at Nono. “Because I happen to know that you’re a huge liar.”


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha. Come now. Words aren’t meant to convey a complete picture of all available information and emotion, right? I think that should be self-evident. Isn’t it awfully harsh to call me a liar over a little miscommunication?”


      “Would you like me to show you proof?”


      “Sorry, never mind.” Nono gave up trying to confuse the matter with roundabout excuses and ducked her head apologetically.


      When Hikari and the others came to the City of Ruins in search of a way back to their world, Nono had tried to send them away with a convincing lie. However, Nono’s usual fast-talking bluffs and insinuations were useless in the face of the Pure Concept of Light’s ability to reproduce footage from the past to reveal the truth. Nono pouted a little at the loss of her trustiest weapon.


      This version of Nono was only a conjured puppet, a reproduction of someone who existed in the past. She spoke in accordance with information that the past Nono collected a thousand years ago, with an eye to the present and future.


      “Okay, but listen,” she said. “I’m really not your enemy, you know. All I want to do is determine the future. I have no intention of getting deeply involved in your timeline. Don’t you see? I’m just a lover of world peace.”


      “That sounds awfully suspicious to me.”


      Light and Star, conversing across a thousand years. In a sense, their powers were opposites. One held the ability to predict and meddle with the future, while the other had control over light capable of revealing the past. Their two Pure Concepts sharpened their words and turned their conversation fierce, like a clashing of blades.


      “I can’t see the future as you can, of course,” said Hikari. “But when it comes to perceiving the past, I believe my Pure Concept is second to none. And I’ll let you in on a little secret—I’ve used that power to bring some pretty powerful people under my sway.”


      “I used to do the same sort of thing,” replied Nono. “When you say you’ve brought people under your sway, do you mean…Kagarma, for example?”


      “Mm-hmm. For example.” Hikari nodded plainly.


      Hearing this, Nono grimaced. “That’s awfully cruel of you. That suicidal fool would’ve been better off not remembering the past at all.”


      “That’s just your opinion. A person’s present is the culmination of every moment built up in their past. Without a past, people can’t step forward into the future. You’re underestimating the misery of those who have lost their identity.”


      People needed the past. Especially in this world, where the trajectory of one’s life was recorded in a trail of Guiding Light. That was why, when Otherworlders summoned here had their memories consumed completely by their Pure Concepts, they became Human Errors.


      “If you ask me,” Hikari continued, “you’re so focused on the future that you neglect the past and present.”


      “You really don’t sugarcoat things, eh? Well, I guess that’s just the difference between your power and mine.” Rebuked by her junior a thousand years in the future, Nono put a hand on her hip and shook her head. “You must have realized that the Starhusk is an otherworld repatriation circle, right? It’s your only hope of getting back to your old world.”


      Hikari nodded silently.


      She’d traveled around the world with one woman as her companion and found a glimmer of hope—a chance she could return to Japan. That hope was the Starhusk, the massive conjuring circle that revolved through the sky above the northern continent.


      “But I really can’t have anyone activating it, not at this stage,” Nono insisted. “You understand, don’t you? The Pure Concept of Time hasn’t arrived yet. The Starhusk was designed so that its true purpose can’t be achieved until the Human Error of Time is born.”


      “Hrmm. So that means if I defeat you now and break your will, I can go back to my world? How wonderful. There’s nothing so simple as a problem that can be solved with violence.”


      The moment Hikari produced a blade of light, Nono pleaded for her life.


      “D-don’t do that! You wouldn’t turn a sword on someone as cute and defenseless as me, would you?! I’m serious, I have zero ability to fight! I bet you I’d even lose in a fistfight to Maya!”


      Nono’s future sight was hardly omnipotent. The Pure Concept of Star, which could connect to the sea of Guiding Force that was the wellspring of this world, only worked in conjunction with this conjured puppet, Gadou’s future-calculating device. Nono had placed a Pure Concept of Star conjuring on this puppet, modeled after herself, so that she could meddle in the future.


      This conjured soldier modeled after herself was the only way she could interfere with the future. If it was destroyed, she would lose that ability. If that happened, it would be a serious problem for Nono, who had business even further into the future.


      “Come on, please don’t make me reconstruct the timeline from scratch… It was really hard, you know! Just convincing Kaa to create a conjured soldier in my exact image was a major feat. Kaa kept complaining about my appearance while she worked! Do you have any idea how sad that made me?!”


      “Don’t drag me into all that…” Hikari sighed.


      Nono had started tearing up, and now she was taking out her frustration on Hikari about something that had nothing to do with her.


      “Fine, then. Let’s make a deal,” said Hikari. “There’s something I want. If you hand it over, I’ll spare you in exchange.”


      “What is it? Heh, I’d be willing to give up just about anything to make it out of this. Do you want information from the future? Wisdom from the ancient civilization? Or perhaps you’d like me to promise you half of the world?” Nono’s tone was dramatic as she sent her white lab coat fluttering. But she was clearly just saying whatever she thought might save her hide.


      Rolling her eyes at Nono’s nonsense, Hikari silently pointed up at the sky. “Give me the satellite that orbits this planet.”


      “Satellite? The only one left in this era would be…what, that weaponized military one? We didn’t make that thing, so it’s out of my jurisdiction. Kaa’s not really about technology for leaving the planet anyway.”


      “But you know how to interfere with it, don’t you? I want to hack into the system that controls it.”


      “I mean, yes, I know how… But why don’t you just look for yourself? Surely you could see what you need with your power.”


      “Sorry, but I didn’t understand it when I tried. The technology is just too different from anything I know. Break it down for me, please.”


      Nono frowned again at Hikari’s request. While it may have been normal enough in Nono’s time, a satellite weapon that could shoot massive projectiles down at the planet’s surface was an unthinkable technology in Hikari’s present world.


      “What? You gonna blow up a castle or something? If you wanted to use it to smash the descendants of the Grisarika Conglomerate, I’d be happy to help you.”


      “No, I’m not going to do that.” Hikari shook her head quietly. Then she gazed directly into Nono’s starlit eyes. “Tell me the truth, Nono Hoshizaki. I can’t go back to my old world, can I?”


      “Nope. You sure can’t.” The holder of the Pure Concept of Star and its future vision gave a ruthless prediction. “Because the moment you saw my past, you lost the will to go back to your old world.”


      Nono was right. Hikari bit her lip, unable to argue. This was an unfortunate side effect of learning the past through conjurings. The ability to gain objective information without lies meant that Hikari couldn’t deny the truth.


      Nono’s goal took precedence over Hikari’s wishes. And Hikari herself realized that, whether she liked it or not.


      “Nono Hoshizaki… You are a coward.”


      “I hear that a lot. And?”


      Hikari closed her eyes. No doubt her traveling companion would be furious. Hikari pictured the red-haired woman as she spoke.


      “I want to transfer my personality into the satellite system. My conjuring should be able to do that much.”


      “Yes, I think so. But you’ll lose your memories. If you fuse with the Guiding Force life-form that controls the satellite, you will cease to be Hikari. And the body you leave behind will be overtaken by your Pure Concept and become a Human Error.”


      “That’s fine. According to your predictions, that will lead to a better future, right?”


      Without Hikari’s mind, her body would become a Human Error and run rampant. But that wasn’t a problem at all. Because Hikari had been traveling with an Executioner who slaughtered any and all taboos.


      She smiled as she thought of her traveling companion, who lived only to kill. Hikari could only make this request of Nono because she trusted her companion to kill her when the time came.


      “If her way of life can help bring about world peace, then I’m happy to do my part.”


      With that, Hikari entrusted her own execution to her best friend in this world.
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      A writhing mass of monsters loomed before Menou’s eyes.


      Summoned by an Original Sin conjuring, they piled up endlessly. How many had been called forth? They were so numerous that the ones on top were crushing those beneath to death as they formed into the shape of a door bigger than a mountain.


      This was a convergence of malice. This was the work of the worst Pure Concept, Evil. It had gathered up all the ill will lurking in the underworld and brought it here. The reason so many monsters were clustering together to create a door was that a gigantic entrance was required to accommodate the incredible size of the creature being summoned.


      One had to sacrifice lives to perform an Original Sin conjuring. Having once hunted taboos as an Executioner, Menou had fought such conjurings many times.


      But even she had never witnessed anything on the scale of the conjuring she could see in the distance now. There was no way to guess how many monsters were gathered there. The giant monster that Pandæmonium had summoned in Libelle would have been lost in the crowd. But in that case, what in the world was waiting beyond the door being built by countless compressed monsters?


      A tug on her sleeve brought Menou back to her senses.


      “M-Menou…”


      Behind her, Akari was clinging to Menou’s clothes. Her hands were shaking. She had been sealed in a state of suspended time for so long and only recently regained consciousness. She couldn’t possibly comprehend what was happening in front of her.


      Gazing at the faraway Original Sin conjuring, Akari spoke anxiously. “This presence is that girl we encountered in Libelle, right…? Ms. Ashuna was acting weird, too. Is everything okay?”


      Akari and Menou had both experienced the kind of damage Pandæmonium could cause firsthand in Libelle. They were grimly aware of the evil that lurked behind her childlike innocence.


      “Well…no, I can’t say anything is okay at the moment.”


      They had dealt with Pandæmonium in the form of a pinky finger, then one arm. But the summoning off in the distance was multitudes more horrifying than even that second encounter.


      Menou checked on Momo, who stood right by her side. As Menou’s most trusted assistant, she was whip-smart and always on her guard.


      Menou herself didn’t remember what had happened after she turned into the Human Error of Time. In her efforts to free Akari from the Pure Concept, she had done battle with Michele, then Momo, using herself up and transforming into a Human Error. She had never expected to survive all that.


      Judging by the situation when she regained consciousness, though, it was clear Momo had saved her. Perhaps Menou’s strategy of leaving things in her talented assistant’s hands had simply borne fruit.


      But at the same time, Momo’s and Akari’s efforts succeeded in reviving Menou, Ashuna, and Experion, who had appeared before them, right on cue. And then, far too well-timed to be a coincidence, a door made of monsters had shown up by way of an Original Sin conjuring.


      Now the enormous door began to open.


      Though it had formed in the middle of nowhere, seemingly unconnected to anything, there was a dark abyss on the other side.


      What in the world would emerge from it?


      Menou had a terrible hunch as she held her breath.


      But then…


      “It disappeared…?” Akari whispered.


      In the blink of an eye, the towering door was gone. However, the repulsive feeling of its presence remained. If anything, it was even stronger than before.


      The door had only disappeared because it had completed its duty. Something too small to be seen from this distance had slipped through: an Evil that evoked disgust and horror in every human heart. Pandæmonium’s main body, exuding untold ill omens, had been summoned to this place.


      But Menou couldn’t let herself be distracted by the distant scene. Pandæmonium wasn’t the only enemy she had to be wary of. The threat directly in front of them needed to be dealt with right away.


      “So…what is it you intend to do, exactly?” Menou stepped in front of Akari as she leveled her gaze at the one before her.


      Ashuna Grisarika.


      Under normal circumstances, the “Princess Knight” from Grisarika Kingdom’s royal family was something of an ally to Menou. But in this case, her presence was far from reassuring.


      “Don’t be so hasty, Flarette.” Though she could clearly sense Menou’s hostility, Ashuna spoke calmly. “I’m not your enemy.”


      Menou had no reason whatsoever to trust Ashuna’s words. She used her eyes to send Momo a silent signal. Menou was nearly in peak condition. She’d fought hard against the powerful Michele, but Akari must have used Regression to heal her afterward.


      Momo glared sharply at Ashuna. She seemed exhausted, but she could still provide support.


      “Darling. There’s no point trying to talk to her,” she said. “Whoever that is…it’s not Princess-poo anymore.”


      “Been a while, Momo. Whatever do you mean? I’m the real Ashuna Grisarika, in the flesh.” Ashuna was unruffled by Momo’s animosity.


      Physically speaking, this person was undoubtedly Ashuna. But not on the inside. Gnashing her teeth with regret, Menou bit out a question.


      “How did this happen…?” Not long had passed since Menou and company left Grisarika. Yet while they were gone, someone had taken over Ashuna’s body. “Why are you inside Princess Ashuna…Guardian?!”


      Yes, the one controlling the princess was Guardian, one of the four Elders who had served Hakua as her apostles for the past thousand years, ever since the ancient civilization fell.


      “…Hah!” Ashuna’s expression twisted. Her affable charm and cheerfulness dissipated, replaced by a deep inner cruelty. She tapped the side of her temple. “And here I thought I was playing the part perfectly based on her memories… I’m impressed you saw through me.”


      At this confirmation, Momo’s eyes flashed fiercely. She was ready to jump at Ashuna and help take her down, if only Menou would allow it.


      There wasn’t much time until the monster from the underworld closed in on them. Whether they faced Pandæmonium or fled, they had to dispose of the obstacle in front of them right away.


      But Menou couldn’t do it. She swallowed the bitter loathing rising in her throat and shifted her grip on her dagger.


      “What, is that a problem?” asked Ashuna. “You seem awfully upset that I’m in this body.”


      Menou glared silently at her. The dagger she’d used for many years was missing half its blade. And that damage hadn’t been accidental. She’d been holding her weapon at the ready when a blade had come swinging at her head-on and sliced it in two.


      The culprit was standing right next to Guardian: Experion, a child of Grisarika Kingdom and the most powerful knight on the continent.


      It had taken skill and clarity to slice Menou’s dagger in two, but the man now standing before her was listless, as though he’d lost his very soul. But his movements from a few minutes earlier were burned into Menou’s memory.


      Though they might have stood a chance against Guardian possessing Ashuna’s body, Menou wasn’t foolish enough to risk fighting this man without any preparation. When she’d battled Michele earlier, Menou was able to use the Pure Concept of Time. But that was no longer the case.


      When Menou and Momo refused to let down their guards, Ashuna narrowed her eyes at them. “Weren’t you listening? I told you, I’m not your enemy.”


      “I’m shocked that you think we have any reason to believe yooou.”


      “Yes. What Momo said,” Menou agreed.


      “…How very irritating.” Scowling, Guardian raised her arm. “I was hoping to avoid the hassle…but I guess I’ll simply have to eliminate you.”


      There was no sign of a conjuring, but Menou and Momo sensed the oncoming attack and quickly shifted into battle stances, protecting Akari behind them.


      But just then, Guardian froze, her expression contorting. As Menou watched cautiously, the woman covered her own face with her palm.


      “Ngh…the owner of this body—really is so damned stub—”


      Her words cut off abruptly. For a moment, her expression went blank, then she blinked a few times.


      “…Hrmm.” Letting out a breath, she looked down at her own clothes and frowned, furrowing her brow. After this odd change in demeanor, her first act was to strip off her overcoat. She glared at the heavy garment and tossed it to the ground. “Damn that Guardian. Forcing me, of all people, to wear such hideous clothes…”


      “Ah… Now, that’s Princess-poo,” declared Momo.


      When she heard this, Ashuna beamed, and her whole face lit up. “Oh-ho, if it isn’t Momo! I’m so glad to see you again!”


      “Darling, now’s our chance,” said Momo, turning to Menou. “Let’s work together and kill her dead!”


      “All right, calm down, Momo.”


      For some reason, Momo seemed even more eager than she had when speaking with Guardian. Menou scolded her outright.


      “Your Highness…I take it?” Menou asked cautiously.


      “Come now, don’t be shy, Menou. You can just call me Ashuna, yes?”


      This response made it clear. They were undoubtedly speaking to Ashuna.


      “Thank goodness. So you aren’t completely under Guardian’s control, then.”


      “Of course I’m not. I, Ashuna Grisarika, am stronger willed than that.”


      “You know she was totally replacing you until just a second ago, riiight?” Momo glared pointedly at Ashuna, who simply ignored her. “Sooo? If you’re not our enemy, Princess-poo, then does that mean you’ll help us defeat Pandæmonium right nooow?”


      “Surely not. We’re going to turn around and head straight home.” Ashuna grinned slyly. “Do it, Experion.”


      The man next to Ashuna swung his sword.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Dimension Blade, Crest—Invoke [Rupture]


      Space split open.


      Menou’s eyes widened in surprise. She recognized this conjuring. Akari sometimes used a similar technique to interfere with space.


      The arc of Experion’s blade sliced apart the scenery in front of them. This phenomenon never occurred when Akari used her Pure Concept of Time conjuring.


      Menou gaped at the sword. “It cut through space…?!”


      “That’s not all,” said Ashuna. “It cuts—and it connects.”


      Through the newly formed crack, Menou could see a cobblestone road. She remembered this, too: the castle gate of Grisarika. Experion’s blade had used a crest conjuring to cut through space and connect this place to somewhere far away.


      “H-how does that work…?” she muttered.


      Momo was stunned, too.


      Meddling with space was impossible with modern conjuring technology. Experion’s sword must have been an ancient relic, produced over a thousand years ago.


      “Come on, let’s go.” Ignoring their consternation, Ashuna started toward the dimensional rift.


      Menou hesitated over whether to follow her. If they stayed behind, their chances of survival were slim to none. She had no means of fighting back against Pandæmonium now that she’d lost the Pure Concept of Time. The multiplying monsters would crush them. And yet they couldn’t simply ignore Pandæmonium’s arrival.


      “What will we do about Pandæmonium?” she asked. “The longer we leave her be, the harder it’ll be to handle her.”


      Pandæmonium could transform anything, organic or inorganic, into monsters that she would then consume in order to multiply. The farther her range expanded, the more difficult it would become to seal her. If only they had the strength to fight her, it would be best to stop her now, while her destruction was still in its earliest stage.


      Even if it meant risking the lives of everyone present to do so.


      Otherwise, the Human Error known as Pandæmonium could quite literally destroy the world.


      “Listen. Who do you think summoned Pandæmonium there, and why?”


      For a moment, Menou didn’t understand what Ashuna was asking.


      If the barrier was gone, Pandæmonium was liable to show up anywhere. Most likely, she would scatter herself all over the world and wreak havoc on a scale so vast, there would be no hope of defeating her.


      But Ashuna was suggesting that Pandæmonium had been summoned by someone else.


      Who was capable of such a thing, and what was their goal? What could they hope to gain by bringing Pandæmonium here?


      Menou gasped when she realized the answer. “It couldn’t be…Hakua?”


      “You catch on quickly, as always.”


      Menou was speechless. She’d attempted to gain control of the Starhusk to fight back against Hakua. Since it held the power to send an Otherworlder back to Japan, it had the potential to be a powerful trump card against her.


      That was exactly why Hakua had summoned Pandæmonium.


      They couldn’t very well use the Starhusk to send Hakua back to Japan with a Human Error like Pandæmonium putting the world in danger. After all, Pandæmonium was even more malicious than Hakua. If they sent Hakua back now, Menou and the others would be swallowed up in Pandæmonium’s chaos, with no way to stop her.


      “And that’s why we should retreat for now. Hakua Shirakami will deal with Pandæmonium. Although…that might leave us in an even worse situation.” They were facing the beginning of the end of the world, but Ashuna merely shrugged amiably. “I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not get killed in a battle between two monsters, hmm? I say we discuss how we’re going to defeat whichever one emerges victorious, instead.”


      Ashuna entered the tear in space and vanished. Menou turned her back on the scene, resolving to follow her.


      Why had Pandæmonium been summoned here from the southern seas?


      The events leading up to this situation had occurred somewhere else, unbeknownst to Menou and the others. It had happened just a little earlier, in the ruins of the Mechanical Society, when Sahara and Maya found themselves with an unexpected visitor.
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      “Can you guess why I’ve come here when the world is in such grave peril?”


      In front of the dumbfounded Sahara stood a stout, self-styled gentleman.


      Pandæmonium, who was sealed in the fog barrier in the southern seas, had been freed. And this man, Kagarma Dartaros, had brought them the news of this terrible threat. Sahara couldn’t answer his question.


      Aside from Kagarma, the only figures present were Sahara, Maya, and a mysterious monolith floating in the air. Sahara thought she remembered the monolith from the heart of the Mechanical Society, but now it was inexplicably moving with a mind of its own. Whatever it was, Sahara wasn’t familiar with it, but Maya claimed it was an acquaintance of hers, so they could probably count it as an ally.


      And that meant their main issue right now was Kagarma.


      “I’m afraid I don’t know…” Since no one else was answering Kagarma’s self-important question, Sahara felt she had no choice but to speak up. “…Yeah, I have no idea. Where even are we anyway?”


      “Hrmm, I see,” said the man. “Perhaps I ought to have started at the beginning.”


      Sahara didn’t even know what was going on, much less why. She’d only just awoken after being knocked out by the Primary Triad conjured soldier Ginoum.


      Seeing her confusion, the man in front of her smiled. “My dear Sahara. Tell me what’s on your mind. What is it you find so confusing?”


      “I mean…at this point, pretty much everything. But for starters, weren’t you in Grisarika? How did you even get here? I’m pretty sure we’re inside the Mechanical Society…”


      “Oh my. You don’t even know that much?” Kagarma looked surprised. “The Mechanical Society has vanished, my dear. Most of the Primary Color Concepts that remained in this world have been safely stored away in your right arm. No doubt the conjured soldiers are working hard to create a new world in there, just as Abbie planned.”


      “Hmmm?”


      Sahara tilted her head, unsure how to process this unexpectedly dramatic explanation. The only thing she’d understood was that the Mechanical Society had disappeared while she was unconscious.


      Though he knew it was an unhelpful explanation, Kagarma merely offered a wan smile, lifted his cane, and walked over to the monolith.


      “Well, I’m sure Gadou, who’s floating back there, can explain the details to you later. I only managed to come this far because I had an acquaintance capable of leaping great distances. In exchange for going along with that person’s plan, I was able to visit you all just as Menou and Michele’s battle came to a close. In any case, well done, dear Sahara. You’ve reached a level of perfection even I could not anticipate.”


      The man fixed a passionate gaze on her. It was extremely creepy, to say the least. Sahara shuddered and stepped back, only for Kagarma to point his cane at her unrepentantly.


      “I mean that arm of yours, of course. The essence of conjuring. It’s a miracle crafted by time and coincidence, an endless energy source born of a perpetual motion machine that became the foundation for a new world! At this point, I’ve no doubt that world would continue on forever in its new dimension, even if you were gone. How exhilarating. Ah, I can just picture the look of vexation on that horrible Guardian’s face. After all, you’ve accomplished her goal before she ever could, in a way.”


      Tuning out Kagarma’s incomprehensible ranting, Sahara cast a glance back at Maya.


      Ever since their stay in the Grisarika Kingdom, Maya had held something of an aversion toward Kagarma. Sure enough, she was glaring at him with open distrust.


      Kagarma didn’t seem bothered, however. He simply put on a suspicious-looking smile as Maya continued to glower at him from behind Sahara.


      “Hello there, little Maya,” he said. “It seems you hate me as much as ever. Well, I’m delighted to see that you’re doing well.”


      “…I don’t believe for a second that you of all people, the Kagarma Dartaros, would forget about me. After all, you were the one in charge of the organization that captured me back then.”


      “Yes, so I’m told. But as I’ve said before, I don’t remember you at all. In fact, I don’t have the slightest recollection of any events from a thousand years ago.”


      “Even though your body is like that?” Maya asked, narrowing her eyes at Kagarma. It wasn’t hard to imagine he was simply feigning ignorance on the matter. “Those experiments on me are what gave you eternal life, right?”


      Kagarma did indeed possess an immortal body. After transferring Evil into his flesh, it could no longer be changed. Any injuries would simply heal, and even time itself could not affect him. And all that was the result of experiments performed a thousand years ago by the people who summoned Maya.


      “Yet you’ve conveniently forgotten what you did to me,” she said accusingly.


      “Yes, it’s true. I was a sorry excuse for a human back then. If little miss Light hadn’t told me, I probably wouldn’t know who I was even to this day.” The man who’d used the Concepts of Original Sin to make himself immortal shook his head. “Miss Maya, I’m sure you know this better than I do. My entire life is meaningless.” He rapped his cane on the ground. “I was the one compatible with the transfer of your Evil Concept. Just as the Magician is an imitation of Dragon. However…what good did it do anyone for me to become immortal? I wonder.”


      Kagarma had no purpose for his long life. Nor was he strong like Michele. He didn’t have any goals to accomplish by living forever.


      “Beats me,” said Sahara. “But didn’t you become immortal because you wanted to?”


      “Certainly not.” Kagarma’s eyes were dark as he spoke. “There’s no point. It was not my will to become an Elder, nor was it the plan of those who made me immortal. Listen, young Maya. When I proved useless to them, the people who studied you and experimented with Concepts of Original Sin simply cast me aside,” he said carelessly. “That is why I had my past erased. I’d rather not carry around a thousand years’ worth of memories. Then, two decades ago, when I was serving as the Elder Director under the leader of the Faust—Hakua Shirakami, that is—young Hikari told me the truth about the memories I had lost.”


      “…What do your memories have to do with our current situation?”


      “Everything, in fact. For you see, by sacrificing myself, I can take the source of that which composes my current self and, just once, summon the whole thing right here.”


      “The source…?”


      “Indeed. The beginning of all Original Sin. Namely, Pandæmonium herself.”


      A shiver ran up Sahara’s spine.


      For a short time, she had worked alongside Pandæmonium. She had since regained her memories and become Maya, but Sahara still remembered her unpredictable behavior. The last thing they needed was for that thing to be summoned here.


      “What, you want to summon Pandæmonium and kill us? Is that it?”


      “On the contrary, young Sahara. She keeps multiplying endlessly and spreading her sphere of influence, but I can concentrate all of her in a single spot, just once. I can sacrifice myself to give you one chance to destroy her for good. Do you understand? All this time, I was made to go on living as an Elder for one purpose: to serve as a sacrifice to summon Pandæmonium, should the need arise.”


      “Uh-huh…” Sahara hadn’t expected the old man to suddenly start going on about sacrificing himself to save the world. Then again, maybe he was just being narcissistic. Either way, Sahara didn’t really care to be involved. “So who’s gonna beat her?”


      She understood now that he was going to summon Pandæmonium by force. With the fog barrier gone and her monsters spreading all over the world, the ability to bring them together in one spot was a stroke of luck for this world. And Sahara wasn’t ready to die alongside it, either.


      But if they couldn’t destroy her, none of that mattered. Unless they could win, Kagarma self-destructing to summon Pandæmonium would just screw them all over for no good reason.


      This is probably another job for Menou, Sahara thought indifferently.


      Just then, Kagarma spread his arms. “Why, you, of course.”


      “Pardon?” Sahara’s mind went blank at this unexpected call to action.


      “Surely you understand. Your arm. Since it can produce infinite power, it’s the only way to defeat her. The current Hakua Shirakami…cannot bring down Pandæmonium.”


      “But I don’t think this thing’s built for combat…”


      “I’ve been mulling it over ever since Miss Hikari showed me my past twenty years ago. My life has no meaning. It is my death that will give it purpose. I believe my immortality was born through Concepts of Original Sin solely for that reason.”


      He wasn’t really talking to Sahara anymore; he was delivering a monologue. His eyes were tinged with a delusion that bordered on madness.


      “And so I have searched all this time for a human with the potential to destroy Pandæmonium once and for all. It did not need to be a single individual. I was looking for someone who could gather the right companions and, together, defeat Pandæmonium. For all these years, I kept searching.”


      Kagarma smiled at her.


      “I leave the rest to you, Sahara.”


      “Wha…?”


      Before Sahara could protest that she’d rather not have such a heavy responsibility dumped on her like this, shadows overtook the man’s body.


      “Ah… It seems my time has run out.”


      It was a summons conjuring. Somewhere, someone had transcended space to take him away.


      “Well, then,” he said. “I wish you success in the fight to come.”


      With that, Kagarma vanished from Sahara’s and Maya’s sight.


      When he next opened his eyes, Kagarma was somewhere else entirely.


      Because his body was composed of Concepts of Original Sin, by following the proper steps, he, too, could be summoned by an Original Sin conjuring.


      Though his body and soul had been exchanged for Original Sin, he maintained his human mind. This was one way of turning someone into a demon, but Kagarma was a special case. The ones that had done this to him had harvested cells from the Pure Concept of Evil before she became Pandæmonium—in other words, from the girl Maya Ooshima—and transplanted them into his body. It was the first successful case of a human being turned into an inhuman creature, yet it was also a complete failure.


      “Hello there, Hakua. Is it time already?” he asked.


      “That’s right. Did you take care of whatever business you had?”


      “Yes, thank you. I have no more regrets.” Kagarma closed his eyes quietly.


      He had always been different in nature from the other Elders. He was essentially a conjuring material, simply kept just in case Pandæmonium was ever set free. And now that had happened. He’d been allowed to live only until he was needed as a sacrifice to summon her.


      Hakua slowly reached out her hand. Guiding Force flowed from her body into the conjuring circle at her feet, and she invoked a conjuring with Kagarma as the sacrifice.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Kagarma Dartaros—


      As the conjuring circle shone, Kagarma’s body began to melt. The Concepts of Original Sin that had kept him alive all this time were being consumed to invoke a summons conjuring.


      “At long last,” he muttered, “this is where I die.”


      —Summon [Pandæmonium]


      With a rapturous expression, Director Kagarma Dartaros was sacrificed for an Original Sin conjuring.


      And so the worst Human Error of all was summoned: Pandæmonium.


      Above, the sky was a clear blue. The sun shone down brilliantly on a girl who looked to be about ten years of age.


      She wore a pure white dress with three holes in the chest. And she was gazing hungrily up at the blue sky, which she hadn’t seen directly for about a thousand years.


      “Mmm…”


      As the sunlight blazed in her eyes, she heaved a deep, emotional sigh.


      The scenery before her spread so far that it seemed almost infinite.


      Now free, she spread out her arms eagerly beneath the sun. For just this moment, she forgot everything else and looked at the sky.


      She had been locked away in a cage of fog for a long, long time—so long that time itself had lost all meaning for her. The white fog had cut off all light. It was a limited, empty space that would persist even if she drank the ocean dry. That fog, heavier than iron, had kept her sealed away for ages, continually crushing her small frame.


      The fog in the south, itself known as “Pandemonium,” kept that danger of the same name, so threatening to this world, firmly trapped. A powerful barrier built by an Ivory conjuring, it was finally crushed and dispersed by the weight of a thousand years of Time.


      Now the Human Error of the Pure Concept of Evil, the girl who brought chaos to the world, was free.


      But there was just one thing that bothered her: She wasn’t here in this place and time of her own free will.


      She had passed through the door of compressed monster flesh and stepped onto land, making her way forward on small, slender legs. Her shadow, stretched by the sun across the wasteland, shimmered and stirred subtly about the edges. It maintained a constant connection to an underworld separate from this world, where something waited eagerly for its chance to emerge. The outline of her shadow writhed of its own accord, regardless of the girl’s movements, ready to take over this material realm in all its abundance.


      In this world supported by Guiding Force, there were many Pure Concepts that could bring about powerful conjuring phenomena. These immensely strong conjurings, attached to souls when they were summoned from another plane, had the ability to rewrite the world.


      But there were very few concepts that could stop her.


      Therefore, if she were let loose, those precious few who could were sure to show up.


      “Mm-mm, not yet…”


      The young-looking girl exercised miraculous restraint and held back the powerful urge to unleash all her strength at once.


      No matter how many monsters she let loose, they wouldn’t reach the planet’s core. No matter how many corpses she allowed to pile up, they wouldn’t reach the sky. She needed more. Just crawling along on the ground wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t be enough, even if she drank the ocean dry. She needed to dig deeper, far deeper, eating into the planet itself. This world was her true opponent.


      But first, she needed to get rid of anything that might get in her way.


      So she used all the self-restraint she could muster and resisted her natural desires, quieted her instincts, and waited, looking for all the world like a powerless child. Until she sensed someone approaching behind her.


      Pandæmonium turned around ever so slowly. Both to keep the visitor in suspense and to hold her own impulses in check.


      “Mm!” When she saw the figure drawing closer, Pandæmonium’s cherubic features lit up in an innocent smile.


      One step, then another. The girl laced her fingers behind her back and walked toward the visitor.


      “Why, hello! Are you here to welcome me?”


      Pandæmonium greeted the visitor brightly, but they showed no sign of fear.


      But that was only natural. This particular individual had one of the few Pure Concepts on par with Pandæmonium’s own.


      “Hey there, Pandæmonium,” said the visitor. “I’m so glad you answered my summons.”


      “Well, of course I did! You used Kagarma’s body, after all. I had no choice but to come take back that part of myself from before I became me.”


      The Original Sin conjuring used to make Kagarma immortal was based on cells harvested from the girl who would later become the Human Error Pandæmonium. In a sense, this summoning had used Pandæmonium’s original form as a sacrifice. She simply couldn’t resist its pull.


      “Goodness, though, it’s been so long,” she said. “I still remember when you locked me up like it was yesterday.”


      “True. Many long years have passed since then, but it’s all finally coming to an end.”


      The two stood face-to-face, as close as best friends.


      On one side stood the creator of the sword that had turned the entire western continent into salt: the Ivory one, Hakua Shirakami.


      On the other was the origin of the monsters that had consumed the southern islands: the origin of all Evil, Pandæmonium.


      Two disasters born of this world, and who held the power to destroy it, quietly confronted each other.


      “Why did you summon me, though? I wonder.”


      “The fog barrier was destroyed. I couldn’t just let you run wild, now, could I?”


      “Whyever not?”


      Pandæmonium was simply asking an honest question without an ounce of malice. She tilted her head and blinked her round eyes in a manner suiting her childlike appearance.


      Based on Hakua’s goals, there was no reason for her to summon Pandæmonium to her location.


      “Why would you care what happens to this world, hmm?” asked Pandæmonium. “Aren’t you planning to go back to your own world very soon?”


      It was almost as though she was trying to avoid a fight. Hakua looked mystified.


      “What a weird question. If I let you go free, what will you do?”


      “Nothing much, really,” Pandæmonium responded earnestly. “Why should I do anything to you?”


      If they weren’t about to fight, Pandæmonium had no reason to bother with Hakua. She spread her arms wide and spun on her heel in an exaggerated gesture.


      “This whole world is about to be all mine, after all,” she declared.


      There were three holes in the chest of her pure white dress. Body, spirit, and soul. In this world, these were the three elements said to be required for life. But even though she was lacking all of them, she was still undoubtedly alive. Her face, soft and round like an overripe fruit, split into a crooked grin as if revealing the rot within.


      Whether it happened now or later, the end result would be the same.


      Now that she was free, there was only one thing for her to do—the thing she’d been prevented from doing a thousand years before.


      She would remake this entire planet into Evil, consuming everything down to the core until all that was left was a monster even bigger than the planet. She would take everything for her own, right down to the stars in the sky.


      She had no reason.


      She had no ambitions.


      She wasn’t driven by desire or any other internal compass.


      She would devour the world simply because that was how it must be.


      “You got in my way a thousand years ago… But even back then, the best you could do was seal me away. What hope could you possibly have of defeating me now that your soul’s so worn down?”


      “I’m fully aware of my own decline, thanks.” Hakua, the taller of the two, looked down on the childlike Pandæmonium.


      What she said was true. Hakua was weaker than she had been a thousand years ago. That was the price of surviving a thousand years, memories intact, without becoming a Human Error.


      “That’s exactly why I want to absorb your power—to make sure I’m fully prepared to fight. Your Pure Concept is one of the few I haven’t yet acquired, you know.”


      “Mm-hmm! So that’s what you’re after!” Pandæmonium gave an exaggerated gasp, followed by a giggle.


      There was a good reason Hakua Shirakami had once been known as the Ivory hero. Her unique Pure Concept of Ivory had the ability to add the Pure Concepts of others to her own soul.


      “Oh, how wonderful. You really aren’t the Ivory hero any longer, if you go around saying things like that.”


      Despite the hand over her mouth, Pandæmonium couldn’t completely cover up the smile on her lips, curved like a crescent moon. Scarlet Guiding Light glimmered in her dark eyes as she examined Hakua’s soul.


      “Whatever happened to make your soul so filthy, hmm? Tell me, have you looked in a mirror recently? I daresay that copy of yours is more like the original than you are!”


      “…Shut up.”


      “Now, now, now. Tell me the truth. Who do you think you are, exactly? Surely you’re not still calling yourself ‘Hakua Shirakami,’ are you?”


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [Chaos]


      A massive amount of Guiding Force concentrated in Hakua’s palm burst forth.


      The space where Pandæmonium stood was completely painted over with white. It returned to an era when nothing existed at all, a pure white space where power had yet to acquire concepts and take on physical form. The world was rewritten by Hakua’s conjuring, brought back to a blank slate.


      There was no way to resist a conjuring that could blot out the world itself. Even a fellow Otherworlder was helpless against it. Not even Michele, possibly the most powerful fighter ever born in this world, could have blocked it.
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      But killing the creature known as Pandæmonium would be pointless.


      “What in the world was that conjuring, hmm? It didn’t seem like Ivory to me.”


      A black sludge began to spread over the pure white space like creeping mold. The stain provoked a visceral disgust as it formed a mouth, then a full set of baby teeth.


      “You used to be much more impressive, you know. Surely the Ivory hero wasn’t such a pushover.”


      Out of the blank space reverted to nothingness by Hakua’s conjuring emerged the being known as Pandæmonium, reborn. An Original Sin conjuring gave shape to the Pure Concept of Evil, pulled from another dimension, and formed the figure of a little girl.


      Pandæmonium hadn’t avoided the attack, nor had she dodged it. She had simply let Hakua’s attack hit her, wiping out her defenseless body. But her death didn’t faze her one bit. She set foot on the earth once again, freshly summoned.


      This reborn Pandæmonium smiled at Hakua, looking utterly unbothered.


      This was nothing like when she had appeared as a pinky finger. The girl known as Pandæmonium was a Human Error, not a person. She was an entirely separate world, born of a foundation of Guiding Force, that just happened to take the form of a child.


      The sacrifice needed to use an Original Sin conjuring was merely a ritual to obtain a medium through which that world could manifest in this one. Attempting to defeat Pandæmonium now would require the will to destroy an entire world.


      “Worst of all, you’re like a savage now,” she continued. “Can’t we even have a simple conversation? How uncivilized can you get, hmm?”


      “That doesn’t mean much coming from someone set on devouring humanity. Human civilization is just fodder to you, right?”


      “Mmm! Can you blame me, really?” She giggled.


      Pandæmonium seemed completely unchanged. Still in the shape of a young girl, she stepped forward and began pacing in circles around Hakua.


      “Don’t you realize it was humanity that created me in the first place?” Something wriggled just behind one of the girl’s eyes. “Don’t you think parents ought to give everything for their child? Whether they try to cast me aside or run away, it’s no use. It won’t change the fact that I was born.”


      Something soft, white, and slender slipped out from the space between her eyeball and eyelid. Like maggots writhing up out of rotting flesh, they kept squirming out, filling up the hollows of her eye sockets.


      They were tiny human hands.


      “You know very well how sinful the civilization of Guiding Force is, don’t you? Why, it’s how you ended up the way you are now. Humanity uses up their own planet’s power to steal from other worlds. That race of fools are the parents that created me.”


      The tiny white hands spilled over and stretched out. They formed a tiny little arm, wriggling and reaching out from the girl’s left eye socket.


      “Don’t you think they should take responsibility for giving birth to me?”


      The little hands reached down and smoothly grabbed her left eye.


      There was a wet squelching sound. The tiny hands had gouged out the girl’s own eyeball. Sticky liquid dripped from the optic nerve connecting it to her brain. Several of the hands held up the eyeball before its now empty socket.


      The detached eye gleamed with an uncanny red Guiding Light as it was raised to meet Hakua’s gaze.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [A big balloon in my red hands]


      The eyeball bulged. It swelled and inflated at an alarming speed, disregarding the laws of physics. Hakua didn’t even have time to invoke a conjuring before the eyeball’s cornea crashed into her.


      However, she didn’t feel the expected impact. The attack wasn’t physical.


      “What…?”


      Instead, she found herself sealed inside the eye. Disturbingly, the walls surrounding her were themselves made up of tiny eyeballs. Tightly packed together, they were all alive and swiveled around to follow her. A normal person might well lose their sanity in a space like this.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [Null]


      As an experiment, Hakua used a conjuring meant to return its target to nothingness, but it only gouged out one portion of the fleshy wall. It quickly regrew as the countless eyeballs met Hakua’s gaze.


      “You made a separate dimension with Concepts of Original Sin?” she mused. “What a nasty conjuring.”


      When she turned back, she was able to see outside through the giant eyeball’s lens. Pandæmonium was there, smiling and waving at her.


      “Relax and have a staring contest in there for a while, okay?”


      Even though the interior appeared connected to the outside world, there was no easy way for Hakua to pass through the lens and escape. The interior of the giant eye was in a dimension cut off from the rest of the world—a separate space. First, she needed to figure out just how twisted the path back to reality was.


      The eyes around her were using several conjurings. Petrifaction, Confusion, Combustion, Poison—these effects were inflicted on anything in the eyeballs’ line of sight. A normal human wouldn’t survive a second in their midst.


      How long had it been since Hakua, a wielder of many powerful conjurings, had been under this much pressure in a head-on battle? Pandæmonium was taking her on without resorting to any cheap tricks.


      Worst of all, the true strength of Concepts of Original Sin wasn’t in direct combat at all. Evil was at its best when invading and blaspheming the world.


      “Twinkle, twinkle, little star…”


      Pandæmonium began to sing. There was no flash of Guiding Light to herald a conjuring. The lack of such a portent meant that Pandæmonium was simply singing a children’s song as innocently as any regular child.


      “How I wonder what you are…”


      Her reedy voice rose, indifferent to Hakua’s battle with the eyeball creature.


      The lyrics had no special meaning. It was only a nursery rhyme that any child would know. And yet the sound carried enough Guiding Force to crush the spirit of anyone who heard it.


      “Up above the world so high…”


      Slowly, her young voice faded into a monotonous drone. Her expression went slack, the life left her eyes, and her mouth hung open as she raised her head to the sky.


      Then pure black Evil emerged from her mouth.


      It reached out an arm and thrust its hand into the middle of the three holes in her dress.


      The jet-black arm, a concept that was neither liquid, nor solid, nor gas, punctured the little girl’s soft skin and slowly withdrew the glistening red contents.


      Her heart.


      Ba-dump, ba-dump.


      The heart went on beating steadily, still connected to the veins even as it was plucked from her chest.


      Her mouth moved once more.


      “Like a diamond in the sky.”


      The inky black concept lifted up the little girl’s pure heart.


      This was the same conjuring that had once consumed the southern islands. It was a power based on something entirely unknown, something far removed from the familiar conjurings that humanity had constructed throughout history.


      The black shadow, now shaped like a human, wore a big grin.


      “Mm!”


      At that moment, Pandæmonium disappeared.


      Not a trace remained of her cute yet unnerving form. All that was left of her was the heart, laid bare. It was small, red, cute even—a slimy symbol of life.


      But instead of being in a human body where it belonged, it floated on its own in midair. Neither gravity, nor Guiding Force, nor any other law of physics had any effect on it whatsoever.


      The innocent heart went on beating.


      There were its aorta and vena cava, connecting the left and right atria and ventricles; and there were the pulmonary veins and arteries. In the blink of an eye, these four major blood vessels branched out and blossomed, the veins forming a complex family tree of capillaries. The raw red lines intertwined into a web that then rooted itself in the ground.


      Each time the heart pulsed, Concepts of Original Sin were fed into the earth. Everything Pandæmonium produced was flowing from her heart straight into the world.


      The vessels ate into the ground, spread out, and penetrated deep into its crust. A simple fantasy, a collective concept composed of human delusions, had taken on an impossibly physical form. Just as it once devoured the southern islands, the Pure Concept of Evil was consuming the entire planet.


      Now given life, the ground began remaking itself into meaty tissue. The dull wasteland pulsated with shiny, slippery skin, covered in protruding lumps of flesh that burst and spurted out dark red pus. The surface cracked, splitting open into ravines that sprouted lines of fangs. Covered in countless mouths, the ground grinned and guffawed. This laughter created little earthquakes, and the fleshy surface gave itself over to hunger, mouths gnashing and devouring one another. Any mindless matter vanished, transforming into a world of creatures that consumed one another in an endless chain of predator and prey.


      The living ground began to eat itself, playing out the cycle of life and death at a frenzied pace. Blood spilled onto the ground, sank deeper into the strata, and itself became blood vessels; the flying chunks of flesh formed new monsters that joined the fray. Each death gave way to new life.


      Though she was trapped inside the eyeball, Hakua couldn’t sit idly by and watch.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [White Thread]


      Thin white thread shot out of Hakua’s fingertip and sliced the eyeball to shreds, destroying it.


      Now free, Hakua threw out a hand. But she wasn’t aiming at Pandæmonium.


      The white thread stretched as far as the horizon, cutting into the ground. But it didn’t merely slit the surface. Hakua willed it to move, cutting deep into the ground on all sides, coming together at a single point deep beneath the earth and cutting out an enormous piece from the continent itself.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [White Cloud]


      At the same time, a cloud issued from Hakua’s palm and crept into the cracks, quickly spreading to surround the cut-off chunk. Then, with an unnatural buoyancy, it lifted the entirety of the ground that Pandæmonium had corrupted away from the rest of the surface.


      In less than a minute, a piece of earth the size of a small island was floating in the air.


      Pandæmonium’s corruption, which had turned the entire floating piece of earth into a giant mass of flesh, stopped there. Compared to the time it had consumed all the islands in the south, this infection was pathetically minuscule.


      But the cost of stopping it had been much greater.


      “Yeah, I figured.”


      Hakua’s former eyeball prison hardened and swelled. Crushed chunks of flesh mingled with bodily fluids until they formed into a little girl, and Pandæmonium reappeared, fully clothed.


      Hakua stared silently at her.


      When they had fought before, Hakua had broken off the southern islands at their base and separated them from the planet’s crust before sealing them away to stop the corruption. From this experience, Hakua knew that if she suspended the land in midair so that it didn’t touch anything else, the fleshy transformation would cease.


      But this was hardly equivalent to sealing her away.


      If the mass of flesh fell from atop Hakua’s cloud, the corruption would immediately resume. And by prioritizing stopping the process before it could spread, she’d allowed Pandæmonium to catch her.


      Countless tiny hands reached out from the floating island of flesh and surrounded her. She had to remain still just to avoid contact. Each of the arms belonged to Pandæmonium, eager to turn everything they touched into Evil.


      “Are you at your limit already?”


      Hakua didn’t answer. But her silence was enough to confirm Pandæmonium’s suspicions.


      She wasn’t nearly as powerful as she’d been a thousand years ago. This version wouldn’t last a single year, let alone a thousand. In perhaps a week, or even a few days, the mass of flesh would fall to the ground and continue invading the planet.


      “You’ve absorbed too many unnecessary concepts, I’m afraid. Sooo many that one personality couldn’t carry them all. You took on fragments of other people’s souls in order to save them, and every time, it made you weaker. Being forced to help others was a heavy burden for you, wasn’t it?”


      Pure Concepts consumed the user’s memories every time they were invoked. Hakua was no exception. She’d long since lost any confidence that she was still herself.


      A thousand years ago, her personality had been very different.


      “The Blanch conjuring that sealed the Starhusk, the White Night that cut off the Mechanical Society when it fled to the east, the White Fog that trapped little old me…and the Sword of Salt that cut down Dragon. You used up all your conjurings just for us, poor thing.”


      A thousand years ago, a single event had led to the birth of four Human Errors. The Ivory hero known as Hakua Shirakami had lost sight of who she was in the process, and her power had been severely weakened.


      “What a shame. It seems this planet has lost its protector.”


      When she sealed or destroyed all Four Major Human Errors, Hakua had cut out the concept of Ivory contained within herself and used it to its fullest. Only conjurings powerful enough to unleash the entire concept could stop them.


      “But don’t worry. It’s not like the world is going to end.”


      Pandæmonium leaned against Hakua. Her flesh melted and clung to the other girl’s everywhere their bodies made contact, until Hakua and Pandæmonium were fused together.


      “In fact, it’ll only get bigger and bigger.”


      In Hakua’s current weakened state, Pandæmonium felt sure she could absorb her. And so she began to corrupt Hakua’s flesh.


      She wrapped her small arms around Hakua and hugged her from behind, bringing her lips close to Hakua’s ear as her light frame pressed down on the other girl’s back.


      “I’m going to eat this whole planet, then eat the moon, then the whole planetary system, and someday even the sun. It’ll be wonderful, don’t you agree?” she whispered. She would send her concept out to the far reaches of space. “Instead of being limited to some puny little planet in the middle of the universe, my Evil will grow nice and big.”


      Her body was already more than half fused with Hakua’s, and now her shadow wrapped layer after layer around the other girl, sealing her inside.


      “I hate to break it to you, but that dream’s not gonna come true,” Hakua shot back.


      “Mmm! And what makes you think that?”


      “I may not be as strong as I once was. As I am now, I don’t have what it takes to beat you… But the old me left a little something behind.”


      Pandæmonium was playing the same hand she had a thousand years ago. And that was just what Hakua had been waiting for.


      Sensing a shift in Hakua’s attitude, Pandæmonium looked up. The once-blue sky had been bleached white.


      “It can’t be…”


      White liquid hung above them. But the amount was unthinkable. It was far more than Hakua should be able to produce in her current state. And indeed, the present Hakua hadn’t created it with a conjuring.


      No, it was the Ivory conjuring that had covered the Starhusk all this time. The Hakua Shirakami of a thousand years ago had invoked it, enveloping the Starhusk with the white liquid of Blanch for a millennium. And now it was floating directly above Pandæmonium’s head.


      Perhaps she could have avoided it, but Pandæmonium had now put all her power into absorbing Hakua’s body. While rooting herself in the other girl’s flesh had raised the rate of her corruption, it had also left her unable to pull away.


      Before she could react, the white liquid rained down like a waterfall.


      An enormous droplet touched her.


      “Ah…”


      Her mind and vision went white.


      Just as pure cloth absorbed water, no amount of strength could resist Blanch.


      Hakua’s conjuring overrode Pandæmonium’s consciousness. The Pure Concept of Evil was bleached into the Pure Concept of Ivory.


      Pandæmonium’s mind was wiped clean as Hakua gently held her.


      She was exhausted. It would take several days’ rest to recover from this. But the effort had been well worth it.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [Concept Dimension of Original Sin]


      Monsters began to bubble up from the lumps of flesh lying around Hakua. An organic underworld that churned human malice into living monsters was overflowing into this plane of existence.


      “Yup. Looks like it works fine.”


      Her summons conjuring, which was both an experiment to test if she could use Original Sin conjurings and a way of stalling for time to rest, had been a success.


      The Pure Concept of Evil was hers. By using Pandæmonium’s body, now in her possession, she could invoke Original Sin conjurings however she wished.


      “Pandæmonium. I’ll make your dream come true eventually.” Hakua closed her eyes. “Once I’ve gone back to Japan, you can do whatever you want with this world.”


      The clash between two Pure Concepts had ended in Hakua’s victory.


      When Michele regained consciousness, she heard someone humming a cheerful tune.


      It was a harvest song, one that anyone born in this world would recognize. You were bound to hear it if you walked through a field in any town or village. The hummer had the rhythm down, but their key would occasionally fly off in some absurd direction; they were probably just tone-deaf.


      Without getting up, Michele looked around for the maestro behind this grating melody. Eventually, her eyes fell on a woman wearing glasses. “…Ugh. It’s you.”


      “Oh! Michele!” The source of the cacophony was none other than Hooseyard.


      She waved cheerfully at Michele. A strange and complex geometric pattern was spread out at her feet: a conjuring circle. Michele sat up slowly, trying to decipher the symbols that Hooseyard was still actively drawing.


      Testing the state of her body, Michele flexed her fingers into a fist, then opened them again. Since she boasted far more Guiding Force than the average human, Michele healed far faster, too. Following her fight with Flarette, who was on the verge of becoming the Human Error of Time, she’d been in critical condition. All things considered, she’d already recovered remarkably well.


      But she’d spent an enormous amount of Guiding Force in that life-or-death battle, and she was still far from peak condition. After assessing herself, she turned her attention to her surroundings and furrowed her brow. She didn’t recognize this place. They must have moved a long way from where she’d fought Menou.


      “Did you carry me here…?” she asked.


      “Mm-hmm. The one you were fighting was having some sort of trouble, and I managed to sneak off with you.”


      How long had she been unconscious? As Michele asked more questions in an attempt to piece together the sequence of events, Hooseyard dutifully answered, never stopping her work on the conjuring circle.


      Though Hooseyard had always seemed too fainthearted for battle, she was one of the Faust’s finest. It must have been no trouble at all for her to carry Michele using Guiding Enhancement. Still, she was poor at physical combat, and she wasn’t very stealthy. Something very serious must have happened to distract Menou and company if Hooseyard was able to sneak away with her.


      And there was something else Michele didn’t understand.


      “Hooseyard… Why did you save me?”


      “What do you mean, why…?”


      It must have been risky for her to rescue Michele. Why would she do something so dangerous? Hooseyard, however, looked just as confused by the question.


      “Technically, I am both your subordinate and your senior,” she said casually. “Besides, I owe you a lot from your Elcami days, even though you don’t seem to remember that.”


      Michele stared back at her. Although she didn’t remember it, Michele knew that, before she took her current form, she’d been an archbishop by the name of Elcami. Apparently, it was she who had discovered Hooseyard’s potential back then.


      “…You knew?” she asked.


      “Huh? You thought I didn’t know? Do you really believe I’m that dense?”


      The truth was, she did. She didn’t say so out loud, but it must have shown on her face.


      Hooseyard puffed up her cheeks crossly. “Really, Michele. You’ve always been like this, even as Elcami. So dismissive of other people’s thoughts and feelings! You’re so self-assured that you can’t even see what’s going on around you. It hurts a little, I must say.”


      Michele wondered for a moment whether to respond to Hooseyard’s grumbling, then decided to ignore it.


      “What’s the situation now?” she asked.


      “Er, well…”


      Hooseyard kept on drawing as she spoke. The conjuring she was constructing was actually quite simple. It was meant to interfere with and manipulate the earthen vein, the Guiding Force that flowed under the ground’s surface. This ceremonial conjuring was Hooseyard’s specialty. She kept expanding the size of the conjuring circle, increasing the range of her control.


      “It sort of seems like…the world’s about to end.”


      Michele was about to tell her to stop talking nonsense when she noticed something.


      Far in the distance, an enormous object was floating in the air. At a glance, it appeared to be an unbelievably large lump of flesh. Michele slowly widened her eyes in shock.


      “Surely not…”


      She sensed an Original Sin conjuring emanating from the floating mass of flesh. From this distance, it looked like ants were crawling out of something about as big as a fist, but the reality must be very different. In fact, this clump of Concepts of Original Sin was the size of a small island, and it was producing a massive number of monsters.


      The sheer scale of it was crazy. Aside from its enormous size, the intensity of the Evil radiating out of it was on another level.


      “I see,” she said. “So Pandæmonium’s seal has broken, then.”


      The fog barrier that had kept her sealed in the southern seas, buying time for a thousand years, must have finally reached its limit.


      “Mm-hmm. Seems that way. I don’t think that’s all, though.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If Pandæmonium had simply been unleashed, there would be a lot more chaos. Someone is controlling how many monsters it produces. Perhaps they took over Pandæmonium and activated it somehow? That would be quite an impressive feat.”


      At Hooseyard’s words, something dawned on Michele.


      The floating ball of flesh was producing monsters, but that was all. The amount pouring out was enormous, but if Pandæmonium had truly been unleashed, it would hardly remain so tame. Despite her girlish looks, that Human Error was far wilder and more vicious than this.


      But who could possibly control Pandæmonium, one of the Four Major Human Errors and a threat to the entire world?


      Michele could only think of one person.


      “…Hakua Shirakami.”


      Ever since she confronted her own past in the Mechanical Society, Michele had lost the loyalty she once thought unshakable. It became all too clear to her that it was Hakua who had changed, not herself.


      “Hakua Shirakami…you mean our ‘Lord’?”


      “The very same. I guess she’s finally making her move… That means she’s abandoned the holy land,” said Hooseyard. She was still technically a priest of the Faust.


      Michele nodded. “Still…I’m surprised you didn’t run away. This is a Human Error we’re dealing with, in the truest sense of the term.”


      “I didn’t think running away would do much good. I suspect we’ll be swallowed up no matter where we go, you know? That’s what the manifestation of the Pure Concept of Evil means, after all. To think someone’s taken control of it… Really, it’s quite exciting. Who knows what new conjurings we might get to see?”


      Michele had meant to impress upon Hooseyard that this was a lot more serious than some run-of-the-mill Otherworlder going wild. But not only did Hooseyard seem to understand the situation just fine, her response was rather surprising.


      Michele squinted at her. “You’re not scared at all, eh? I’m surprised. We’ll die, you know.”


      This was a concept that sacrificed lives to manifest an underworld. And now Hakua Shirakami had the root of all Evil in her grasp. Even Michele was ready to give up.


      Yet Hooseyard’s eyes were sparkling. “But it’s such an honor—to bear witness to a conjuring that could end the world!”


      Michele couldn’t help laughing. Even this conjuring that would destroy everything piqued Hooseyard’s insatiable curiosity. She really was a freak, completely obsessed with all things related to conjuring. But for some reason, Michele didn’t feel her usual annoyance.


      “Besides, I am still a priestess of the Faust,” Hooseyard insisted. “We have to protect the people we’ve brought all this way.”


      “Fair enough…” Michele stood up.


      They’d come here to fight the Mechanical Society, a Human Error that converted subspace into material to produce conjured soldiers. The large-scale ceremonial hall they’d built for that battle was still here, as were the reinforcements they’d recruited. Though it wasn’t in the original plan, the space known as the Mechanical Society had vanished, and all the remaining buildings and people had been thrown into reality.


      “In any case, I’m so glad you woke up, Michele. With something on that scale, I don’t think I would’ve lasted more than half a day on my own, even using the conjuring hall.”


      “I see. So you’d last half a day?” Michele turned her gaze toward the enormous floating island of flesh gushing forth monsters. There were far too many to count. “…Well? Would you?”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      This was both reassuring and casually terrifying. Michele cast a sidelong glance at Hooseyard, then heaved a sigh.


      “Then I guess the two of us should last about three days,” she said, shouldering her sword.


      Though she was loath to admit it, she and Hooseyard had highly compatible strengths. And that was even more true in a large-scale battle like this one. If they worked together to defend the rear, even with Michele in her current state, the two of them should be able to buy enough time for the people they’d brought to evacuate. Then those people could survive for a few more days, maybe even weeks.


      Even if, once they’d expended all their strength, Hakua used Pandæmonium’s power to swallow up the whole world, their efforts would not have been for nothing. Maybe it was just vanity, but Michele thought there were worse ways to die. She readied her sword and focused on Guiding Enhancement.


      The rumbling of the ground grew louder. It was the sound of a swarm of monsters stampeding toward them. They would arrive in a matter of moments. Michele was expanding her Guiding Enhancement when something caught her eye.


      “…Hmm?”


      Running ahead of the oncoming swarm was a group of humans. They appeared to be fleeing for their lives.


      That in itself wasn’t so unusual. No normal human would stand a chance against this wall of monsters.


      It was the group itself that struck her as odd: a nun with a Guiding prosthetic right arm, a little girl wearing a kimono over a white dress, and beside them, a floating monolith. Anyone would do a double take if they caught sight of such a trio.


      But Michele was very familiar with these girls. As she stiffened with surprise at the unexpected encounter, the nun leading the pack noticed her and began to wave her artificial arm.


      “Hey, you! The super-strong lady! Heeelllp!”


      Sahara held Maya in her arms as she fled from the swarm of monsters. In this situation, she didn’t even think twice about flagging down someone who had been her enemy not half a day ago and pleading for her assistance.
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      When she passed through the tear in space, the feeling of the ground beneath Menou’s feet abruptly changed. One moment she’d been stepping on sandy wasteland, the next she was on solid stone. Even the flow of the air against her skin took on the unique chill that came with standing near an enormous structure.


      Menou recognized this place.


      “Welcome back to Grisarika Castle. You all haven’t been here in a while, either, right?”


      As Menou and the others came to a stop, the woman in front of them—the real Ashuna Grisarika—turned around and grinned.


      “According to Guardian’s predictions, after Hakua absorbs Pandæmonium, it’ll be a few days before she can take any more action. I’m sure you’re all exhausted after everything you’ve been through. Why don’t we save the strategizing for tomorrow? Take the night off and relax.”


      “Wait a minute, please. I’d like to hear what’s happened with you, too, Your Highness…”


      “Come now, Menou. Don’t let me butt in any more than I already have, hmm?”


      From the sound of things, Ashuna already knew much more about the current situation than Menou and company did. But she simply shot them a mischievous smirk, waved her hand, and turned on her heel.


      “I’m not so brutish as to interrupt your happy reunion now. We’ve already prepared rooms and a bath for you, so you may do as you please.”


      With that, Ashuna walked away before anyone could stop her. Menou sighed.


      How had Ashuna come to be possessed by Guardian, and how did she know what Hakua was doing? What in the world had happened while Menou was away from Grisarika Kingdom? She had so many questions, and Ashuna had avoided answering any of them.


      Still, Menou supposed the princess had a point. She turned to look at the two girls beside her: Akari and Momo. It was only thanks to a series of miracles that she was here with both of them now.


      Even if Menou’s plan to save Akari had gone the way she intended, Menou herself wouldn’t have been around to see it.


      The transformation into the Human Error of the Pure Concept of Time had threatened Akari’s spirit; the Sword of Salt had threatened to destroy her body. It had taken about half a year to solve both of these problems, and since Akari had been sealed away by a time suspension conjuring all the while, she was the one who most needed an explanation.


      Menou turned to her, only to find Akari watching her with narrowed eyes.


      “Hey, Menou. I seriously have no idea what’s going on right now. But I just know you did something super reckless again!”


      Akari had lost consciousness when Hakua used the Blanch conjuring on her in the land of salt. She’d nearly become a Human Error; Menou had only stopped her Pure Concept from going wild by stabbing a shard of the Sword of Salt into her. Akari must have had no idea what happened after that.


      While Menou was still racking her brain, trying to figure out how to explain it all, Akari pointed a finger at her accusingly.


      “You don’t get it, do you? You turned into a skeleton, Menou. Do you have any idea how it felt to see that?!”


      “What? I was a skeleton…?”


      Menou was shocked by this new information. She remembered that she’d drawn the Pure Concept of Time out of Akari through their Guiding Force connection and had become a Human Error in her stead. Back then, she was prepared to die. But she hadn’t thought it would turn her into a skeleton.


      In fact, now she was wondering how they’d brought her back to perfect condition from such a degraded state. As Menou stood there, confused, a hand grabbed the hem of her clothes.


      “She’s right, you know… You can be so selfish, darling…!”


      It was Momo. She’d done the lion’s share of the work keeping Menou and Akari alive as the two of them were consumed by a Pure Concept. Now her hands shook as she glowered up at Menou.


      “When I saw your bones, I swear… Once I finished crying, I was going to get rid of Akari, then follow you in death.”


      “I’d rather you didn’t,” Menou said seriously.


      Momo turned away in a huff, tears in her eyes.


      It was becoming ever clearer to Menou that the three of them were only together thanks to an incredible stroke of luck on top of a miracle. Her face softened into a smile as feelings welled up in her chest.


      “Anyway! I think I deserve an explanation, Menou,” said Akari.


      “Well, there’s quite a lot that I don’t know myself. I’d really like to find out what Her Highness knows and pool our information, but first… Akari.”


      “Bwuh?” Akari made a weird noise.


      “Thank goodness you’re all right…!”


      Without waiting for her to respond, Menou wrapped her arms around her friend and brought her into a tight hug.


      “M-Menou? Huh?”


      “Just let me stay like this for a while.”


      Menou felt Akari’s warmth against her and let the reassuring solidity of her friend’s existence sink in. It was something she hadn’t been able to feel when Akari was under the Suspension conjuring.


      Thanks to her Guiding Force connection with Akari, Menou shared the memories of all the time loops they’d lived through together. But Menou had never felt this close to Akari before. She might be willing to die for Akari’s sake, but Menou had never been the one to approach Akari like this, not in any timeline. Even counting all the loops, Menou and Akari had only managed to be friends for a very short time.


      After a while, Menou released her and stepped back. For some reason, Akari looked astonished.


      “M-Menou…made a move on me?!”


      “Take this!”


      “Owie!”


      Akari shrieked and clutched her forehead, where Menou had swiftly flicked her with her index finger. Noting out of the corner of her eye that Momo was shooting Akari a “serves you right” look, Menou folded her arms.


      “But I think it’d take a while to explain everything,” she said. “You were out for half a year, after all.”


      “Wh…whaaat?! I was sleeping for six whole months?! That’s even crazier than I thought!” Akari’s eyes went round.


      Momo, who’d kept Akari safe while she was frozen in time, cut in to explain further. “The conjuring put you in something like a sealed state. It was the only way to stop the Sword of Salt from salifying your entire body. I carried you around in a suitcase for a good month or so, just so you know.”


      “So you carted me around like a corpse…? That’s pretty wild, Momo.” Akari furrowed her brow, searching her memories.


      While frozen in time, she wasn’t entirely unconscious. She remembered being vaguely aware for short periods, though it had felt more like a dream.


      As much as Menou wanted to keep their reunion going, they couldn’t just stand around talking in the hallway.


      “For now, why don’t we take Her Highness up on her generous offer?” she suggested.


      Menou glanced at a nearby maid, who bowed politely. Evidently, she was here to guide them through the castle.


      As it turned out, Ashuna really had appeared there just to invite Menou and company back with her. Grisarika Castle was fully prepared to provide them all the rest they needed after an exhausting series of battles.


      “Momo,” said Menou. “I hate to ask this, but could you explain the situation to Akari?”


      “Whaaat? Why meee?”


      Momo seemed deeply unhappy with the idea. Luckily, Menou knew exactly how to negotiate with her adorable assistant.


      “Please? You’re the only one I can rely on to help me no matter what, Momo.”


      When she phrased it like that, Momo couldn’t say no. After all, what was the point of being someone’s superior if she couldn’t pass some of her work off once in a while. With that, Menou left Momo to deal with Akari and turned her thoughts to her next move.


      First, she needed to get information out of Ashuna as soon as possible. Menou turned to go look for her, only to be stopped by an unexpected show of force.


      “Where do you think you’re going?” asked Momo. “You’ll be explaining things with me, darling.”


      “What?”


      Menou had let her guard down, assuming their conversation was over. But Momo gripped her shoulder tightly with a bright smile.


      Menou blinked in surprise. The Momo she knew could never refuse such a request. She would have taken on the task of explaining things to Akari, even if she complained about it the whole time. Even when they were on a mission together, being able to work separately was one of Menou and Momo’s strengths as a team.


      But Momo showed no signs of loosening her grip on Menou’s shoulder.


      “If you think I’m still going to do whatever you say…after everything that’s happened…you’re sorely mistaken, darling…!”


      “Wait, what? Momo? Huh?”


      “I will explain things to Akari, yes. But I’m keeping you with me, too. Both of these things can happen at once. We’ll just bring Akari along, too. The three of us together. Hurry up and come along, Akari.”


      “Um, o-okay,” said Akari. “But, Momo…where are we going?”


      “Didn’t you hear Princess-poo earlier? To take a bath, of course!”


      This seemed like a lackadaisical idea, given their dire circumstances, but Momo’s tone left no room for argument.


      “I know I’m utterly exhausted!” she continued. “We are going to take a bath and relax. That’s an order!”


      As Momo dragged the two of them along by the hand, Akari whispered to Menou.


      “Hey… Is it just me, or has Momo changed a little?”


      “Y-yes, I’d say so. I haven’t seen her in the past six months, either, so…”


      “I went through a lot, too, I’ll have you know!” Momo snapped, silencing any further whispers.


      Something was off.


      The bathing room in Grisarika Castle was spacious enough to echo. Sinking into the hot water up to her shoulders, Akari watched the scene unfolding in front of her with great suspicion.


      “Darliiing, does that feel all riiight?”


      Momo’s cheerful voice bounced around the large room. She hadn’t yet entered the bath herself. Instead, she was perched behind Menou, carefully and thoroughly washing her hair.


      “Um, yes. That’s fine. But may I ask one question?”


      “But of cooourse! Ask me anything you liiike.”


      “Why exactly are you washing my hair?”


      “Whaaat? Because I’m your assistant, of cooourse. Consider this my reward for working so hard over the last six months!”


      “I know I put you through a lot of trouble, so I’ll let you wash my hair as much as you like, if it’ll make you happy… But are you sure that’s enough for you, Momo?”


      “Very much so!!”


      Given all the effort Momo had put in for her recently, Menou was in no position to refuse. At Momo’s eager response, she zipped her lips and said no more. Akari quietly kept an eye on the interaction. Momo was beaming as she lathered shampoo into Menou’s hair, bubbles forming between her fingers.


      “Hee-hee. Your hair is sooo pretty, darling. This is the color it ought to be. It really wouldn’t do to let any weird black streaks in. Not at allll!”


      “On second thought, Momo…maybe you could let me wash my hair myself?”


      “Not a chance! I have to make sure there’s not a single strand of black left. Your hair was changing color not so long ago, as you may recall. I have to be sure a certain someone hasn’t left any trace of corruption on you!”


      “Right… Thank you. Carry on, then.”


      In this world, hair color was sometimes affected by Guiding Force. When Menou’s soul was being slowly consumed by the Pure Concept of Time, hers had occasionally shifted from its usual flaxen color to black, or so she’d been told. Although it seemed to be back to normal now, she couldn’t blame Momo for worrying.


      Akari sank deeper into the water, blowing bubbles in it with her lips as she watched the pair intently. Suddenly, Momo rested her forehead against Menou’s back.


      “I’m so, sooo glad you’re back…!”


      “…Mm-hmm.” Menou smiled and beckoned to her trembling assistant. “Momo.”


      “…Yes?”


      “Umm, Menou?” Akari cut in.


      “Let me wash your hair, too, like we used to do,” said Menou. “Come, sit here.”


      “Yes, darling.”


      Momo and Menou switched seats so that Menou could wash Momo’s hair. Just then, Akari stood up with a splash.


      “Menooou! What about meee?! Since I was asleep for six whole months, and I’m your bestest friend, I think it’s only fair if you give me lots of attention and touching, too!”


      “All you did was sit around and sleep the whole time! I’m clearly the one who deserves to have my darling alllll to myself!” Momo raised her voice, clearly trying to intimidate.


      Akari met her gaze with a serious expression. “Okay, listen. This is important, Momo. I’ve been watching for a while now, and I think Menou is being too nice. It’s weird.”


      Menou’s lips twitched at Akari’s frank accusation.


      Momo, on the other hand, turned around irritably. “Excuse me?” she said with an odd chuckle. “What are you talking about, Akari? My darling is always nice, no matter what.”


      Menou was always kind. Whether Momo tried to tackle her with a hug every time they met, or invented silly excuses to dress her up in cute clothes “for the sake of the mission,” or sneaked pictures with her scripture every chance she got to make an album of Menou images, her beloved Menou always forgave her in the end.
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      “I know Menou is nice, okay? But her niceness is usually a little more twisted, like she can’t be direct about it, y’know?”


      Even as she said it, Akari felt sure she was right. This was strange. Menou was being much too direct. Normally she was more cautious. She said things in a roundabout way and couldn’t easily accept other people’s affection.


      Growing confident, Akari spoke louder.


      “Menou’s actually really bad at expressing her emotions. When she’s happy or embarrassed, she always tries to play it cool instead of admitting how she feels. It’s weird to see her being genuinely nice. In fact, it’s kind of scaryyYYY?!”


      Just as she was finishing her point, someone yanked Akari’s cheek. It was Menou, who had stood up and quickly closed the distance between them. The phosphorescent light of Guiding Enhancement looked like an aura of rage as it radiated off her body.


      “I let you run your mouth for one minute, and this is what I get…?! You think I’m what, exactly?! Go ahead, say it again!!”


      “Yesh, izzakly! Thash my Menou!” Despite the painful attack on her face, Akari looked triumphant.


      Menou sighed and released Akari’s cheek. When she stood and stared at Akari, it was with her usual composure.


      “Momo has a point,” she said. “You really have done nothing but sleep for at least six months, Akari. When you think about it, aren’t you the only one of us who really doesn’t need a break?”


      “It’s not my fault! Don’t make it sound like I did this on purpose!”


      Akari smacked the surface of the hot water, making a splash, and Menou suppressed a smile.


      The three of them had all been in completely different situations over the past half year. There was so much Menou wanted to say, so much she needed to hear.


      But most of all, it just felt good to be able to relax and have a normal conversation with all three of them present.


      “Well, as much as I’d like to exchange information about the past six months,” said Menou, “I suppose you won’t have anything to report, Akari.”


      “Exactly, darling. She was just sleeping the whole time.”


      “I—I have some memories! I mean, like…if I really focus, I can remember some weird moments where it felt like I’d woken up from a dream!”


      “Those are probably from when you took over my darling’s body.”


      “Wait, I did what?!”


      As they chatted back and forth, Menou and Momo finished washing up and got into the bath on either side of Akari. The three of them sat in a line, relaxing contentedly in the hot water.


      “Should we really be taking it easy like this? I wonder,” Menou mused.


      “Come on, it’s fiiine. Princess-poo said we have a little time, and we could really use a moment’s rest, you knooow.”


      “But…all three of us have never been together like this before.”


      There were the times when Menou and Akari traveled as a pair, of course, and when Menou and Momo worked alongside each other as Executioner and assistant. There was even a brief period when Momo and Akari went on the lam together.


      But the three of them had never openly shared the same space before—not once, even in all the time loops that Akari had repeated.


      And yet chatting like this for the first time felt like the most natural thing in the world. Akari was basking in the comfort of the moment and the warmth of the bath when she realized that Menou’s eyes were fixed squarely on her chest.


      “Wh-what’s up, Menou?”


      They might both be girls, but they were still completely naked. And even with the water covering her body, Akari found it embarrassing to be so blatantly stared at.


      She began to blush. Menou, looking utterly serious, grabbed her by the wrists and moved her hands out of the way of her gaze. “Excuse me a moment.”


      “Bwah?! Seriously, what’s happening right now?!”


      “Hmm… I don’t see any wounds or scars. Thank goodness.”


      “Huh? Oh, right. The Sword of Salt was stabbed in there, wasn’t it?”


      Realizing Menou’s intentions, Akari sighed.


      When she became a Human Error, Menou had pierced her chest with a fragment of the Sword of Salt. Thanks to Regression, the wound was gone without a trace.


      Momo leaned in to join the pair in peeking at Akari’s chest. “Now that you mention it, the part I gouged out is back to normal, too.”


      In order to remove the Sword of Salt, Momo had cut out a part of Akari’s chest, including a piece of her heart and all. It was quite a drastic move, even if it was for the sake of stopping the salification process that would have reduced her entire body to salt.


      “Huh? What? What’d you do to me exactly, Momo?! Am I damaged goods?! That’s awful! You’d better take responsibility!”


      “Darling, do you mind if I shut her up for a moment?”


      “Go right ahead.”


      “Wa—aaaglubhgh?!”


      With Menou’s permission, Momo grabbed the top of Akari’s head and unceremoniously submerged her in the bathwater. Akari flailed and scrambled for breath, but Momo was only joking around and let go of her immediately.


      “Phwaah! I was just kidding!”


      “Sexual harassment is no joke, you know.”


      “Whaaat? You’re not exactly one to talk, Momo…”


      Considering how many times Momo had called her “boob-lady,” this didn’t seem entirely fair in Akari’s opinion.


      “At any rate, Akari, your body’s gone through a lot,” said Menou. “Does anything feel different to you, physically or otherwise?”


      “Let’s see… Well, there is one thing.”


      Akari raised her arm from the water and formed a gun with her fingers. Ever since she’d regained consciousness, she’d noticed one obvious change. Even now, no matter how much she furrowed her brow and focused, Guiding Light wouldn’t form at her fingertip.


      “Yeah… I can’t use Pure Concept conjurings anymore.”


      The conjurings she used to invoke without even thinking—the Pure Concept of Time—were no longer within her. She couldn’t even remember how she used to invoke them. They had left her without a trace.


      On Menou’s hearing this, her face filled with emotion. “So the Pure Concept of Time…is truly gone from inside you.”


      “I should certainly hope so, after all the trouble you went through to free her from it, darling.” Despite her grumbling, Momo couldn’t hide her own relief.


      When Akari first came to this world, the Pure Concept of Time had attached to her soul. It then entered Menou and turned her into a Human Error, after which it stopped dwelling in a single person altogether and became an omnipresent part of the world. Now it was solidified as a ubiquitous conjuring phenomenon, not a Pure Concept accessible by one particular individual alone.


      This was a tremendous blessing for Akari.


      “That means…I’ll never have to forget you, Menou.”


      Relief washed over her, putting an irrepressible smile on her face.


      Pure Concept conjurings came at the cost of the user’s memories, and Akari’s Pure Concept of Time was no exception. She had carried the fear of losing her memories ever since she had arrived in this world.


      And now she was free.


      For her, the best thing of all was the hope for a future where she would never forget about Menou, or Momo, or anyone else she might meet down the line.


      “Oh, thank goodness…” As she murmured to herself, she realized that Menou and Momo were both looking right at her.


      “You’re not the only one who’s relieved, you know.”


      “Exactly. Momo is right.” Menou reached out her hand from the water and smiled warmly. “We’re happy that you’re never going to forget about us, too.”


      “Hee-hee.” Akari broke into a big grin at Menou’s words.


      As she treasured this sentiment from her beloved best friend, she spared a glance at Momo. “What about you, Momo?”


      “What about me, hmmm?”


      “Momo worked very hard for both our sakes, you know,” said Menou. “She tried to save us even more than I did.”


      “Eh-heh-heh-heh. You can’t admit your true feelings, either, huh, Momooo? You little rascal!”


      As Momo sulkily turned away, Akari prodded her dainty little shoulder. Momo swatted her hand away, looking irritated beyond measure. “More importantly, I wonder what’s going on with Princess-poo.”


      “Who, Ms. Ashuna?”


      Though Akari suspected she’d changed the subject to cover up her embarrassment, the topic she chose was serious business.


      Now that she mentioned it, Ashuna’s condition ever since she appeared and brought them to Grisarika was the biggest mystery of all.


      “I dunno,” Akari admitted. “I never interacted with her much, so it’s hard for me to say.”


      “I suppose that’s true,” agreed Menou. “I’m going to talk to Her Highness after our bath… Perhaps you could come, too, Momo. She seems to have taken quite a liking to you.”


      “What? No, thank you. I absolutely despise that woman.”


      “I—I see…” Menou seemed slightly taken aback by Momo’s intense response.


      Menou and Momo had teamed up with the princess for a few fights in the course of their journey, but Akari had only briefly spoken with her during their stay at the desert oasis.


      “By the way, Menou…,” she said.


      “Yes?”


      “The person you’re fighting now is that girl we saw in the land of salt, right? You know, the one who looked just like you.”


      The girl had used the Blanch conjuring on her there, but that was all Akari knew about her. Despite how terribly painful it was at the time, Akari strangely felt no hostility toward the girl. She’d told herself it was because her face looked just like Menou’s.


      “Who is she anyway? Why does she look like you, Menou? And why is she fighting you guys in the first place?”


      For some reason, Akari’s innocent question made Menou’s breath hitch.


      “Ah…right. How should I explain it…?” Menou averted her gaze.


      The girl’s uncanny resemblance to her couldn’t be a coincidence. There must have been some deep connection between the two of them.


      Akari certainly knew nothing about the girl. And that was why Menou’s next words caught her completely off guard.


      “Akari…you really don’t remember anything about her—about Hakua Shirakami?”


      Akari sat and stared vacantly up at the ceiling.


      It had been about an hour since the three girls got out of the bath and were led to their rooms. During that time, Momo had hammered so much information into Akari’s head that it had started aching.


      “Listen carefully. I’m going to break it down so that even you and your sieve of a brain can understand…”


      After that unnecessary disclaimer, Momo explained that Akari had almost become a Human Error; instead, thanks to Menou’s quick thinking, she’d been suspended in time, unconscious for roughly six months. Although she was on the verge of death because of the Sword of Salt, Menou temporarily became a Human Error in her place, pulling Akari back from the edge. All of this and more had happened while Akari was sleeping.


      Despite the story’s many dramatic twists and turns, Akari didn’t have any memories of the period herself. All she could recall were moments when she’d briefly awoken, still half dreaming, then fallen back to sleep.


      And in those moments, which Akari had thought were dreams, Menou was always pushing herself too far, doing something dangerous.


      “Menou’s still just like I remember…”


      She was always fighting against someone to save someone else. And as much as she tried to keep the casualties to a minimum, she never included herself in those calculations.


      It was probably this self-sacrificial bravery that had allowed Menou to save Akari, but if it were up to her, Akari would have Menou take better care of herself.


      Shifting her gaze to the side, Akari looked out a large glass window to the balcony beyond. The sun had already sunk out of sight, dyeing the night an indigo blue.


      She was in a private room in Grisarika Castle. Unlike the wasteland and its tense battlefields, this place was quiet, even peaceful.


      This was where she first met Menou.


      “Mm, I remember back when I’d just gotten here…”


      Akari flopped onto the bed and let herself get lost in the memories. She no longer had to worry about them disappearing at any moment.


      She’d spent her first night here. It was the same in every time loop. Menou had landed on her balcony. When Akari’s memories were sealed and she had no idea what was going on, Menou took her hand and helped her escape from Grisarika Castle.


      But things were different now—this time, she wasn’t alone.


      “I couldn’t care less about your stupid memories,” said Momo listlessly.


      She was sitting on the opposite side of the bed without a hint of the charm she put on in front of Menou.


      Her complaint annoyed Akari, who twisted around to glare at her back. “Oh, really, Momo? I wouldn’t be so careless if I were you. My memories are shared with Menou now, in case you forgot.”


      Since the scripture had brought her mind back to its state before it was wiped by Blanch, Akari now had all the memories she and Menou had shared when they made their Guiding Force connection.


      “So if you say my memories are stupid, you’re saying Menou’s memories are stupid, too.”


      “My darling’s memories are her own. They only matter because they’re in her soul. Even if you’ve got some stuck to you now, they’re nothing but an extra layer of fat, as far as I’m concerned.”


      “Hmph! That’s rich, coming from someone who used to be sooo mean to Menou.”


      When Akari brought up the memories of the pair’s monastery days, Momo’s expression stiffened noticeably.


      “Wh-what are you talking about…?!”


      “The past doesn’t just go away, you know. And I’m actually kind of strong now, ’cause I have Menou’s memories from all her battles!”


      “Oh? Care to test that theory? If you think you can replicate my darling’s movements with that soft, squishy body of yours, I’d love to see you try.”


      “Could you stop pinching my tummy?! This is sexual harassment! See, I knew you didn’t have a leg to stand on when you accused me earlier!”


      The two girls glared at each other from either side of the bed, sparks flying as their gazes collided. The hostile tension in the room roiled back and forth, swelled up like a balloon, and then finally popped.


      Momo’s hand sliced through the air. True to her claim, Akari quickly blocked her. She grabbed Momo’s delicate wrist and tried to catch her in a joint lock, but Momo reacted immediately.


      She moved to grab Akari’s collar with her other hand. Momo’s fingertips brushed Akari’s nightgown, but just before she could get a proper grip on it, Akari brought her arm down to knock Momo’s hand aside.


      A brilliant though pointless martial arts battle unfolded atop the bed. But even without Guiding Enhancement, Momo had the advantage in hand-to-hand combat. In the end, though both were left panting, Momo successfully mounted Akari and pinned her down.


      “Heh…heh-heh. See what a difference real experience makes?”


      Akari looked up as Momo straddled her waist triumphantly. “Hey…Momo.”


      “Hm? Now what? I’m about to subject you to a thorough tickling, so if you have any last words—”


      “Thank you.”


      Momo stopped midsentence.


      Any further insults died in her throat, and she closed her mouth. As she pressed her lips together, they wobbled a little despite her best efforts. “I…I didn’t do it for you.”


      “Yeah, I know.” Akari was well aware of Momo’s number one priority. Still, she needed to convey how she felt. “But still…thank you.”


      Akari and Momo would never understand each other. However, they both treasured the same person, and that gave them a certain connection.


      “Thanks to you,” Akari continued, “I was able to see Menou again.”


      “Yeah, well…” Looking sullen, Momo got down from her position on top of Akari. She kept her face hidden as she muttered reluctantly, “It’s thanks to you that I got to see my darling again, too.”


      Akari couldn’t help but giggle. “We’re in the same boat, huh? Menou can be such a troublemaker sometimes, I swear.”


      “That’s true—I won’t deny it. As amazing as she is…my darling can be something of a pain in the neck.”


      “I know, right? I bet she doesn’t even realize it, either… I hope she’s okay, though.”


      “My darling hasn’t fallen so far that she needs the likes of you worrying about her.”


      Momo made a show of being unconcerned. Akari, who liked to think of herself as Menou’s best friend, puffed up her cheeks in annoyance at this cold reception. She’d hoped that, since Momo also cared about Menou, they could spend some time commiserating and complaining about her together.


      “But…I suppose I know how you feel.” Momo raised her head and looked out the window toward the east, far beyond the balcony. “I certainly never thought I’d be worried about the whole world.”


      At this, Akari remembered what had happened just before they came to Grisarika.


      Pandæmonium. Even as a pinky finger, she’d easily bested Akari and her Pure Concept of Time.


      “With her seal broken, the whole world is in danger and stuff… It’s a really big deal, huh?”


      “Could you sound any stupider right now? My darling would never make such an idiotic observation.”


      “Just ’cause we shared memories doesn’t mean I’m the same as Menou, y’know.”


      In the end, Menou’s memories existed independently from Akari. They wouldn’t alter her personality, unlike the erasure of her memories by her Pure Concept.


      “But the thing is, Momo…” Akari could tell that her voice had grown weak. “I barely remember anything about when I was in Japan.”


      “……”


      Momo refrained from making any snide comments, perhaps sensing what Akari was getting at. Her sharp intuition was both one of her best qualities and one of her most annoying traits.


      Akari hesitated, slowly choosing her words. “Hakua…Shirakami, right? It’s me she’s after, isn’t it?”


      Menou had said as much during their bath.


      Hakua Shirakami had devoted the last thousand years to a single goal: returning to Japan with Akari. Evidently, even her meeting with Menou was all part of Hakua’s plan.


      But when she heard all that, Akari was simply confused. Then she felt hurt by her own reaction. How could she be so coldhearted?


      “Am I…a really awful person?”


      Supposedly, she and Hakua had been friends in Japan, yet Akari had forgotten all about her.


      Momo showed little interest in Akari’s inner conflict. “That’s not my problem.”


      “I mean…we must be friends. She waited a thousand years just to go back to Japan with me… But I don’t remember her at all.”


      Akari stared down at her own hands. She could hardly remember anything about Japan—only little flashes. A classroom in a school. A desk with a vase of flowers on it… Come to think of it, was that her desk or someone else’s? A photo of her father’s face on the TV. A feeling of disappointment. A text from her mother. A hospital bed. A white curtain, and on the other side, wasn’t there someone she…?


      “Either way, we still have to put up a fight, even if it’s hopeless.”


      Momo’s words brought Akari back to the present.


      “R-right. I guess so.”


      She felt like she’d been on the verge of remembering something, but that was impossible. She couldn’t recover memories she’d lost to a Pure Concept. Akari shook her head, dispelling the delusion.


      Momo stood up and placed a brand-new suitcase on the bed. It was loaded with everything they needed to prepare for the next battle.


      “So we’re really doing this, huh?” Akari asked.


      “Of course we are. It’s better than doing nothing, and at this point, we’ve got to try anything we can think of.” Momo dumped a jumble of objects onto the bed. “After my darling fought Michele, the Pure Concept of Time turned into a Human Error and vanished.”


      The birth of a Pure Concept’s Human Error, and its subsequent disappearance, had a huge meaning in the conjuring world.


      After being summoned from another world, a concept manifested as conjurings. Once its Human Error was destroyed, the incredible power that had been a Pure Concept would be affixed to the world as a ubiquitous new conjuring concept.


      “So yes, we’re going to experiment—by invoking Time conjurings.”


      Ashuna Grisarika sat quietly on the throne.


      After she’d brought Menou and company to the castle, she’d headed straight there for some silent meditation. When she cleared her mind and quieted her heart, she could sense the other presence within her clearly.


      Her lips quirked into a grin as she felt Guardian roiling inside her.


      Ashuna Grisarika was a very strong person.


      For as long as she could remember, everyone had constantly told her so. And Ashuna had never doubted her own strength.


      She was a member of a Noblesse royal family, bound to a certain life from birth. She was the youngest daughter of the royal family of Grisarika, the greatest kingdom in the east.


      Ashuna was quite talented, too, and had elegant, beautiful features. She was blessed with ample Guiding Force and high physical prowess. She had been deemed special from a very young age and had grown up with absolute confidence. It is said that heaven gives each person a single blessing and no more, but Ashuna had received a veritable gift basket.


      Unfortunately, she soon learned that these gifts were not a divine blessing but a man-made curse.


      Born into power, Ashuna had few people she truly admired or respected. Prideful though she was, however, Ashuna never looked down on the weak because of her own strength. This was primarily due to the influence of her elder sister, who showed her how a strong person ought to live.


      Wamnejia Grisarika and Experion Riverse were two of those precious few Ashuna held in high esteem.


      Her sister, who was ten years her senior, had once traveled across the continent. Young Ashuna’s favorite pastime was hearing about the adventures of Princess Wamnejia and her imperial knight Experion.


      Whether the pair was passing judgment on corrupt nobles, routing bandits, or thwarting the schemes of a suspicious red-haired woman in priestess robes, these stories delighted Ashuna to no end. And every time Wamnejia spun one of these tales, she always concluded with the same line.


      Strength and wisdom exist for a reason. To live for oneself is also to live for others.


      Wamnejia was brilliant and broad-minded, and Experion, the strongest knight on the continent, was ever by her side. Ashuna carried herself like the sister she so admired and trained hard to acquire strength that might one day rival that of her powerful knight. Her dream was to embody both of their best traits as one individual.


      Then, one day, the two left on another journey.


      They said there was something they had to do—to prevent evil from being passed down to future generations. And so they departed.


      Their journey was short, but when they returned, one was broken, the other changed.


      Experion, a shell of his former self, came back carrying her elder sister in his arms. The second she saw her sister, Ashuna’s hair stood on end. She knew instinctively that the one inside her body was someone else.


      When she demanded to know who this stranger was that wore her sister’s face, Wamnejia responded:


      Why, I am Guardian.


      This was the being that had destroyed Experion’s spirit and merged with Wamnejia’s mind.


      The Grisarika bloodline exists solely to serve as my vessel. And the same goes for you, of course.


      Her father did nothing, resigned that this was their family’s destiny. Even Wamnejia and Experion seemed to have given in to despair in the face of this cruel fate.


      The only one to resist was Ashuna.


      She immediately fled the castle and began wandering the kingdom. A few years after she’d abandoned her weak-willed father as a lost cause, he turned to the taboo known as Otherworlder summoning. Perhaps he hoped to regain his lost daughter with the power of Time.


      In any case, if a man gave up solving his problems with his own hands, resorting instead to taboo and sacrificing innocents, he deserved to be executed. Ashuna felt no sympathy for her spineless father’s fate.


      Guardian claimed that Ashuna’s strength rightfully belonged to her. But Ashuna scoffed at this notion. She finally knew the true reason she had been born so strong.


      The heavens had given her strength, and she had honed it so that she could one day conquer and absorb Guardian.


      Ashuna’s eyes snapped open.


      The Guardian dwelling within her was strangely quiet. She’d learned from experience that this meant the being was controlling another vessel outside of her.


      Which, she supposed, was no surprise.


      Experion entered the throne room where Ashuna was sitting.


      “Got sick of waiting, eh?” she asked.


      “You Grisarika girls of the latest generation have both been such a nuisance.”


      The strongest knight in the continent drew his sword, expressionless.


      Though the voice was his, the original Experion would never have said such words. He’d been serious to a fault; he never would have disrespected a member of the royal family.


      A piece of Guardian within Ashuna was inside his body as well, using him as a puppet.


      “Why do you insist on pointlessly fighting back when you could just surrender and become my vessel peacefully?” he asked.


      “It’s not pointless. My elder sister may have failed, but she left behind her teachings.” Ashuna stood up from the throne to face Experion.


      When Wamnejia learned that her fate was to be possessed by Guardian, she drank poison. Her intention was to trap Guardian inside her own spirit and kill them both, freeing the Grisarika bloodline from their curse once and for all.


      But when it was Experion’s turn to finish the job, he couldn’t bring himself to cut Wamnejia down.


      The plan was to weaken Guardian with poison, then use the Dimension Blade to slice through the spirits of Wamnejia and Guardian alike. But after loyally serving her for so long, Experion found he could not kill her.


      This inner discord and despair left him open to a spirit attack from Guardian, and thus the strongest knight in the continent was reduced to nothing but a shell.


      After that, Guardian’s spirit dwelled within Wamnejia, while Experion served as its puppet, executing its every whim.


      It must have been deeply frustrating to have Wamnejia’s body, the stronghold for her spirit, so weakened by poison that she could scarcely move. Even Guardian needed several years of preparation for the conjuring required to completely possess a person’s spirit. While Menou was away, she finished these preparations and finally used Possession on Ashuna instead.


      But Ashuna retained her personality, separate from Guardian. She’d used a different method from her sister to escape the spiritual fusion that Possession normally entailed.


      “Well? What was so urgent that you had to use Experion’s body to pay me a visit?” she asked.


      “You know full well why I’m here.” Though she dwelled within Ashuna’s own flesh, Guardian used Experion as a puppet to speak frankly to her. “I can’t say I approve of you working with Flarette. Cut ties with her and banish her from this castle at once.”


      “Why’s that? The fate of the world is at stake. We’ll have to fight Hakua Shirakami sooner or later, I’m sure.”


      “It was possible that both of those beastly creatures would exhaust themselves in battle. But instead, we got the worst outcome imaginable. Hakua has absorbed Pandæmonium. At this point, running away is the safest option.” Using Experion’s body, Guardian pointed a blade at Ashuna. “I’d rather not have my spirit slain along with your body because you decided to be stubborn. If I must, I’ll cut off two or three limbs to restrain you.”


      Though his spirit was broken, Experion’s body still retained his skill, even under Guardian’s command.


      This was a man Ashuna had once admired. She watched as his shell moved under Guardian’s control, and a savage grin rose to her lips.


      “Excellent, Guardian! The old Experion was so uptight, he would never have given me a proper duel. I thank you for that, at least.”


      Ashuna’s admiration meant only one thing: She wished to fight the one she admired, and to win.


      The two of them stood with their weapons ready. They were barely two steps apart, close enough for their blades to touch.


      There was no signal to start the fight.


      A broadsword flashed, and a naked blade flew.


      The clear clang of metal on metal echoed in the throne room as two swords of very different sizes strained against each other.


      Guiding Enhancement was a fundamental part of physical combat. Any fighter worth their salt would use it to improve their strength and speed before making their move. But both combatants eschewed this step, opting for a surprise attack. Their pure physical strength, honed through years of combat and training, made their attacks far faster than the average warrior’s, even without the aid of Guiding Enhancement.


      Their swords clashed for only a moment.


      After that, the element of surprise was lost. Ashuna’s entire body glowed with phosphorescent light. Her already impressive physical prowess sharply increased, and her broadsword, held in both hands, overcame the other blade, knocking it aside as it completed its swing.


      The pressure of the blow smashed through the paved stone floor. It was powerful enough to slice a human body in two, but Experion didn’t even spare it a glance. Instead of using Guiding Enhancement, he fully relaxed. His body slipped away from Ashuna’s sword, then moved forward, as though made of liquid.


      Then he lit up with a bright glow.


      His outline vanished, becoming a swift wind. His blade came up without warning and grazed past Ashuna, who leaned to the side just in time. Without a moment’s pause, he brought it back for a second blow, which Ashuna blocked with the hilt of her broadsword.


      Their movements were quick and precise, using as few steps as possible to attack and defend. Their intricate duel unfolded like a well-choreographed dance.


      “Hah!”


      Ashuna laughed as she swung her sword without slowing down, filling the crest with Guiding Force as she did so.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Royal Sword, Crest—Invoke [Flameburst]


      Fire surged out of the broadsword with an explosive roar.


      The heat could scorch skin, and the force of the explosion was enough to injure. Guiding Enhancement alone couldn’t defend against the conjuring assailing Experion.


      His arm vanished, and the fiery explosion was sliced in two. Ashuna’s crest conjuring had been cut in half by an invisible flash, sending it flying past her opponent to either side, without touching a hair on his head.


      There was no trick to the attack. Experion had simply moved faster than the human eye could follow.


      His Guiding Enhancement was designed specifically for swinging a blade. Instead of using an enormous amount of Guiding Force to propel his entire body like Michele or Momo, he distributed the strength perfectly for maximum effect. His sword easily surpassed the speed of sound and sliced his opponent’s flames to pieces.


      But the slash should have shredded Ashuna’s body along with her attack, and yet it cut nothing but air.


      “How…?” Guardian’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.


      When she realized that Experion’s attack had failed, she took several steps back.


      Ashuna was strong, that much was clear. She was blessed with immense Guiding Force and natural talent, yet she never rested on her laurels. Her spirit was tough, her mind open. She was truly a prodigy, in possession of heart, technique, and strength—all three elements required of a true warrior.


      But Experion was beyond even her reach. Archbishop Orwell, the Faust’s best conjurer, had stubbornly avoided fighting him. Genom Cthulha, the Monster of the Commons, who led a band of scoundrels in the Wild Frontier, had been slain by the knight despite his great numerical advantage. Even the legendary Executioner Flare, though she outmaneuvered him with many a crafty plot, never once grasped victory.


      Prodigy or not, it was impossible for Ashuna to fight evenly against Experion, whose blade was the strongest in all the continent. Back in his prime, Experion’s prowess might have rivaled even that of Michele, who was an imitation of Dragon.


      “You went through me to steal all of his experience, didn’t you?”


      Ashuna smirked. “I did indeed.”


      Even as she controlled Experion, Guardian’s roots were still within Ashuna. And Ashuna had used that connection to acquire Experion’s techniques for her own.


      It wasn’t a perfect copy, of course. There were still differences in their Guiding Force and physicality, and she hadn’t yet managed to fully incorporate his natural abilities into her own movements. But she suspected, correctly, that it would be enough to let her go toe to toe with his soulless puppet.


      “Know what, Guardian?” she asked.


      “Do tell.”


      “I’m going to beat you.”


      The Grisarika bloodline didn’t exist to serve Guardian. Guardian existed to serve Grisarika, and Ashuna was going to prove as much with her victory.


      “And when I do, I’ll make every part of you my own. Then I can finally bring an end to the Grisarika royal family’s cursed bloodline.”
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      She would force Guardian’s spirit into submission, even as it possessed her, and make a thousand years of knowledge and experience her own. Only then could she rewrite the fate of the Grisarika bloodline.


      “…Ashuna Grisarika,” said Guardian. “Tell me, why do you intend to fight Hakua Shirakami?”


      “Isn’t it obvious?”


      To save the land where she was born? To protect the weak? Neither of these noble reasons were enough to motivate Ashuna.


      Ashuna knew, had always known, that she was strong. However, she had never once believed that her strength needed to be put to use for the weak. As long as Ashuna Grisarika lived as she pleased, she was strong enough to draw in those around her.


      “So that I can fight against the strongest person in history and win.”


      Strength was beauty. So Ashuna was keenly interested in anyone strong, no matter who they were. And there was no better way to understand and learn from someone’s strength than by fighting them.


      Ashuna would never choose a path that diminished her own strength and beauty.


      “If you’d started yammering about justice, I was planning to cut you down…” Under Guardian’s control, Experion stood still for a while, then slowly put away his sword. “But if you’re that ridiculously strong-willed, maybe it’d be fun to take a chance on you instead.”


      Guardian held out the sheathed Dimension Blade to Ashuna.


      “…Why the sudden change of heart?” Ashuna asked.


      “Grisarika was never my main goal. I’m not all that concerned about defeating you, or even about my own survival.”


      The remark seemed a stark contrast to Guardian’s way of life for the past thousand years. But as Ashuna looked at her with growing suspicion, Guardian pressed the Dimension Blade into her free hand.


      “If you can back Hakua Shirakami into a corner, that might allow me to get closer to my goal, too. So let’s see what you’ve got.”


      With that, the light left Experion’s eyes and Guardian ceased controlling him.


      Ashuna scrunched up her face in frustration. The unfinished battle had left her heart blazing for more.


      “Guardian… You’re just like I thought, neither strong nor beautiful.”


      With the Dimension Blade in one hand, Ashuna muttered insults at the being still dwelling inside her.


      “…And that’s the long and short of it.”


      Ashuna casually explained how Guardian had come to possess her, and how she in turn had come to carry the Dimension Blade.


      Menou’s gaze shifted away. “I don’t know what to say, except…” She searched for a sensible reply and came up empty. As impressed as she was with Ashuna’s daring accomplishment, her disbelief at the princess’s recklessness won out. “You’re one of a kind, Your Highness.”


      “Right?” Though Ashuna could see straight through Menou’s vague comment, her response was brimming with confidence. She chuckled. “Compared to the likes of Hakua Shirakami or Pandæmonium, Guardian is nothing more than a one-trick pony.”


      “I don’t know, a conjuring that can take over someone’s body is quite an impressive trick, even if it’s all she can do…”


      “But I was able to resist her only trick, as you can see.” Ashuna grinned defiantly.


      It was true she possessed a uniquely strong spirit. But mental fortitude alone couldn’t fend off Guardian.


      “…You’ve made yourself a demon. The work of Kagarma Dartaros, I take it?”


      “The very same. I figured you might catch on.”


      Ashuna had undergone a conjuring that combined her body with Concepts of Original Sin—essentially turning her soul into a demon.


      It was the same method that Manon Libelle had used to cease being human. Although it didn’t appear to have affected her just yet, Ashuna would slowly be consumed by the Concepts of Original Sin. Eventually, they would destroy her mind and body.


      “Well, we’ve got a world to worry about first. Guardian is sealed inside my body for now, so that’s one less problem to worry about.”


      “…I suppose so.”


      Guardian currently shared Ashuna’s body. If she was consumed by Original Sin, at least Guardian would be erased from the world along with her.


      “So, Menou. What should we do about Pandæmonium and Hakua?”


      “…May I assume the teleportation method you used to bring us here is safe and reliable?”


      “The Dimension Blade? It’s an ancient relic passed down in the Grisarika royal family.”


      No matter what came next, they would need a solid means of transportation. Menou’s first question was about Experion’s sword. Ashuna held it up for her to inspect.


      “It’s a Guiding vessel that allows the user to cut through space,” she explained. “It can be tricky, though. Even if they can invoke the crest conjuring, most people couldn’t use it to cut through space and connect two distant places. But not to worry.” Ashuna grinned despite her words. “I got all the information I need out of Guardian. So I can use it, no problem.”


      If even someone as confident as Ashuna described it as challenging, it must be an incredibly difficult technique. Menou figured she probably wouldn’t be able to use it on her own.


      “I suppose we’d better leave the transportation to you, then, Your Highness.”


      “I’m not as proficient as Experion, of course, but I’m sure I can connect us from here to Hakua’s location easily enough. Just keep in mind that we can only teleport a few people that way. I can only maintain the cut in space for a short time, and it can only be so big.”


      The Dimension Blade was an impressive ability that nothing else could replicate, but it had its limitations.


      “And one more thing.” Ashuna rested her chin in her hands, her confident smile unshaken. “If we approach the area by cutting through space, Hakua will definitely notice. Just be aware of that.”


      “Right… Because Original Sin conjurings open a gate to another dimension.”


      “Exactly. She’ll be very sensitive to any dimensional interference, especially now that she’s absorbed Pandæmonium’s powers.”


      If she could detect it, Hakua was bound to take notice if someone used dimensional travel to get close to her.


      “Not a problem. In fact, we might even be able to use that to lure her out.”


      “Heh, I see. Then I’ll let you decide how we use this blade.” Ashuna seemed delighted by Menou’s counterintuitive idea.


      “The limited number of people won’t be an issue, either. All we need is me and a few others, and I know we can handle whatever happens.”


      “Oh-ho, how intriguing.” Ashuna’s eyes widened. “And how exactly do you intend to stand up against a Human Error that could destroy the world with so small a group?”


      Ashuna found it hard to imagine any chance of winning against Hakua now that she had Pandæmonium in her grasp. Even if she led the entire military might of the Grisarika Kingdom into battle, they would undoubtedly be massacred. The idea of taking on an individual who could destroy the entire world with only a handful of allies seemed like sheer madness.


      Menou quietly revealed her solution.


      “We’re going to activate the Starhusk.”


      The Starhusk was the only otherworld repatriation circle in existence. Menou had searched far and wide for the past few months and, at long last, had finally gained control of it.


      “We don’t need to defeat Hakua. She’s an Otherworlder. We just need to send her back to where she came from. And she’s close to an environment control tower that can command the Starhusk.”


      All they had to do was invoke the conjuring that would send an Otherworlder back to Japan: the otherworld repatriation circle.


      There was just one problem.


      There were two Otherworlders waiting for them, both with the potential to destroy the world. And they could only use this method to deal with one of them.


      Still, it was guaranteed to work.


      “You’re not afraid that the horde of monsters will destroy the control tower?”


      “Some of my compatriots happen to be nearby. I’m sure they’ll keep it safe for us.”


      Sahara and Maya were still at the former site of the Mechanical Society, which was now nothing but a wasteland. Gadou was probably with them, too, inside the monolith that had been the Mechanical Society’s core.


      But after she announced that they could handle it, a flicker of doubt crossed Menou’s face.


      “I mean…probably.”


      In the end, she just couldn’t be certain that Sahara’s group would take decisive action.


      Far from the Grisarika Kingdom, at the eastern edge of the continent, an enormous battle was unfolding on the ruined wasteland before Sahara’s eyes.


      She was in a rather unusual town. Originally built in the northern part of the continent, it was made under Michele’s orders to function as a ceremonial hall in order to destroy the Mechanical Society.


      Sahara stood on the roof of a church in the center of town and watched as a fierce battle raged in the wasteland beyond.


      “Yikes. I’ve never seen so many monsters in my life.”


      They were surging out of an enormous mass of flesh floating atop a white cloud, forming throngs big enough to blot out the horizon. Sahara’s comment was an understatement, to say the least; this was a horrific scene that could very well herald the end of the world.


      On rare occasions, swarms of monsters might destroy a town. But Sahara had never heard of a swarm so large, it could fill an entire field. Under normal circumstances, it would be impossible to provide the sacrifices needed to summon so many at once.


      But that sort of limitation didn’t apply to Pandæmonium. Before Sahara’s very eyes, a tidal wave of monsters was surging across the land. If that mass of unnatural evil were to swallow up a town or even a city with defensive walls, it would surely wipe it out.


      Sahara could only think of one experience that even came close—when she had fought on the front lines in the eastern Wild Frontier among countless other humans, all pushing back against an army of conjured soldiers.


      But the scene before her was even more terrifying, for this unthinkable swarm of monsters was being held off by a single individual.


      The one standing against the swarm was none other than Michele, the Elder Magician.


      She was probably the most powerful conjurer among the humans born in this world. An excessive level of Guiding Enhancement expanded the range of her attacks, allowing her to mow down huge swaths of monsters all at once. Hooseyard was manipulating the earthen vein to send monsters toward Michele, who proceeded to wipe the floor with them. She was like a giant made of pure Guiding Force.


      “…And you’re telling me Menou beat that? You’ve gotta be kidding me.”


      Whenever Michele swung down her broadsword, Sahara felt the earth quake beneath her, despite the distance. She could scarcely believe it. She’d wound up working with Michele by chance, but watching her now as she reshaped the very ground, Sahara felt no urge to compete with her. The gap between them was far too great.


      As alarmingly strong as Michele might be, however, she was still vastly outnumbered.


      She was fighting against monsters that had no concept of fear or strategy. They simply expanded ever outward like a flood. While Sahara doubted Michele would lose to the monsters, it seemed unlikely she’d be able to wipe them all out, either. After all, they were multiplying faster than she could destroy them.


      They kept pressing forward, crushing their fellows underfoot. They sought only to devour, heedless of death, as they gushed endlessly out of the fleshy island in the sky. The ones on the ground weren’t even the main force, just extras in the way. They needed to destroy the source if they wanted to stop them, but the ever-growing swarm was already too much to handle.


      Two others watched the scene alongside Sahara—Maya and Gadou. But they didn’t seem nearly as detached from what they were seeing as Sahara did.


      “Maya, that looks really bad. Are you sure you can handle it?”


      “Of course. Monsters are no threat to me, no matter how many there are.” As Maya sat perched atop the monolith, her eyes glowed with red Guiding Light. “Just watch. I’ll erase them all right now.”


      Maya’s shadow grew to an unnatural length, stretching out from the monolith and along the lines of the conjuring circle on the ground.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [Back to the shadows]


      The monsters began to sink into Maya’s overgrown shadow. In a matter of seconds, all of them had vanished as far as the eye could see, perhaps even farther still.


      They’d used the monolith’s Concepts of Primary Colors to create an enormous conjuring circle, then Maya’s Concepts of Original Sin to sacrifice the monsters. As a former part of Pandæmonium herself, Maya could use the Pure Concept of Evil. To her, monsters were nothing more than materials with which to invoke conjurings. For each one she sacrificed, her shadow spread even farther, until every last one was sent back to the underworld.


      But using a Pure Concept came with certain risks.


      “Maya, do you know who I am?”


      “Yes, I’m fine. You’re Sahara, my servant. Aren’t you?”


      Maya flashed Sahara an earnest smile. Perhaps she was putting on a brave face, but it didn’t seem like she had gone too far.


      “But I still can’t seem to erase that giant lump,” she said, glowering up at the mass of flesh in the sky.


      Evidently, not even Maya’s Original Sin conjurings could affect the source of the monsters. In a way, that made sense. It was a product of Pandæmonium—essentially Maya’s original self.


      “Don’t be greedy, Maya. We just need to do what we can.”


      “That’s surprisingly insightful for you, Sahara. I assume that means you won’t be slacking off, then, hmm?”


      Sahara averted her gaze. “Well, since I can’t really do anything, I think doing nothing is my only choice.”


      “That’s not true, and you know it.” Maya glared at Sahara.


      Her power had bought them some time. They could probably get by with this technique for a while. At least as long as Maya’s memories lasted.


      Just as Sahara’s thoughts began to head in a dark direction, the ground shook and rumbled. Now that the swarm of monsters had been erased, Michele had returned from battle.


      Releasing her Guiding Enhancement, she bowed deeply. “Well done, Lady Maya.”


      “We’re so lucky to have you, little Maya. You’re a real lifesaver.”


      Hooseyard, who was riding on Michele’s back, chimed in to praise the girl as well. Without Maya’s ability, even the two of them, exceptional though they were, would have fallen eventually.


      But this was still a war of attrition.


      If Maya’s memories ran out, they would no longer have a way to push back the flood of monsters. To make matters worse, if she lost enough to forget her personality, she would become a Human Error. Would she turn into a second Pandæmonium, or revert back into the current Pandæmonium’s pinky finger and merge with the rest of her? Either way, it would only make the situation even more dire.


      Worst of all, the world itself was the current target of Pandæmonium’s corruption. And that meant there was nowhere to run.


      “There’s only so much we can do on our own,” said Maya. “Can we contact Menou and the others?”


      “O-oh, um, a-about that…”


      With a stiff cracking sound, a part of the floating monolith broke open, and a girl in a tracksuit peered out from within.


      It was Ran Gadou—or one of them, at least. The person who held the Pure Concept of Vessel had split her personality into three separate individuals. This one, who could perhaps be called Sub Gadou, had been subjected to the constant division and reproduction of her memories in order to serve as an energy source for a conjuring that the main Gadou was performing. At least until Menou met the original in a higher dimension and set her free from that thousand-year role. She was originally a friend of Maya’s, and since Menou had freed her, she was all the more willing to help their cause.


      Sub Gadou looked up toward the blue butterfly on top of her head.


      “It’ll work, right…?” she asked. “Yeah, she says it’ll work. Oh, okay. Yeah, you can take some… Wait, what?! You really need that much?!”


      As Sub Gadou’s voice rose in panic, a piece of the monolith detached. It, and the subspace it contained—Sub Gadou’s “room”—were composed of Primary Color materials. The blue butterfly, which was also born of the Concepts of Primary Color, was absorbing some of them.


      Ignoring Sub Gadou’s cries, the blue butterfly fluttered away with its stolen materials. It moved faster than a natural insect and was gone in the blink of an eye.


      Watching it go, Maya murmured quietly, “That was Abbie, wasn’t it…?”


      The blue butterfly was all that remained of Ability Control, the conjured soldier who had traveled with Sahara and company.


      Abbie had fought against Michele, who came to destroy the Mechanical Society, and lost. In doing so, she’d expended most of the materials that composed her true self. Thanks to her sacrifice, however, she was able to achieve her ultimate goal of creating a true homeland for her brethren, and the fact that she was still helping Sahara and friends even now was proof that traces of her personality still remained.


      “She’s just a teensy little butterfly now,” Maya mused. “Will she ever get back to normal?”


      “I-I’m not sure,” Sub Gadou replied. “Um, her spirit is still pretty weak and all… And it doesn’t seem like she was all that attached to her sense of self in the first place, so…even if she had enough material, she might not change back.”


      As she spoke, her tone melancholy, Sub Gadou closed the gap in the monolith and retreated back inside. She seemed fairly distressed by the loss of monolith materials.


      “Well, anyway, I imagine we’ll be able to communicate with Menou and the others once that little butterfly reaches them.”


      “You’re probably right, Maya… But where did they all go anyway?” asked Sahara.


      “Grisarika, I’d imagine.” Michele’s tone was grim as she jerked a chin toward the floating island of flesh. “It’s not Pandæmonium who’s making that thing float. It’s one of Hakua Shirakami’s conjurings.”


      “Hakua Shirakami, huh?” Sahara tapped her chin. “I’ve heard that name before… Though I had no idea she was strong enough to take control of Pandæmonium like that.”


      “Yep. Things have really gotten out of hand. I’d wager making all these monsters is probably just a stalling tactic for Hakua. It’ll take time for her to fully absorb Pandæmonium’s powers and make them her own.”


      Michele sounded exhausted. “It’d be nice if we could get in contact with Flarette and launch a pincer attack from Grisarika Kingdom…” She shouldered her broadsword and heaved a sigh. “But that still won’t fix the root of the problem. As far as I can tell, that thing is the result of Ivory and Evil combined. I can’t imagine what Hakua intends to do once she recovers and gains a complete grasp over Evil.”


      “…Is there any way some other super-amazing person might show up and fix things for us?” asked Sahara.


      “Are you joking?” Michele narrowed her eyes in irritation.


      This was no time to rely on others. They had to find some way to erase the source of the endless monsters, or this problem would never be solved.


      “…There is one way.” Maya was the one to break the deadlock. “A way to pull Pandæmonium away from Hakua and seal her powers.”


      With a determined look on her childish face, Maya turned to meet the others’ gazes.


      “If I sacrifice all of myself, we can seal Pandæmonium for good.”


      “So…otherworld repatriation by way of the Starhusk, is it?”


      In a room in Grisarika Castle, Ashuna smiled slyly upon hearing Menou’s plan.


      “Yes. If we can activate the environment control tower and bring the Starhusk to that location, Hakua will be sent away by force.”


      A thousand years ago, the Starhusk activated with Hakua as its target. Because she needed to stay out of its range, Hakua couldn’t come near the Starkhusk. But since she planned to wait in this world for Akari to arrive, she had no reason to approach it.


      Then, over the course of a thousand years, several conditions were met, and the conjured puppet “Astrologer,” carrying Nono Hoshizaki’s consciousness, took control of the Starhusk and kept it out of Hakua’s grasp.


      “True enough,” said Ashuna approvingly. “If we activate the control tower, we could easily move the Starhusk and even change its target. If all goes according to plan, Hakua Shirakami would no longer be a problem. But it can only teleport one person, right? I’m all in favor of getting rid of the living nightmare called Hakua, but what do you intend to do about Pandæmonium?”


      Without Hakua restraining her, Pandæmonium would wreak havoc once again. Hakua had used Kagarma to summon Pandæmonium and take control of her for two reasons: to increase her own strength, and to create a situation in which Pandæmonium would be freed if Hakua vanished.


      She was holding the world hostage to prevent the activation of the Starhusk.


      Menou fell silent as Ashuna went on.


      “Or would you use the Starhusk to send Pandæmonium away? It wouldn’t be a bad strategy, since it would reduce Hakua’s strength. And if you think you can handle Hakua after that, I have no problem with it.”


      “But…”


      “No, I know. I’m sure you’ve realized it, too. There is one person who can handle Pandæmonium, and she’s in the east right now.”


      Menou’s eyes narrowed with realization. Ashuna’s sarcastic tone was completely out of character.


      “You can just use the pinky finger,” said Guardian, pushing Ashuna aside to take over temporarily. It was a heartless proposal. “That creature is still part of Pandæmonium, even if she’s independent now. She can use the Pure Concept of Evil. If you sacrifice her, you could defeat Pandæmonium…or seal her again, at the very least. Come now, what’s the matter?” She raised her eyebrows pointedly. “There’s no way you haven’t thought of it yourself, Menou. Why, I daresay it’s an execution method worthy of Flarette. Sacrificing an Otherworlder to save this world. What a splendid solution! You could do that adopted parent of yours proud—”


      Guardian’s words cut off abruptly. Ashuna had taken back control.


      “…My apologies, Menou. I did not mean to say such thoughtless things. This is what happens when I let my guard down for even a moment.”


      “It’s fine…” Menou cast her gaze down.


      The problem was, logically speaking, Guardian’s solution was perfectly sound. Try as she might, Menou couldn’t think of a better alternative. No doubt Ashuna felt the same way.


      As the silence grew heavy, the door suddenly swung open.


      “Menou!” shouted Akari as she burst into the room. She was carrying a pocket watch Menou had never seen before. “Look at this!”


      As all eyes gathered on her, Akari focused Guiding Force on the pocket watch. Evidently, it was a Guiding vessel used to activate a crest conjuring.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Pocket Watch, Crest—Invoke [Clock]


      When the conjuring was invoked, Guiding Light formed into three hands above the closed lid of the pocket watch—an hour hand, a minute hand, and a second hand.


      “See?! Isn’t this amazing?! We made a Clock conjuring that… Ow!”


      Akari was triumphantly presenting them with a conjuring that created a clock on top of a device that already contained one. It was perhaps the stupidest conjuring Menou had ever seen. She grabbed the nearest object and threw it at Akari.


      At that moment, someone else came up behind her, and Menou cast the newcomer an apologetic glance.


      “Sorry to trouble you, Momo. But could you please take this idiot away?”


      “Forgive me, darling… I took my eyes off her for one second, and she ran away babbling about showing off her progress.”


      “No, it’s actually very interesting,” said Ashuna. “A Time conjuring, eh? I wonder what the basis is for the time it’s displaying.”


      “I know, right?!” Akari exclaimed. “It’s not useless at all! You’ve got a good eye, Ms. Ashuna! See, Menou?! I’m being useful! And it barely took any time at all to make it, too. Maybe I’ve got a knack for conjuring development! Don’t you think?!”


      “Enough already!” Menou shouted. “This is so embarrassing!” She chased her out of the room, leaving Momo to deal with her.


      It was impressive that she’d developed a new conjuring in such a short time, but it made no sense to use a conjuring to create a clock when there was already a perfectly good timepiece under the watch’s lid.


      “I’m so sorry, Your Highness.”


      “Not at all. You could’ve let her stay.” Ashuna chuckled and crossed her legs. “You two are very close, hmm? I thought as much at the oasis, too.”


      “Ahem… I’m, er, sorry you had to see that.”


      “And that’s why I’ll say this, though I’m sure you won’t be pleased about it.” Ashuna’s tone turned serious, and she narrowed her eyes. “Hakua Shirakami’s goal is to return to her world. Not alone, but with your friend Akari. I’m right, yes?”


      “You are.”


      “Then let me ask you this… Is there really any problem with letting Hakua Shirakami and Akari Tokitou go back together?”


      “Of course there…,” Menou said, starting to respond and then falling silent.


      There was…no problem.


      Allowing Hakua and Akari to return to Japan together wouldn’t create any issues at all. They could sacrifice Maya to seal Pandæmonium and let Hakua leave with Akari. That was all it would take to resolve the current threat to their world.


      “Of… Of course…,” Menou said, repeating herself slowly. She was stalling for time as she searched for a rational response.


      She racked her brain, sure there must be a good reason, but she found none. There was no reason. Allowing Hakua to go back voluntarily wouldn’t produce a single problem.


      Aside from the fact that the human known as Akari Tokitou would vanish from this world.


      The only things backing up Menou’s objection were the emotions churning in her heart like a child throwing a tantrum. She couldn’t say that aloud, though. Her logical mind stopped her.


      “I know. It was a cruel question.” Ashuna smiled sadly as Menou sat silent. “You’d better talk to her. About that and everything else.”


      She put a sympathetic hand on Menou’s shoulder for a moment, then left the room.


      For a while, Menou couldn’t stand.


      There was so much that needed to be done before Hakua made her move. Menou knew what little time they had left was precious. Even so, she was paralyzed by her own inner anguish.


      Akari, dragged back into the room by Momo, lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.


      “Ugh… We’re getting nowhere…”


      As the reality of their lack of progress set in, Akari flopped over and buried her face in the sheets.


      They were trying to develop Time conjurings to use as a secret weapon in the final battle, but thus far, it was going remarkably poorly. Akari had burst in on Menou and Ashuna earlier, partly just to release some stress.


      When she glanced up, she saw an empty chair at the desk. Until a moment ago, Momo had been sitting there, slumped over in a similar state of despair. Though she’d acted calm in front of Menou, it seemed that constantly clashing with Akari over what course they should take had exhausted her. She’d left the room, claiming she needed a breather.


      Now alone, Akari rolled around on the bed some more. Unable to progress, she suddenly remembered the long-haired girl wearing the sailor uniform they’d encountered in the land of salt.


      “That girl…she really looked just like Menou.”


      The Time conjurings they were developing were to be used against that very same girl.


      Akari had no memory of Hakua. Even though they were supposedly friends back in their old world. While Akari retained a few fragmented memories of her life in Japan, all recollection of Hakua had been completely erased, almost as if she had forgotten it on purpose.


      But because of that, the way Hakua looked at Akari had left a strong impression on her.


      “…I wonder if she remembers,” she murmured quietly.


      Did the girl called Hakua still have her memories of Japan?


      She must, of course. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have recognized Akari.


      In other words, they were still somewhere in this world. The memories of Japan that Akari herself had sacrificed to the Pure Concept of Time still existed—within the girl called Hakua.


      “……”


      Akari unconsciously bit her lip. She didn’t regret losing her memories of Japan. What little she remembered—mostly just vague impressions—gave her the feeling she hadn’t liked it there.


      But she couldn’t help thinking of that girl’s eyes as she looked at Akari in the land of salt.


      “I wonder if she’s really that bad…”


      Although she couldn’t admit it to Menou, Akari had a hard time seeing Hakua as an enemy they needed to defeat. But she couldn’t stop Menou and the others, either. From what little she understood, the world really was in danger.


      “What am I supposed to dooo…?!”


      While she was busy stressing out, both over this impossible problem and their lack of progress with the Time conjurings, the door swung open. Menou was back from her meeting with Ashuna.


      “Menou! Welcome back!”


      “…Akari.” When she walked in, Menou’s face was strangely serious. “Do you…want to go back to Japan?”


      “Huh?” At first, Akari was simply confused by the question. Then she felt anger rising in her chest. Why would Menou ask that all of a sudden? “Do you want me to go back, Menou?”


      “No, that’s not what I meant.” Menou shook her head and sat down on the sofa. “Listen, Akari. I don’t want…to say good-bye to you, either.” Her speech was stiff and formal as she met Akari’s eyes. “But is it possible you just don’t want to go back because you’ve lost your memories? If you go with Hakua, I’m sure your memories would—”


      “Menou.” Akari stared back at Menou so seriously that the other girl’s shoulders trembled. Akari noticed her distress but didn’t waver. “How do you feel about it?”


      “I don’t want you to leave, Akari.”


      “Yeah. I feel the same way. So there’s no reason for me to go back. And on that note, Menou…” This was her best chance. She took a deep breath and went on. “Is there any way we can get along with the girl you’re trying to fight?”


      Menou froze. For a moment, she looked down in silence. Then she raised her head again and met Akari’s gaze squarely. “Why would you even ask that?”


      She’d answered Akari’s question with another question. Akari ground her teeth in frustration at the roundabout refusal. “We can’t?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Almost entirely.”


      “Are you really, reeeally sure?”


      “Listen, Akari.” Menou’s eyes flashed with irritation. “Hakua only sees me as a tool. And because of that, I have no choice but to send her flying. It’s not my fault. Hakua has no intention of making nice with me.”


      “Menou… Why are you getting so worked up about this?”


      “I’m not worked up.” Menou crossed her arms with a huff.


      She didn’t exist to serve Hakua, in the same way that Ashuna hadn’t been born to serve Guardian.


      After she’d said her final farewells to Master Flare, the mentor who raised her, Menou had found her own way of life. If she wanted to follow that path, she couldn’t yield to Hakua.


      Akari furrowed her brow at Menou’s stubborn attitude. “You and Momo worked together to save me, Menou. So why can’t you save Hakua?”


      “Of course we saved you. I’m more confused about why you’d suddenly sympathize with Hakua. Don’t you realize she’s our enemy?”


      Akari no longer remembered Japan. Menou, with whom she’d shared her memories, knew better than anyone that Akari recalled only vague flashes and fragments of her homeland.


      Akari didn’t know the first thing about Hakua. Menou insisted that meant she had no reason to stick up for her, but Akari only frowned.


      “Look, maybe I just think this because I’m Japanese, too…” Akari hesitated, then looked Menou squarely in the face. “But isn’t she just another Japanese person who’s been hurt by her Pure Concept?”


      Menou was taken aback by Akari’s question. Clearly, this had never occurred to her.


      Hakua had already spent more than a thousand years in this world. But she was still just an Otherworlder summoned from Japan.


      “Don’t you remember, Menou? You said you were going to save all the lost ones.”


      That was the declaration Menou had made before her final battle against Master Flare. In order to put her past as an Executioner behind her, she’d resolved to change her way of life and save the Otherworlders brought to this world against their will.


      So Akari made this plea partly to ensure that Menou didn’t make herself a liar.


      “Hakua is an Otherworlder, a lost one from Japan. So I want you to save her, too.”
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      Until recently, the land known as the eastern Wild Frontier was home to the Mechanical Society, a separate area ruled by the Human Error of Vessel. The place that had been so brightly colored by Primary Color crystals, a powerful conjuring material, was now a completely empty wasteland. Not a single conjured soldier remained there. And yet a single town still stood, strangely out of place.


      The town had approximately one hundred inhabitants. Most of them hailed from the northern part of the continent and had supposedly been brought there to destroy the Mechanical Society. While the Mechanical Society had long maintained only one entrance, located in the east, a second entrance was eventually opened to the north, spreading the threat in that direction, too.


      As one of the Four Major Human Errors, the Mechanical Society could easily consume whole kingdoms.


      Michele, a priestess of the Faust, had gathered these people to fight against this notorious Human Error and curb its threat to humanity. The pay was more than fair, and although it was a frightening prospect, the people she recruited came ready to protect their families and livelihoods.


      Then the Mechanical Society, which had threatened the world with its conjured soldiers for a thousand years, abruptly vanished.


      Most of the town’s inhabitants were unconscious at the time, due to an attack from a giant butterfly-shaped conjured soldier. Thus, none of them remembered the moment the Mechanical Society was destroyed.


      Still, that subspace was gone now. They’d achieved their goal and carved their names into history. But their excitement only lasted a moment. It was then that Michele, the priestess who had gathered them, informed them that Pandæmonium had been freed.


      For any inhabitant of this world, the Four Major Human Errors were a very real source of terror. The arrival of the one who created monsters out of taboo was akin to a dangerous mythical creature appearing in the flesh. Even ordinary monsters were too powerful for the average human to handle. And now their creator had been let loose. The human race was surely doomed. As much as they wanted to believe it wasn’t true, one glance at the giant floating island of flesh spewing out monsters in the distance served as incontrovertible proof.


      But even as they were plunged into the depths of despair, a ray of hope remained.


      “We’ve got the Governor—the new leader who took over for the Director—on our side, right?”


      “I heard she’s beaten wave after wave of monsters from that mass of flesh. Even the great Lady Michele serves under her.”


      “I’d only heard rumors about her before, but she really lives up to the hype. No wonder she was able to rebel against the Faust and liberate Grisarika from the caste system.”


      Low voices burning with hope echoed through the crowd.


      Sahara had pulled her hood low over her face, but she could still hear the commotion around her.


      She did her best not to take in what they were saying. There was a fiery passion in their gazes, all focused on her. Even though she’d covered her face in a last-ditch effort to avoid notice, it clearly hadn’t worked. There were only so many people wearing a nun’s habit in this tiny town.


      Sahara tuned out the commotion from the Commons as she muttered to herself, “…Their expectations are way too high.”


      According to the rumors she wished she hadn’t heard, Sahara was in possession of an ace in the hole that could turn this whole situation around. But that was news to her. Neither Michele, a literal superhuman, nor Sub Gadou, the former core of the Mechanical Society and one of the Four Major Human Errors, could do anything about the current state of affairs. And yet it seemed everyone thought Sahara would solve all their problems. The “Governor” they talked about sounded like nothing short of a legendary hero.


      Sahara, who was ordinary at best, could do no such thing.


      “Come on, you’ve got to be kidding me…!”


      Alas, there was no one to listen to Sahara’s complaints. Tilting her head back with irritation, she saw that the sky was annoyingly clear. I’m all alone, she thought glumly as she watched her shadow stretch out in the sunlight.


      She’d been put on a similar pedestal in Grisarika, but back then, she’d just wound up taking credit for Menou’s accomplishments. In other words, it was all Menou’s fault. At any rate, Sahara was confident she wasn’t to blame, and since the upshot was that she got to laze around all day, the whole thing had worked out in her favor.


      But then Maya had summoned her, and she’d been dragged all over the freezing cold north. Then she’d almost gotten killed on at least three separate occasions. And now she was here.


      And as if all of that wasn’t awful enough, thanks to all those false accomplishments Menou had saddled her with, she was now expected to pull off some impossible feat and save all these people. Even worse, the whole world was at stake, so she had nowhere to run.


      “This is the worst. I’ve got no problem relying on other people, but I can’t handle people relying on me…! Seriously, someone else had better save the world!”


      As Sahara vented about the unfairness of it all, she entered the church at the center of town, which served as the heart of the ceremonial hall.


      The major players in the fight against the monster invasion had all gathered inside the modest chapel.


      Maya sat in a chair, swinging her legs; Sub Gadou was still holed up inside her Primary Color monolith; Michele stood with her arms folded and eyes closed; and Hooseyard was looking distressed. Their different attitudes seemed proof of how divided they were.


      Entering the chapel, Sahara ambled up to the monolith floating in the corner and knocked on it with a fist. “Hey, lemme in there. I wanna hide, too…!”


      The monolith didn’t open, of course. It simply slid away, distancing itself from Sahara—a silent rejection from the tracksuit-clad girl inside.


      “Don’t bother Lady Gadou, you cur,” Michele scolded Sahara icily.


      For some reason, she still maintained the same respect toward Maya and this version of Gadou, and she was just as cold toward Sahara. In other words, she was still a potential enemy.


      Sahara cast a hollow stare at the priestess who refused to take her side. “I’m super stressed right now, with all these weird expectations weighing on me. You’re saying I can’t even escape reality for a bit?”


      “No, you can’t. Other people are counting on you now. Act like it. The masses care about who supports a leader, not about their actual abilities. With so many people backing you now, you have a certain authority, like it or not.”


      “Well, could you please stop supporting me, at the very least…?”


      “Idol worship has its benefits. I hate to say it, but we’ve got to use whatever we can at this point. A figurehead doesn’t need to be smart. You’re the perfect patsy to lead the people.”


      Despite Sahara’s sincere request, complete with a “please,” Michele curtly rejected her. She went on in a calm voice, ignoring Sahara’s reproachful glare.


      “It’s no surprise they’re all in a panic. Pandæmonium has appeared, and she’s close enough to see. It’s better if they have hope, even if it’s based on false pretenses. You can serve as their emotional support.”


      “And where’s my hope, exactly? My heart’s about to break over here.”


      “Not my problem. Find it yourself. Just don’t ever tell them you’ve given up.”


      Michele wasn’t much of a holy woman, refusing to give any solace even when she was asked nicely. Sahara’s shoulders sagged. The exchange had gone exactly as she’d expected.


      “I already know I’m not gonna find any, no matter where I look,” she said. “That’s how these things always go for me.”


      “Good for you, Sahara. You’re starting to catch on.”


      As Sahara sat down in a random seat and sulked, Maya turned to look at her.


      They’d wound up spending a lot of time together after she recovered her memories. Maya knew very well that Sahara was an ordinary person, so she wouldn’t ask too much or pin absurd hopes on her. In that way, Maya was easier to be around than most people.


      Now Maya glanced at Sahara’s prosthetic arm, looking rather anxious. “But are you really sure that arm is all right?”


      “It seems fine, I guess… But listen. Can’t you just tell me what happened already? Kagarma said some weird stuff, and I still don’t know how I got knocked unconscious in the first place. Something definitely happened, right?”


      “It’s fine, don’t worry. As long as you’re not showing any symptoms, I figure there’s no problem. Maybe. Not that I would know… Hmm, what do you think, Gadou?”


      “Er…” A timid voice came from the monolith—specifically from the room within it. “W-well, the world the conjured soldiers went to has already been established and separated from it, so…even if that arm breaks, I’m pretty sure it won’t cause any problems for them… But as for how it will affect Sahara here… Heh-heh… Yeah, I’m not really sure…”


      “How what will affect me? Should I get rid of this arm or something? Hellooo?”


      No matter how many times Sahara asked, Maya only turned away. Nervously, Sahara flexed her prosthetic right arm. The artificial circuits worked smoothly. It was fine—in fact, it was in great condition.


      Sahara resolved to get the information out of the others later. If necessary, she was even willing to part with the arm.


      “More importantly, let’s hear your report,” said Michele, without an ounce of kindness. “Surely you didn’t come here just to chitchat.”


      Sahara wrinkled her nose at the other girl’s attitude, but her philosophy was still “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em,” so she began to explain what she’d seen.


      “…I took a look at that freaky floating flesh island, and I figure it’ll be about an hour before the monsters get here. The pace hasn’t changed at all.”


      The interval between waves of monsters as Maya’s Original Sin conjurings wiped each one out remained roughly the same. Sahara had checked, just in case, but it seemed the rate of production was stable.


      Hooseyard nodded thoughtfully. “I think we’ve been holding out quite well, personally. If it were just Michele and me, I don’t think we would have lasted more than three days.”


      She gazed at the map as she spoke. As far as Sahara was concerned, Hooseyard’s belief that she could hold her own against such a huge onslaught of monsters for multiple days was proof that she was hardly sane herself.


      “This base wouldn’t have had enough supplies to last long, either. We’re so lucky to have Miss Monolith here.” Hooseyard was munching on a food bar she held in one hand, seeming oddly at ease with their situation.


      Primary Color conjurings could produce any kind of matter in existence, and Sub Gadou was using them to create water and food. Materials had to be expended, of course, so she was drawing them from the monolith that composed her “room.”


      If Maya was their first line of defense, then Sub Gadou was their base’s lifeline. Without her, the people of this town, isolated as it was from the rest of the continent, would have surely starved.


      “At any rate, all we can do for now is maintain the status quo… Hmm?”


      As Hooseyard continued, ignoring Sahara, who was spacing out and avoiding reality, a butterfly flew in through the window. It was blue and made up of minuscule gears. Sahara’s face brightened at once. If the envoy they’d sent to Grisarika had returned, then they’d successfully made contact with Menou.


      “All right! I’m sure Menou will handle things for us!” Sahara exclaimed, fully ready to adopt her favorite strategy—that of letting someone else take care of everything.


      The blue butterfly glowed with Guiding Light, and Sahara quickly withdrew her hand at the sign of a conjuring about to be invoked. Scales scattered from the butterfly’s wings, then gathered together to form a blue rose. Having produced the palm-sized rose, the butterfly did a triumphant little loop the loop, then landed on the monolith to rest its wings.


      “What’s this supposed to be?” said Maya, looking on in puzzlement.


      Sub Gadou opened the monolith and poked her head out. “It’s…a communication Guiding vessel. W-wow, amazing! It’s so stylish!” she exclaimed gleefully.


      Deciding it must be safe, Sahara picked up the rose between her fingers. “Stylish or not, how does it work exactly? Can we communicate through this thing?”


      “Huh? A-as far as I can tell, it’s, um, satellite communication… So it can probably send and receive signals from anywhere on the continent. I’m guessing Ms. Menou and the others have one just like this…since I’m sure our little butterfly friend made the device and all…”


      The blue rose was actually a super-long-distance communication device. Impressed, Sahara returned her gaze to the object.


      Meanwhile, Sub Gadou furrowed her brow. “…Hrmm? But wouldn’t it need satellites for that…? Are there any left that can be used for—? Heh-heh, sorry. Don’t mind me.”


      When everyone turned to look at the muttering Sub Gadou, she quickly withdrew back into her monolith. Evidently being stared at by four people was too much for her to handle. With the object of their interest gone, the four glanced at one another instead.


      “That tiny Guiding vessel can connect from here to Grisarika, huh?” mused Sahara. “Even the scriptures are limited to a few kilometers. It really goes to show how advanced conjured soldier technology is compared to ours.”


      “Well, conjuring technology past a certain point was heavily restricted by taboo,” explained Michele. “Satellite communication was so widespread in the ancient civilization that just about everyone had access to it. Anyway, just try it out, will you?”


      “…Who, me?”


      “Of course. Out of everyone here, you’re our best bet for contacting Flarette.”


      Sahara had no desire to use a Guiding vessel she didn’t remotely understand, but she didn’t have much choice. Sahara knew Michele was right, so she begrudgingly passed Guiding Force into the rose.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Blue Rose, Crest—Invoke [Communication]


      The blue rose bloomed beautifully in Sahara’s hand. Then, after a few seconds’ wait, a voice came from within.


      “Hello, this is Menou. With whom am I speaking?”


      “Hey, yeah, it’s Sahara. We’re dealing with monsters over here. Holding up against Pandæmonium, at least for now. I’m really hoping you can take it from here.”


      While she was explaining the situation, she shot a look at Michele. The priestess had fought to the death against Menou not long ago. She probably had her reservations.


      Sure enough, Michele shook her head. If Michele didn’t want Sahara to mention her involvement, it was probably best she didn’t. No good could come of further ruining her mood. Sahara proceeded to give her report, purposely leaving out anything about Michele.


      After Sahara provided a broad summary, she sensed Menou nodding on the other side.


      “Yes, I understand. You’re doing great so far, Sahara. Even if I’d been there, I don’t think I could have done any better. Thank you so much.”


      “That’s not true… It’s only ’cause Maya was with me.”


      “Mm-hmm, that’s the spirit. Listen, Sahara. Could you get ahold of the Starhusk by way of the environment control tower while you’re at it…? Oh, sorry. We’re awfully busy over here, so I’d better go. I’ll call back later, yes? Hopefully, you’ll have more good news for me.”


      Far from fixing the situation, Menou had simply piled on another request and then hung up.


      “Excuse me?” At first, Sahara thought Menou must have disconnected by mistake, but she never called back. Even when Sahara tried calling her, there was no response. The blue butterfly fluttered through the air and landed lightly atop Sahara’s head as she trembled with rage. “What the hell is her problem?!”


      Michele and Hooseyard exchanged glances.


      “The Starhusk… Right, of course. I hadn’t even considered that option. It’d be far more reliable than fighting her head-on.”


      “We can do it…I think. Mm-hmm. If we pull that off, the rest should work out fine.”


      The two of them nodded. They finally had the beginnings of a solution.


      Despite her lingering frustration with Menou, Sahara put aside her feelings for the moment and rejoined the conversation.


      “Wait, what’s this about now? I kinda have no idea what you guys are getting at.”


      “A bit slow on the uptake, eh? Humanity has no chance of winning against Hakua now that she’s got Pandæmonium in her grasp. But what if we simply sent her back to the other world instead of fighting her?”


      Though polar opposites, Pandæmonium and Hakua Shirakami were two of the most powerful beings in this world. And both their powers stemmed from Pure Concepts. No matter how strong or different they’d become, they were still both Otherworlders.


      “Given the situation, I suggest we send Pandæmonium back.”


      “Wow… Seems like a nasty thing to do to that other world, dropping Pandæmonium on them like that.” Sahara said the first thing that came to mind. “Wouldn’t that mean we’re unleashing Pandæmonium on, like, Akari’s homeland and stuff? Not that it matters to me what happens over there, I guess.”


      “It should be fine. There’s no Guiding Force in the other world. I imagine Pandæmonium would be pretty much powerless.” Hooseyard, who had a deep knowledge of conjuring, assured Sahara that there was no need to worry. “The repatriation conjuring is the opposite of the summoning conjuring, after all. The Pure Concept would be pulled out of her soul in the process, and once she arrived in the other world, she’d be a harmless little girl. In theory, at least.”


      “Oh, really? Thank goodness.” Maya breathed a sigh of relief.


      Aside from that final disclaimer, Hooseyard’s words were quite reassuring. Japan was her homeland, too. She probably didn’t want to send a dangerous force there.


      That would only solve one of their problems, however.


      “But then we’d have no way of dealing with Hakua Shirakami, right?” said Sahara.


      Everyone else went silent.


      The otherworld repatriation circle could only be used once, and on only one person—even Sahara knew that much. Sending Pandæmonium away would reduce Hakua’s strength, but it still wouldn’t solve the main problem.


      Hakua Shirakami was the wielder of Ivory, the most powerful Pure Concept of all. There was no easy way to defeat her, even alone.


      Amid the awkward silence, Michele quietly spoke up.


      “Unlike Pandæmonium, at least Hakua isn’t actively trying to destroy the world. She’s definitely the better option in that respect.”


      It wasn’t a bad idea to use the environment control tower to change the target of the repatriation and get rid of Pandæmonium first. Sending Hakua back would unleash Pandæmonium, but by sending Pandæmonium back instead, they could reduce Hakua’s strength.


      But there were drawbacks to using the Starhusk.


      “Isn’t Hakua Shirakami’s whole goal to get back to Japan, though?”


      The Starhusk had already been activated a thousand years prior at an enormous cost. And using a powerful conjuring like otherworld repatriation even once would require a great deal of materials.


      The Starhusk was currently targeting Hakua. While it was possible to change its target to Pandæmonium, that would leave them without any means of fighting back against Hakua.


      Since invoking otherworld repatriation a second time would mean sacrificing the entire continent on which all of humanity currently lived, it simply wasn’t feasible.


      “…But if we use the Starhusk, won’t she kill us?”


      Another heavy silence fell over the chapel—an implicit affirmation. Everyone here knew just how determined Hakua Shirakami was to get back to her own world. If anyone prevented her, she would surely take their lives.


      “I suppose…it’s a small price to pay for saving the world.” Michele broke the silence again, looking grim. “If it’s just us, perhaps Hakua would be satisfied simply killing you as a representative and me as a traitor. She might spare the rest.”


      “No way. Count me out.” Sahara flatly rejected this justice-minded reasoning.


      She wasn’t willing to sacrifice herself in order to save the world, not by a long shot. If anything, she felt that the world should sacrifice itself for her. Sahara stuck to her self-centered attitude even as Michele scowled at her.


      “Well, do you have a better plan, then?”


      “Nope. But I don’t wanna die.”


      Unable to listen to this pointless argument any longer, Maya chimed in. “I told you before, remember? I think I can handle Pandæmonium all by myself.”


      “And didn’t I say that’s not gonna happen?” Sahara countered instantly.


      She didn’t even give Maya’s proposal a second thought before denying it. Sahara, too, was a full-fledged conjurer. She could easily predict what Maya’s method would be for dealing with Pandæmonium.


      “Do you want to die, Maya?” she asked. “I mean, are you an idiot or what? You’re finally free of Pandæmonium…and Manon gave up her life so you could get your memories back, didn’t she? Do you want to let all that go to waste?”


      “It wouldn’t be a waste!” Maya snapped back. “When I saw what Kagarma did, I realized it. If I use myself as a sacrifice, I can send all the Concepts of Original Sin back to where they belong. I can trap Pandæmonium in that concept dimension. And if I can do that—if I can save this world—then me and Manon’s sacrifice wouldn’t be wasted at all!”


      “Yeah, the answer’s still no. I doubt Manon wanted you to save the world anyway. She was a pretty weird chick.”


      “What?! You’re the one who brought her up in the first place!”


      It was clear Sahara was barely even listening to her. Maya’s eyes flashed, and the two of them glared at each other. Sub Gadou, still hidden in the monolith, didn’t move a muscle. She couldn’t even handle a normal conversation with another person, much less mediate an argument.


      Hooseyard, meanwhile, was looking back and forth between them in distress, though she didn’t intervene. Michele stood back silently, with her mouth set in a flat line. It wasn’t that they were too intimidated to try and intercede. If anything, they both agreed with Maya.


      The proposal was to send Hakua back with the Starhusk and use the Pure Concept of Evil that dwelled within Maya to seal Pandæmonium. It would mean Maya’s certain death, but Michele and Hooseyard had both given up all hope of surviving the second they learned Pandæmonium was free.


      Now Maya was offering up a solution to save the world from a peril they otherwise couldn’t prevent. Although neither wanted to enthusiastically agree with the plan, they couldn’t bring themselves to side with Sahara, who had no alternative solution. This left them unable to interfere as Maya and Sahara’s stare down heated up.


      “You’re an awful servant, Sahara… This is getting us nowhere. Just contact Menou, will you? I’ll tell her my plan.”


      “Sure, but do you really think Menou’s going to agree? As if that total softy will just say ‘Sure, great plan, let’s sacrifice Maya’?”


      “Since I can handle Pandæmonium, I’m sure Menou will choose to send Hakua back with the Starhusk, too…!”


      Sparks flew as their glares intensified.


      Amid this tense atmosphere, only the blue butterfly made of tiny gears seemed content as it flew through the air.


      After cutting off her connection with Sahara, Menou stared fixedly at the blue rose in the palm of her hand.


      “So this thing really can reach all the way to Sahara and the others.”


      It was a Guiding vessel they’d received about half a day earlier from the blue butterfly, all that remained of Abbie after she’d used up her strength. Menou didn’t know of any other device that could establish contact over such long distances.


      “I wonder how it works.”


      Murmuring doubtfully, Menou put the communication vessel away in her bag, then turned her attention to the “minor problem” she’d used as a reason to end the call with Sahara.


      She was in the castle town of Grisarika. Ashuna had recommended a place where she could have her broken dagger and other equipment repaired and improved. But when Menou went to pick up her things, she was met with an unexpectedly familiar face.


      Menou flashed a strained smile toward the girl gazing innocently up at her.


      “So, er…about my request?”


      “Yes, ma’am! You can ask me for absolutely anything at all, Ms. Flarette!”


      The girl’s voice was bright with enthusiasm, and the sparkle in her eyes, while not quite the same, reminded Menou a bit of how Momo looked at her. But compared to Momo, this girl had a more youthful, pure, earnest air about her.


      “Right. I’m here to pick up the articles I left for repairs.”


      “Ah, yes, of course! Right away, ma’am… Hey, boooss! Bring out the goods right now, pleeease! Hurry up, we have a customer waiting!”


      As the girl shouted at the workshop’s master with an unnerving level of zeal, he brusquely retreated into the back of the building.


      “Ah, my boss is on the way to get them now. By the way, um…do you not remember me…?”


      “Why, of course I remember you.” Menou smiled at the fidgeting little girl and tapped her on the nose. “How could I forget? We met in that town in the north. I was surprised to learn you became an apprentice to that rather surly fellow.”


      When Menou was in the northern part of the continent, she’d accidentally gotten the girl caught up in a minor incident. Menou wound up rescuing her when she was being cornered by Faust priestesses. It seemed the girl had since become an apprentice at the very workshop Menou had been visiting at the time.


      The engineer quietly working in the back had drawn the attention of the Faust, in no small part because he’d done work for Menou, who was wanted by the first caste. After that incident, he must have fled to Grisarika with his apprentice in tow.


      At Menou’s words, the little girl’s cheeks turned bright red. “Oh… Hee-hee. I, um, I was hoping I might see you a— Gah!”


      “That’s enough chitchat.” Returning from the back, the engineer pressed a hand down heavily on the bashful girl’s head, silencing her midsentence. As she glared up at him in protest, he ignored her and addressed Menou in his usual blunt manner. “Here’s the work you requested. You must be a big-time villain, to have ties with the Grisarika royal family and all.”


      “I’d say it’s far more impressive for you to get work directly from Her Highness so soon after arriving here.”


      “M’not looking for any special treatment. She probably just asked me ’cause I’ve worked with you before.”


      It was true: Ashuna could be surprisingly attentive to such details. Menou had no complaints, being well acquainted with the man’s talents. He handed her the repaired items, and she inspected them.


      “Remarkable work, as always.”


      “Didn’t ask for flattery,” said the engineer curtly.


      “You’re right. I misspoke.” Letting her Guiding Force flow into the newly repaired dagger, Menou revised her statement. “You’ve improved immensely.”


      She’d expected her request to be rather difficult, and yet the results were far beyond her expectations.


      Menou had brought in the dagger Experion had sliced in half and the one remade into a dagger gun. She’d asked the engineer to combine them into a single dagger, complete with both crests. There were few who could accomplish such a feat.


      The man before her had always been talented, even back in the north. But she’d never imagined that all the restricted knowledge he’d gained here would improve his skills so dramatically in such a short time.


      While Menou was still admiring his work, the engineer tossed her a Guiding gun.


      “What’s this?” she asked.


      “Used the leftover handle from the gun. Just a little extra. Feel free to toss it if you got no use for the thing.”


      “Oh, that was my idea!” the apprentice girl chimed in. “I was the one who suggested making the handle into a Guiding gun!”


      “My, how clever. Thank you.” Menou patted her head, making the girl’s eyes sparkle. The expression reminded Menou so much of a younger Momo that she couldn’t help but smile.


      Finally, Menou spread out the clothes with the Multi-Barrier crest, and her eyes widened. “What…?”


      The design had been changed. Or, to put it more precisely, it had been changed back.


      These were the indigo priestess robes with the deep slit that Menou had worn when she was a member of the Faust.


      “Why did you go with the old design…?” she asked.


      “Princess Ashuna…had a little priestess with her who made that request. She said, ‘This suits her much better!’ or something like that.”


      “Ahh, I see…”


      If Momo had demanded it, that made perfect sense.


      “Besides, I reckon you’re about done running and hiding. Kinda fitting, in an ironic sorta way.”


      “Yes… I suppose it is.”


      Menou had originally changed her outfit when she was being pursued by the Faust. So if she was going to face off against Hakua, the “Lord” of the first caste, it seemed appropriate for her to wear priestess robes marking her as Master Flare’s apprentice.


      “Come back soon!” shouted the little girl. “Really, really soon! Please!”


      After changing her clothes in a back room, Menou waved at the cheerful apprentice and left the workshop.


      As unexpected as the reunion had been, it had given her mood a little boost. Not all of the encounters on her journey had been violent—far from it. She had to put a stop to Hakua’s evil deeds to protect innocent people like them.


      Just as Menou’s thoughts were veering back toward the present danger, she stopped in her tracks.


      She’d come across a familiar sight.


      It was a street stall marketed toward tourists. Aside from the premade items, there was a station where customers could construct simple handmade accessories. Menou’s eyes softened at the memory. She had shopped here once with Akari.


      “Could I have one of these, please?” Menou pointed at a white headband.


      She remembered how Akari had lost the headband that used to hold back her black hair. Menou attached a white flower to this one, just as she had before, then purchased a red ribbon for Momo as well.


      With gifts for both girls in hand, Menou returned to Grisarika Castle.


      She walked through the back gate and used the staff entrance. The guards recognized her as a guest at once.


      Recalling her conversation with Ashuna as she walked through the empty hallway, Menou let out a small sigh.


      “Send Akari and Hakua back to Japan together and sacrifice Maya, she says…”


      They’d have Hakua and Akari return to their own world, leaving Pandæmonium, whom they could seal by using her little pinky, Maya, as a sacrifice for an Original Sin conjuring.


      Given the cards that Menou and company held, this was indeed the optimal solution. They could save the world with minimal casualties. Sacrificing two people to protect two worlds from peril seemed like a perfect option, at least in terms of efficiency.


      “…Sahara and the others might even land on the same idea.” Menou’s quiet murmur echoed in the long hallway.


      Using Maya as a sacrifice to seal Pandæmonium would be an obvious solution to anyone who’d studied conjuring theory even in passing. It sounded like Sahara had a few other people helping her, too. At the very least, she must be with Sub Gadou, a part of the Pure Concept of Vessel who had helped the ancient civilization flourish. Surely they would think of it sooner rather than later.


      Surely Maya herself had already realized it. She must know that, by sacrificing all of herself, she could seal Pandæmonium, the worst Human Error in history.


      Judging by her behavior when they ran into Pandæmonium in the City of Ruins, it was clear Maya felt responsible for the existence of the Human Error of Evil. She might even be the one to propose her own sacrifice to Sahara and the rest.


      “I hope they don’t come to any strange conclusions over there…”


      The plan Ashuna had proposed to Menou involved sacrificing others. Menou could use morals as a shield to reject it. She had a natural aversion to doing anything that required the death of a little girl like Maya.


      But there was also a part of her that felt they should go forward with the plan. A cold voice inside her insisted that she make the rational choice and cut down whoever she had to in order to save the world. This was the result of spending most of her life according to Master Flare’s teachings—the way an Executioner ought to live.


      “……”


      When she reached a turn in the hallway, Menou came to a halt.


      For some reason, she recognized this particular spot. Menou had only entered Grisarika Castle a few times while on the run from Michele, and again when she came to assassinate Akari. As she looked up at the ceiling, searching her memories for the reason behind this feeling of déjà vu, it hit her.


      This was the exact spot where Menou killed Akari for the first time.


      She narrowed her eyes as strong feelings welled up in her chest. At the time, Menou had killed Akari without hesitation. She’d pushed down her regret and reluctance, convincing herself that this was what she had to do.


      But Menou wasn’t an Executioner anymore.


      Silently, she resumed walking.


      Part of her was certain they couldn’t use Maya to seal Pandæmonium. Part of her balked at the ludicrous idea of handing Akari over to Hakua. And at the same time, another part of her felt they had no choice but to do both.


      Was it the lingering logic of an Executioner, or was she simply using the current state of emergency as an excuse? Rationally, she knew two people were a small price to pay for saving the world. Surely you can kill one measly little girl. Just hand over one friend for the greater good, said an Executioner wearing Menou’s face.


      A year ago, Menou would have nodded in agreement with this inner voice and readied her blade to take a life.


      The world was in grave danger, after all. It would be unthinkable not to use every means available if there was any chance to stop it.


      Besides, Menou had executed plenty of Otherworlders before.


      Sacrificing one more to save the world was the right thing to do, the voice whispered. She should give Akari over to Hakua and send the two of them back to Japan in order to restore peace in this world.


      “…Yes, that much is obvious.” Menou spoke aloud to the former version of herself that still existed in her head.


      She was right, of course. But Menou had long since cast off that particular brand of rightness. The moment she killed Master Flare with her own hands, Menou stopped being an Executioner.


      And yet the world still demanded sacrifices. Logic insisted that the needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few. It seemed natural to sacrifice one person to save another, as though the pain of cutting down an innocent girl or abandoning a friend was exactly what she deserved.


      What she should do and what she wanted to do clashed in Menou’s mind.


      Her heart was still weighing both options as she reached the room where she and the others were staying.


      “I told yooou! That’s not going to work, you big dumb idiot! There’s no point producing such useless things at a time like this!”


      “You’re trying to skip too many steps, Momo! Don’t you get it?! There’s no such thing as results without some trial and error!”


      When Menou walked through the door, Akari and Momo were in the middle of a shouting match.


      It was so intense that she had to put her own thoughts aside. “…What’s going on in here?”


      The two of them were supposed to be developing Time conjurings. In theory, having any at all would be better than nothing. But all hopes Menou had that they were engaged in a fruitful discussion were dashed with one look at Momo’s face. Her expression seemed to say she had so many complaints, she didn’t know where to begin. She pointed a finger accusingly at Akari’s pouting face.


      “Darliiiing! This freak, this little numbskull…! She’s come up with another stupid conjuring! We can’t waste time on stuff like this!”


      “It’s not stupid! Don’t let Momo influence your opinion, okay? Look at this, Menou.” Akari’s expression was blithely confident as she held out the pocket watch and filled it with Guiding Force.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Pocket Watch, Crest—Invoke [Ten Seconds]


      “I made a timer!”


      A slim clock hand formed out of Guiding Light above the pocket watch. It ticked down over ten seconds, then disappeared.


      “See, isn’t it useful? You can set it for longer times, too!”


      “Mm-hmm, you did great. Here, I’ll give you a reward.” As Akari beamed with expectant pride, Menou placed the headband she’d bought on her head. “There. Very cute.”


      “…Hee-hee.” Akari grinned back at Menou. “Thanks. I love how thoughtful you are, Menou.”


      “Oh? It was worth buying this as an afterthought with Momo’s gift, then.”


      “Whaaat?! You’re pulling that move again?!”


      “Here, Momo. For you.”


      As Akari screeched indignantly, Menou handed the red ribbon over to Momo. Last time, she’d bought two scrunchies to match Momo’s usual hairstyle, but this time, she’d only bought a single ribbon.


      “Sorry there’s only the one. I thought you might like to try a new hairstyle for a change.”


      “Thank yooou! Next time I do my hair, I’ll try matching you, darling!”


      “Nooo! That’s not fair, Momo!” shouted Akari. “I’m gonna do a ponytail, too, darn it! Gimme one of your scrunchies!”


      “Like hell I will! Oh, that reminds me. You messed up the ribbons my darling gave me that one time!”


      “There you go again, dragging up stuff that happened aaages ago!”


      Menou couldn’t tell if Akari and Momo got along well or terribly. They were always so quick to quarrel. But something Momo said this time caught Menou’s attention.


      “What was that about…ribbons?”


      Akari’s shoulders twitched.


      “Momo’s ribbons got burned during the battle in Grisarika, didn’t they?” Menou murmured. “Hmm? What does she mean, Akari?”


      “Oh. Um. W-well, you know how it is, Menou. Eh-heh-heh. I—I mean…who knows?”


      As Akari pasted on a smile and tried to sweep the subject under the rug, Menou wordlessly reached out and clasped her palms firmly around Akari’s face.


      Try as Akari might to escape, Menou refused to drop her gaze, instead fixing her with a pleasant smile from point-blank range. “Hmmm?”


      Akari broke into a sweat under the pressure. She obviously had something to feel guilty about. This reaction could only mean one thing: Momo was telling the truth.


      “Payback time,” declared Menou.


      “Ouchie!”


      A forehead flick didn’t seem sufficient this time around, so she opted for one firm bop on the head with her fist.


      Akari clutched her head and whined, tears in her eyes, but Menou wasn’t about to let her off the hook so easily.


      “Well, we’ll come back to this ribbon situation later…”


      “Huh? C’mon, that hurt bad enough to leave a bump. Wasn’t that punishment enough?”


      “Certainly not. Moving on, what were you two arguing over?”


      “Oh, right,” said Momo. “About the Time conjurings—can’t we reproduce something more useful for battle…? Like Suspension or Weathering, for instance?”


      “Nope, of course not,” Akari shot back. “What are you even saying?”


      While Momo’s request made perfect sense, given that their goal was to fight back against Hakua, Akari flat out refused her.


      “Listen up, Momo. Developing a conjuring isn’t that simple, you know? Much less trying to reproduce one invoked with a Pure Concept. That’s why I’m starting with Time conjurings that are quick and easy to complete, see? We just don’t have enough time right now for something big and fancy. If we want anyone to be able to use it, stuff like this is the best we can do.”


      “That doesn’t mean you should waste time making pointless conjurings! Go on, tell her, darling… Darling?”


      Momo paused. Menou had given up mediating in favor of staring at the pocket watch Akari had modified.


      “Wait,” she said. “Actually, this timer might be…”


      Menou picked up the pocket watch, gold with an attached chain, and examined it closely.


      It was an invocation medium for crest conjurings, made in accordance with Akari’s sensibilities as someone who’d had the concept of Time attached to her soul. Unusually, the Time conjuring crest appeared to be using the combination of gears as a circuit for Guiding Force. It would probably be a little tricky to invoke.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Pocket Watch, Crest—Invoke [Ten Seconds]


      Menou put her own Guiding Force into the watch and found she could invoke it, too. As she watched the resulting conjuring, Momo’s eyes went round.


      “You really are amazing, darling. I couldn’t get it to work at all.”


      “It’s a very peculiar system. I’m only able to do it because I have experience with using Time.”


      “Ohhh, so Momo couldn’t do it because she super sucks at Guiding Force manipulation.”


      “Why—you—little—!”


      Momo and Akari went back to scuffling. Ignoring their friendly quarrel, Menou sank into thought.


      On its own, Akari’s conjuring didn’t seem very helpful. It used a pocket watch to invoke a crest conjuring that imitated the functions of a clock, after all. This was truly putting the cart before the horse. But the value of a crest conjuring wasn’t always in how you used it in isolation.


      “I’m not sure yet, but…I think we can put this to use,” said Menou.


      “Wha—?!” Momo was shocked.


      “I told you!” Akari said, crossing her arms smugly. “Hmph! You’re so narrow-minded, Momo. You always try to brute force your way through everything with Guiding Enhancement. Try using your brains for once!”


      “Nngh… Don’t push your luck…!” Momo ground her teeth but managed to hold herself back from resorting to violence.


      “One more thing, Akari.”


      “What’s up, Menou? Are you going to praise me more?!”


      “In this case, it doesn’t matter if everyone can use the Time conjurings you’re developing. You’re the one who had Time until recently. If you assume you’re the only one who will be using them, maybe you can develop something more powerful.”


      Understanding dawned on Akari’s face.


      Otherworlders with a Pure Concept attached to their souls were very valuable conjuring materials, even just in body. If she worked under the assumption that only she would use the conjurings, rather than trying to make them accessible to anyone, she should be able to create something much more advanced.


      “Okay. I’ll give it a shot!”


      Akari planted herself at the desk and set about designing. Menou’s suggestion seemed to have given her a flash of inspiration.


      Seeing this, Momo turned to Menou apologetically. “I’m sorry, darling. Since we were trying to develop conjurings, I put too much emphasis on making them versatile and easy to use.”


      “Not at all. It is normally quite important, and I think the crest conjuring you two have already produced could prove quite useful.”


      “I’m glad we haven’t been wasting our time, then. By the way, darling, how is the discussion going with the group in the Mechanical Society ruins?”


      “Oh, that’s right.”


      Even if they’d found a use for Akari’s Time conjuring, they still hadn’t solved the problem of Maya.


      “You see, this young girl is trying to sacrifice herself.” Menou sat down on the edge of the bed. “She’s one of the people I became friendly with when I was away from you and Akari. And she has a unique power… If we use her as a sacrifice, we could stop Pandæmonium.”


      Since Momo had been following Menou’s actions closely over the past six months, she must know who Menou was talking about. She seemed conflicted.


      Akari, however, had no clue.


      “Uh-huh…” After hearing Menou’s simplified explanation, Akari raised her head from her work. “Sounds like something you would do, Menou.”


      Menou was briefly stunned into silence. But when she thought about it, she supposed Akari had a point. Maya was rushing forward on her own, trusting that giving up her own life could save someone else—just like Menou had done not so long ago.


      “I hate to agree with this knucklehead, but that thought process does remind me of you a bit, darling.”


      “Not you, too, Momo…”


      “I’m still a little cross with you for trying to take on everything alone, just so you knooow!”


      “Yeah, exactly! That’s the one thing me and Momo can both agree on!”


      Now they were ganging up on her. As Menou winced awkwardly, she realized something.


      Maya must be consumed by guilt, just like how Menou was so willing to sacrifice herself because of her past taking innocent lives as an Executioner. Since Maya had once been Pandæmonium herself, she felt she had to handle this on her own. She was trying to atone for her sins by laying down her own life.


      “…I’ve made up my mind,” said Menou.


      After talking to Momo and Akari, her decision was clear.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Blue Rose, Crest—Invoke [Communication]


      Menou produced the communication device from the blue butterfly and activated it.


      “…What’s up, Menou? I’m a little busy kicking Maya’s ass in this argument at the moment.”


      “You think you’re winning?! Menou, listen! I have a way to deal with Pandæmonium—”


      “Oh, sorry about that. You don’t need to pay any attention to Maya, Menou. It’s completely not worth hearing, as I’m sure you already know.”


      The voices coming through the device made the situation on the other side very clear.


      Just as Menou expected, Maya had realized she could sacrifice herself to seal Pandæmonium. And Sahara was firmly against that plan.


      Despite herself, Menou smiled at how different Sahara was now from when they’d been reunited in the desert.


      In some ways, she’d changed even more than Menou had herself.


      Since they were raised in the same monastery, Menou felt the change all the more keenly. They had walked such different paths since their younger days, and they had become completely different people from what their young selves might have imagined.


      People could change.


      “I see… Sahara, could I speak with Gadou in the monolith for a moment?”


      “Yeah, sure… But why?”


      “I want to ask her for a little favor.”


      Though Sahara seemed suspicious, she still passed the device to Gadou.


      “Miss…Menou?” A timid voice came in through the blue rose. Menou recognized it and pictured the tracksuit-clad girl she’d met deep in the Mechanical Society.


      This was one of Gadou’s secondary personalities. In order to make unlimited use of the Pure Concept of Vessel, the original Ran Gadou had created this version of herself to propagate memories and feelings, endlessly producing more raw materials for building the Mechanical Society.


      “Hello, Ms. Gadou. This communication device is very impressive. I’m amazed that it can work across such a long distance.”


      “Oh, it uses satellite communication, so it can work anywhere… Heh-heh.”


      “I see, satellite… Hmm?” Menou was only making small talk to calm the anxious girl on the other end of the line, but something she said caught Menou’s attention. “Did you just say ‘satellite’?! This thing is connected to a satellite?!”


      “Bwah?! Um, y-yeah… The thing is, since the conjured soldiers were all trapped in the Mechanical Society, they couldn’t physically send satellites into space even if they had the technology. So I think we’re using a satellite that’s been around since the ancient civilization… Wh-why, are you mad? If I did something to upset you, I’m so sorr…”


      “Ah, no, not at all. Pardon me. I’m not angry. I was just surprised, that’s all.”


      As she reassured the girl through the device, Menou stared closely at the rose in her hand.


      The word “satellite” had immediately reminded her of the attack Master Flare had used in the land of salt. She had discounted it as a method she couldn’t possibly access—until now, when it had unexpectedly come up again.


      “Ms. Gadou. Could I ask you to tell me how to connect directly to the satellite itself, rather than simply using it to redirect signals elsewhere?”


      “Um, sure… I-it’s pretty easy.”


      The method Sub Gadou described was almost exactly the same as the Guiding Force manipulation required to choose a target with the scripture’s communication conjuring.


      All at once, Menou’s racing thoughts converged on a single path. With all the possibilities before her now, she felt even more certain of the decision she’d reached before making the call.


      “Ms. Gadou. I have a request for you.”


      Menou knew Sahara would be unhappy about and resistant to her proposal. That was why she was speaking to Sub Gadou instead.


      “Please restrain Sahara right now and make preparations for the ceremony to sacrifice Maya.”


      She could tell that the girl on the other end of the line was bewildered at first. Once Menou explained herself further, though, she seemed to understand at once. A flurry of sounds emitted from the rose. Sahara was probably resisting, only to be easily subdued.


      That should take care of things on Sahara’s end. Menou ended the call. Then she sent another wave of Guiding Force into the long-distance communication device.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Blue Rose, Crest—Invoke [Communication]


      The blue rose bloomed once more. Menou was practically praying as she spoke into its open petals.


      “…Can you hear me? This is Flare’s apprentice…Flarette.”


      If she was right, there should be someone on the other end.


      For a while, she heard nothing but silence. She was certain the connection had succeeded, and yet there was no answer.


      Perhaps it was hopeless. Menou was about to give up, when…


      “Why, hello there.”


      …a response came through. It was the same voice Menou had once heard coming from Master Flare’s scripture.


      “It’s been a while, little apprentice girl. Now that my master is gone, all that’s left for me to do is sleep peacefully. I assume you have some reason for calling me now?”


      The military satellite orbiting the planet was a weapon Master Flare had once used as a trump card against Hakua.


      Now Menou had connected to it and to the Guiding Force life-form that dwelled there.


      Far to the east of the Grisarika Kingdom, atop the floating island Pandæmonium had transformed into flesh, Hakua quietly opened her eyes.


      Pandæmonium’s body was still unmoving in her arms. She had lost all will to resist. The clash between Ivory and Evil had ended in Hakua’s victory.


      Given the situation, Menou and company would definitely use the Starhusk. They would send Hakua back to Japan and use Maya to seal Pandæmonium. That was undoubtedly their best possible strategy.


      Back in the land of salt, Hakua had used Blanch on Akari. The conjuring had wiped Akari’s soul clean, and even now, she was using that same blank slate as a foundation.


      In that condition, Hakua could theoretically form a Guiding Force connection with Akari and make them the same individual by conjuring standards. If she linked up with Akari at the moment of repatriation, Hakua could go home with Akari in tow.


      “I was hoping to use that other body, though…”


      Originally, she was going to use her body double—the girl who now went by the name Menou.


      Going back in her current state was far from ideal. She’d created Menou in the first place as a vessel for her own use. But she couldn’t have everything. Her top priority was repatriation.


      She was going to Japan, and she would take Akari with her.


      “…Just a little longer now.”


      Soon she would go back to the other world with Akari.


      She would return home for the first time in a thousand years.


      It wouldn’t be long before Hakua could finally fulfill the wish and promise she’d made so long ago, back when she was in Japan.
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      “Now, then. I assume we’re all ready?”


      Menou stood in the Grisarika Kingdom throne room. In total, four people were there: Menou, Momo, Akari, and Ashuna.


      “Of cooourse!” said Momo, the first to respond. Her chipper voice was brimming with eagerness and energy.


      The group had a strategy to face Hakua Shirakami, who had now absorbed Pandæmonium and waited in the east. They’d already discussed the plan with Maya and the others on the scene.


      There was more to this battle than simply winning.


      Menou smiled at Momo, then glanced at the person standing at her side. “Akari… You know you can just stay here, right?”


      “Come onnn, not this again, Menou!” Akari put her hands on her hips.


      A Guiding gun was strapped to her waist. The engineer had made it from the hilt of one of Menou’s daggers, and it was now Akari’s personal weapon.


      Akari was as prepared as she could be, but she was still Hakua’s target. Since they were about to settle things with Hakua once and for all, it would make more sense to keep Akari hidden. But Akari herself was strongly against that idea.


      “I’m coming with you and Momo, no matter what you say!”


      “She’s right,” said Ashuna, stepping forward and placing a hand on Akari’s shoulder. “It would be an insult to try and stop someone with such a strong will. Besides, now that she’s absorbed Pandæmonium, it’s possible Hakua can teleport through space by summoning herself. If we leave Akari alone, it might make her even easier to abduct. It’s safer to keep her close by than to leave her unprotected.”


      “Yes… I suppose you’re right.” Menou nodded reluctantly.


      Pandæmonium’s powers were very versatile. Now that Hakua had Evil at her command, they had to keep in mind the many Original Sin conjurings at her disposal.


      But while Ashuna’s reasoning made sense, Menou couldn’t shake the feeling that she needed to protect Akari, not put her on the front lines.


      “The teleportation, then, please,” she said at last.


      “Say no more.” Ashuna nodded confidently, then placed her hand on the hilt of the Dimension Blade at her waist.


      The other three would go to the site of the battle alone, without Ashuna. Though she had the Dimension Blade, Ashuna had used an Original Sin conjuring to turn her body into a demon in order to fight back against Guardian. Since Hakua had control over Pandæmonium now, it would be far too risky for Ashuna to face her directly.


      Menou brushed her fingers against the now-repaired dagger strapped to her thigh. With a scripture in her other hand, she felt a wave of nostalgia come over her. This was the same equipment she’d used during her days as a priestess.


      To her other side, Momo was ready as well. There were saws hidden here and there in her blue priestess robes, and she carried a suitcase that doubled as a blunt weapon. She’d gotten a new one after her last one was broken during her fight against Menou.


      “Isn’t this exciting?!” Ashuna grinned. “Even though I’m only sending you off, just the thought of a battle against such a powerful opponent makes my warrior’s heart race!”


      “That’s because you’re a freak, Princess-poo,” Momo replied coolly.


      Menou chuckled at their exchange, then shot Ashuna a meaningful glance. “Whenever you’re ready, Your Highness.”


      “All right.” Ashuna nodded, then sank into a state of deep concentration.


      She readied the Dimension Blade to cut through space itself and send Menou and company off to the battlefield.


      “Guess this is it.”


      Seeing that the appointed time was drawing near, Michele stopped cutting down monsters. She knew by way of Maya and company that Menou and the others were coming.


      Currently, Michele was making quick work of the monsters surrounding the environment control tower. They needed to secure the perimeter of the structure in order to access the Starhusk. Michele used her overwhelming strength to sweep away the swarms of monsters.


      She wasn’t alone, either. Hooseyard was there by her side.


      “I still can’t believe we’ll be fighting alongside the one you spent so long chasing down,” she said. “What a twist of fate, hmm?”


      “…Shut up.” Michele grimaced. She’d been thinking the same thing in the back of her mind.


      Previously, Michele had targeted Menou’s life under Hakua’s orders. Then, after she decided to turn against Hakua, she only became more determined to destroy Menou, since one of Hakua’s main objectives was using her body.


      But in the end, she lost that battle. Menou had used the Pure Concept of Time to the point of losing control, nearly becoming a Human Error in the process of taking Michele down.


      Michele wasn’t one to underestimate her own strength. She was confident she would win, even if her opponent took on a Pure Concept. And even if her chances were slim, she believed she had a better chance of defeating Hakua than anyone else in this world did.


      But despite that faith in her own strength, she’d still lost to Menou.


      Michele’s way of life was to use brute strength to force her sense of justice on the world. But now that she had finally lost, she didn’t feel she had any right to weigh in on the upcoming battle.


      “Hmm? What’s the matter, Michele?” Hooseyard looked at her questioningly.


      “It’s nothing,” said Michele, waving her off.


      She’d thought she would have nothing left once she was defeated. But for some reason, there was still one person at her side.


      When Michele used up the last of her strength in the fight against Menou, Hooseyard had saved her. Michele had always thought the woman was a complete idiot—she still did, even now that she owed that idiot her life. It was humiliating, to say the least.


      “Are you really sure you don’t want to meet with Menou?” asked Hooseyard. “Going into a big battle like this without first discussing strategy seems rather unlike you, Michele.”


      “How am I supposed to face her, huh?” Michele’s scowl deepened.


      Up until very recently, she’d been determined to kill Menou. It felt almost shameful to wind up as her ally.


      Hooseyard seemed confused by this. After all, she was a researcher with no real interest in battle.


      “I think you’re worrying about it too much,” she said. “The fate of the world is at stake, remember?”


      “No, I think you’re not worrying about it enough. At times like these, the last thing anyone wants is to have someone they can’t trust by their side. Flarette and I were trying to kill each other just a few days ago. It’s not gonna work.”


      “Hmm. I’m not so sure…”


      Hooseyard didn’t look convinced as she dropped her gaze to the ground. Beneath her feet were the Guiding Force circuits she’d covertly connected over the past several days. They stretched from the environment control tower to the town where Sahara and the others had set up camp. Protecting the Guiding Force pathway between the two places was part of Michele’s job.


      “We’ve done all we can do, too, so I don’t think any of that really matters at this point.”


      “It’s only natural for people to do what must be done. I can’t expect to be forgiven just for managing the bare minimum.”


      “You really are awfully straitlaced, Michele…”


      Even as they carried on this insipid exchange, Michele and Hooseyard continued thinning out the monsters headed for the town.


      In the church at the center of the lone town, Maya quietly gathered her courage.


      Menou had already told her and the others what roles they would play in the upcoming battle.


      “Michele’s team will secure the environment control tower, and Menou’s team will go to it and access the Starhusk. It’ll take about an hour to bring it here from the north.”


      She muttered to herself, going over the plan.


      Hakua had merged with Pandæmonium. She was going to be far stronger than any opponent they’d faced before.


      With this showdown that would decide the fate of the world quickly approaching, there was only one person who hadn’t accepted the role Menou had given them.


      “Mmmph!”


      Sahara, whose hands were tied behind her back, was squirming like a caterpillar.


      She was trying to complain, but to no avail. Sub Gadou had used a Primary Color conjuring to create a physical restraint she couldn’t possibly escape. It was important that Sahara be present, but it didn’t matter if she could fight. All they had to do was keep her from escaping.


      The monolith floating next to Maya cracked open slightly, allowing a girl in a tracksuit to peek her head out.


      “Maya. A-are you sure this is okay…?” she asked.


      “Yes, of course it is. And Sahara, you really ought to know when to give up.”


      “Mmph, mmgh, mmmph!”


      Sahara had been gagged, but her ears weren’t blocked. She flopped around in protest at Maya’s words.


      Though she’d only restrained Sahara on Menou’s orders, Sub Gadou flinched guiltily. “Eek! Scary… Wh-what should I do? She’s not going to yell at me later, is she?”


      “It’s fine. She can’t move anyway. Just ignore her.”


      Sahara’s eyes burned with anger as she thrashed. Perched atop her head, the blue butterfly—all that remained of Abbie—made no move to assist her.


      “…It’s time.” Maya took a deep breath and gathered her focus inside herself.


      There was only one thing she could do.


      Maya began constructing an Original Sin conjuring to seal Pandæmonium away.


      “Here we go,” Ashuna said, drawing her sword.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Dimension Blade, Crest—Invoke [Rupture]


      Before Menou’s eyes, Ashuna easily sliced through space itself.


      Her swordsmanship was breathtakingly elegant. Even in her fight against Michele, a master of Guiding Enhancement, Menou had never been so entranced by a technique. In fact, this seemed like the polar opposite of Michele’s brute strength. Perhaps Ashuna’s finesse made her a master in her own right.


      On the other side of the tear in space lay the interior of the control tower. Seeing this, Menou and the others stepped forward.


      Momo entered first and scanned the area. “All clear.”


      “Excellent.” As soon as she heard Momo’s report, Menou opened her scripture.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Scripture, Full Passage—Invoke [Transcribe the miracle before my eyes, for it must be recorded. Write down the long, long journey of the one who shall save us. Yet this history shall not inscribe the name of this great being. Let us instead praise not the name but the deeds, our hearts full of respect for our Lord…]


      This was an initial step to activate all sections of the scripture. An enormous conjuring began to build up and gather in the environment control tower.


      Invoking a scripture conjuring was far more difficult than invoking a simple crest. Menou was currently manipulating multiple aspects with ease. Momo, on the other hand, only used a handful of scripture conjurings in battle. Sahara, a former nun, was too inexperienced to use any.


      A scripture was a conjuring tool most people could devote their lives to learning and never master. The idea of invoking all its contents at once seemed so impossible that an average priestess wouldn’t even be able to imagine it.


      Menou was focused so intently that she lost sight of her surroundings as she went on pouring Guiding Force into her scripture and constructing the complex conjuring.


      Invoking this conjuring, the key to activating the Starhusk, would take close to half an hour. Menou was certain of this because she’d already invoked it once beforehand to check.


      Menou had both the concentration needed for a lengthy conjuring and the delicate Guiding Force manipulation required to build and maintain a complex conjuring structure. It was Master Flare who had drilled this superhuman finesse into her.


      While Menou was activating the Starhusk, Momo and Akari guarded her vigilantly.


      The giant island of flesh where their enemy lurked was close enough to see, and Hakua would surely notice right away that Menou and the others had cut through space and were now making preparations to stop her.


      How would she react when she saw them in the environment control tower?


      Depending on her response, their plan might fall apart.


      Menou and the others were risking it all on this opening gambit.


      Far in the distance, Hakua sensed a presence.


      Slowly, her eyelids fluttered open.


      She had abandoned her humanity long ago, but something had just awakened her half-forgotten human senses. She turned her gaze toward that stimulus.


      “So they’re here at last.”


      Hakua quickly located the opponents that had come to challenge her.


      Their presence was divided into three. A few had appeared inside the environment control tower, which could be used to manipulate the Starhusk. More were stationed at the town in the wasteland. And another two people were somewhere in the middle.


      Of these three groups, the most potent fighting force was Michele—and she was in the middle location, where she could be safely ignored. She must have chosen to protect the people involved rather than stand up to Hakua.


      “That’s a little surprising…but the rest is about what I expected.”


      Out of the humans threatening her, the group with the biggest influence was the small crew inside the environment control tower.


      The Starhusk, which was created for otherworld repatriation, had activated a thousand years ago and was still set on sending Hakua back to Japan.


      The massive conjuring used to send Otherworlders back to Japan would instantly relocate its target as soon as it locked on, leaving no room for resistance. Hakua was no exception; if she became the Starhusk’s target, even a Human Error like Pandæmonium would likely vanish from this world.


      Sending Hakua back to Japan was the only way her opponents could get rid of her.


      Menou’s group must have accessed the environment control tower in order to move the Starhusk. The floating structure was very mobile. It would likely take an hour at most to relocate from the northern part of the continent to Hakua’s current location in the east.


      In other words, Hakua had one hour in which to act.


      She wasn’t about to just sit around and wait. And of course, Menou and the others weren’t foolish enough to assume she’d let them off the hook so easily.


      Hakua stood up and looked out from the floating island of flesh toward a town, out of place in the empty wasteland.


      “I bet that’s how they’re really planning to stop me, hmm?”


      She sensed a certain conjuring from somewhere in that town. They were trying to use Primary Color conjuring to cut off the Guiding Force and conceal their work, but it was no use. Now that Hakua had absorbed Pandæmonium, there was no way to hide an Original Sin conjuring from her.


      In the church at the center of town, Hakua detected the only conjuring that could possibly take Pandæmonium’s power away.


      When she’d faced off against Pandæmonium’s right arm in the underground city, Maya had said: “I could defeat you if I gave up my life to do it, you know.”


      She was right. If Maya sacrificed herself, she could seal Pandæmonium away. The threat of the Pure Concept of Evil would be removed from this world, and Hakua would be weakened. Then they could use the Starhusk to send her back to Japan and be free of any further trouble.


      Sacrificing Maya for an Original Sin conjuring to seal Pandæmonium and then using the Starhusk to send Hakua away—that was undoubtedly their best bet.


      “Don’t you agree, Pandæmonium?” Hakua spoke quietly to the Human Error she had absorbed.


      Pandæmonium stirred in Hakua’s arms and slowly opened her eyes. “…Mmm? What’s this, now? I must say, I didn’t think you’d bother waking me up again.”


      “I’ve just run into a couple of minor inconveniences. I was hoping you’d take care of one of them for me.”


      “Oh?” Pandæmonium raised her head and met Hakua’s gaze, looking annoyed.


      With Pandæmonium’s power under her control, Hakua could surely dispose of anyone in her way, no matter how many there might be. No one knew this better than Pandæmonium, and naturally, she understood the real reason Hakua had woken her up as well.


      “Mm, there you go again. The truth is, you just don’t want to see that girl’s face.”


      “You’re on to me, huh?” Hakua smiled. “It’s just…a little disconcerting to see someone else who has my face.”


      “How pathetic,” Pandæmonium heaved a sigh. “It’s really quite unpleasant for me of all people to be reduced to doing someone else’s dirty work.”


      Even as she grumbled, she stood up. Pandæmonium was now thoroughly dyed with Hakua’s Guiding Force, and thus completely under her thumb and unable to disobey her. Crimson Guiding Light glittered in her eyes as she used an Original Sin conjuring.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [Guess who’s behiiind you?]


      It was an Original Sin conjuring that allowed her to sacrifice her own body and resummon herself anywhere in the world. Making use of this unique teleportation method, Pandæmonium and Hakua both vanished.


      As Menou stood in the environment control tower and focused on the scripture conjuring, she sensed a presence that made her blood run cold.


      “…connect, and the light of this planet shall create a wall that brings about tranquility. The king believed. He had not been forsaken. The king gathered people, dug into the earth, saw the light, and knew hope. For all is connected. Yes, the Lord’s will is relayed through all of heaven and earth, reigning far and wide. By following the path of the Lord’s will…”


      She was still only on chapter one, verse four. Menou continued to invoke the entirety of the scripture, aware of the danger behind her but unable to turn around. However, she didn’t need to see the newcomer with her own eyes—the chill that crept up her spine told her all that she needed to know.


      It was Pandæmonium.


      “Aha! So you came heeere!”


      Momo reacted instantly to the new threat. They couldn’t let anything interrupt Menou’s invocation. Momo swung the suitcase attached to her coping saw, using the centrifugal force to slam it into her opponent.


      Pandæmonium didn’t move.


      Momo’s merciless attack sliced through Pandæmonium’s shoulder and blew her right arm off.


      “Mm-mm…”


      Despite losing a significant chunk of her torso, Pandæmonium didn’t budge, nor did she seem to feel any pain from the loss of flesh. She blinked lazily, as if she’d just woken up.


      The complete lack of resistance surprised Momo enough that she paused despite herself. Next to her, Akari pointed her Guiding gun at Pandæmonium, its muzzle wavering in her confusion.


      Momo hadn’t expected that attack to defeat her opponent, but it was puzzling to get no reaction at all. Pandæmonium didn’t strike back, even though Momo and Akari were in front of her, weapons at the ready. The monstrous being in the form of a child didn’t even meet their eyes.


      Instead, she heaved a sigh, her young face melancholic.


      “Oh, this is just so dreadful… Can you believe that I’m being forced to do someone else’s bidding? Me! This is like some awful shark flick. It’s even worse than the plot of a campy B movie, don’t you think?”


      “I couldn’t care less. If anything, you’re a lot livelier than I expected, after being absorbed by Hakua Shirakami and all.”


      “I know, and now she’s using me as her servant. I must say, I feel like a laughingstock.”


      Pandæmonium seemed uncharacteristically listless. As Momo eyed her warily, the blown-off pieces of flesh rose up behind her.


      The arm Momo had severed split into two. The opening grew human baby teeth and began to drool.


      Just as the creature opened its mouth wide and lunged to attack, Akari shot it down. She stood back-to-back with Momo, so that they covered each other’s blind spots.


      “You don’t seem very motivated,” said Momo. “And yet you still don’t miss an opening to attack.”


      “Mm. Well, of course not.”


      Although they’d survived their foe’s first strike, this was only the beginning. Pandæmonium hadn’t even used an Original Sin conjuring yet.


      Momo glanced behind her. Menou was still constructing the scripture conjuring without the slightest break in concentration. Momo and Akari needed to buy enough time for her to access the Starhusk.


      “Really… This is such a pain.”


      The part of Pandæmonium’s body that had launched the failed surprise attack slunk back and reunited with the rest of her flesh.


      Momo and Akari watched the scene unfold, tense.


      Though she had lost to Hakua and was now stuck serving her, that didn’t mean Pandæmonium had gotten any less disturbing or dangerous. The one silver lining was her deeply unenthusiastic demeanor. It didn’t appear that she was lying or acting—she was genuinely unhappy with the situation.


      “Pandæmonium, I have a proposal for you,” Momo said, sensing a faint glimmer of hope. “We’re trying to take control of the Starhusk right now.”


      “So it would seem. Not that I care either way.”


      “But it would work in your favor if we sent Hakua away, right?”


      “Oh yes. Very much so. With Hakua gone, I could return to my normal self. So I do hope you succeed.”


      “Think you could just let us do it, then?”


      Momo’s proposal certainly made sense. Getting rid of Hakua would benefit Pandæmonium as well. If they sent Hakua back to Japan alone, Pandæmonium would be freed from her influence. From that perspective, there was plenty of reason for Pandæmonium to turn a blind eye to Menou and the others.


      “Yeah, Momo’s right,” agreed Akari. “Can’t you just leave us alone for now? I think it’d work out better for all of us that way, including you.”


      Akari’s suggestion of a truce seemed to puzzle Pandæmonium. She tilted her head to one side, batting her eyes as a look of surprise took over her sweet face.


      “Mmm, really? Do you hear yourselves right now?”


      The next words out of her mouth made it clear there was no hope. This girl was a monster who had lost all human reason.


      “Yes, if you succeed, it would benefit me,” she continued. “But so what? Did you really think I would ever do anything to help someone else? I can’t believe you actually thought for one second that I would be willing to do something for you just because it would work in my favor.”


      Pandæmonium didn’t care one bit about logic or mutual benefit. Even now that she was being forced to serve Hakua, she was still exactly the same.


      “If you thought that would convince me to do what you wanted, then I must say, I’m really insulted.” Pandæmonium’s eyes began to burn with a dark, sinister will—deep red Guiding Light directly from hell itself.


      “Why, you…!”


      Guiding Force: Connect—Pocket Watch, Crest—Invoke [Lesser Acceleration]


      Unable to hold back any longer, Akari unleashed an attack, the result of her work developing Time conjurings. A dry gunshot whizzed through the air, the result of the Lesser Acceleration. It was followed by the sickening sound of a small object colliding with flesh. The Guiding Force bullet had pierced straight through the little girl’s eye.


      But that was all it accomplished.


      “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Hakua gave me two objectives, you see.” Red blood dribbled out of Pandæmonium’s destroyed eye socket. Unbothered by the mortal wound, she pointed at Akari. “One is to get ahold of that girl—Hakua’s little friend. The other is to stop you people from moving the Starhusk.”


      Akari’s whole body tensed as Pandæmonium pointed at her.


      “They’re both very simple jobs, really. But the most annoying thing of all is that she’s given me a few restrictions.” Pandæmonium wrinkled her nose in genuine displeasure, then spread her arms dramatically and looked up at the ceiling. “I’m not allowed to destroy this tower. It’d make it much too hard for Hakua to manipulate the Starhusk for herself. And I’m not allowed to kill the girl who used to be Time, either. Hakua made that very clear. And since Hakua’s Guiding Force has a hold over me right now, I have to do as she says.”


      After explaining these disadvantageous conditions, Pandæmonium suddenly snapped her head to one side.


      “Ahh, but perhaps… This isn’t n-n-nearly aS BAD—as the fog bArRier. Maybe I can eVeN—get out of Hakua’s—control, tOO—”


      A chill ran up the spines of everyone present.


      Her words cut in and out unnaturally, like a botched recording. The movements of her young body were stiff and inhuman. It was like a puppet attempting to shake off its master, only to have the puppeteer forcefully rein in her movements. She kept trying, even if it meant bending her limbs at unnatural angles. It was painful and unnerving to watch.


      But her disturbing struggle didn’t last long.


      “…Oh well. It was worth a try.” Her shoulders slumped, and her head moved back to its original position.


      “I guess we’ll just have to fight, then,” said Momo.


      “We knew this might happen,” Akari added. “The fact she came here first is a good sign, right?”


      The two of them glared at Pandæmonium.


      “Here?” asked Pandæmonium.


      She didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by the pair’s fighting spirit. Instead, she latched on to something Akari said and giggled uncontrollably.


      “If you think we only came here, you’re making a huge mistake.” Pandæmonium’s lips twisted into a crooked, crescent moon smile. “You people are acting up in two different places, after all. Why wouldn’t we try to stop both plans at once?”
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      *   *   *


      Some distance away from the tower, another battle had already taken place.


      The victor, Hakua, had taken control of the church at the center of town. Suddenly, she came to a halt.


      “…Ugh. Can’t let my guard down for a second.”


      Sensing Pandæmonium’s attempt to escape her grasp, she tightened her control and kept the Human Error pinned down.


      She should’ve known this would happen the moment she took her eyes off Pandæmonium. The girl was terrifying, even to Hakua, and it was reassuring to know she was currently her ally.


      Once she had Pandæmonium firmly back under her control, Hakua returned her gaze to a certain friend from a thousand years prior.


      “Hakua…”


      “Hey, Maya.”


      Hakua had silently infiltrated the church and taken it over in the blink of an eye. Now she calmly strolled toward Maya and the others.


      She’d used an Original Sin conjuring to teleport into the church behind her opponents’ backs. Then, catching them by surprise, she’d proceeded to neutralize Sub Gadou. Now that she had Pandæmonium’s powers, she could make quick work of Primary Color Concepts. She’d dragged Sub Gadou out of the monolith and knocked her unconscious in one fell swoop, then tied Maya up with shadows to restrain her. Though she was confused to find Sahara already immobilized, she merely shrugged it off and left well enough alone.


      “I haven’t seen you since we met outside the City of Ruins. I don’t have many acquaintances left from a thousand years ago, you know.”


      “…People aren’t supposed to live for a thousand years. Besides, you weren’t even really there at the City of Ruins.”


      “Oh yeah. You have a point.” Hakua smiled.


      There were only three people left for Hakua to deal with. Gadou’s lesser personality, the biggest threat in terms of ability, was already knocked out. Though her personality wasn’t suited to combat, the Pure Concept of Vessel conjurings at her command could not be taken lightly.


      Maya was dangerous in terms of compatibility, but with her so close at hand, Hakua could directly interfere with her Original Sin conjurings. If Maya tried to sacrifice herself, Hakua would simply stop her. And Sahara, who was already tied up on the floor for some reason, wasn’t a threat to begin with.


      Confident she’d already neutralized the only threat, Hakua focused fully on her conversation with Maya.


      Just then, the monolith, a mere cluster of materials some distance away from Sub Gadou, glowed with light in the three primary colors.


      Guiding Force: Merge Materials—Monolith, Primary Color Pseudo-Concept—Invoke [Three Colors, Four Pillars, Five Elements]


      Pillars of Primary Colors sprang up from all four cardinal directions and surrounded Hakua.


      It was a Primary Color conjuring. But Sub Gadou was definitely unconscious. This wasn’t Sahara’s doing, either. As Hakua froze with surprise, unable to figure out who had invoked the conjuring, the scene around her suddenly changed.


      Now, rather than the church, she was in a tunnel-like passageway, with walls on all four sides made of crystals in the three primary colors. And just up ahead was the floating monolith.


      “What is this? A closed barrier…?” Hakua asked, addressing whoever had dragged her into another dimension without her moving a single step.


      “Um, y-yeah. I transferred my consciousness…into the monolith…and invoked it.”


      “…What a reckless thing to do.”


      Sub Gadou must have suspected that Hakua would target her first and had moved her own soul and spirit into the monolith. The Sub Gadou Hakua had knocked out was nothing but an empty shell. She’d used her own body to trick Hakua into letting her guard down.


      The monolith before Hakua simply floated in silence. When Hakua experimentally took a step forward, it shifted away accordingly.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [Null]


      Hakua used a conjuring meant to erase entire pieces of space on the floating monolith. But it only made the air around it shimmer.


      Hakua frowned. Her attack hadn’t reached its target. Was the monolith farther away than she’d thought, or was it somehow shifting in space? Either way, a basic attack wasn’t going to cut it. That must have been one of the rules of this space.


      Hakua could tell she’d been trapped in a subspace created by a Primary Color conjuring. The problem was figuring out just how large the space was.


      “How is this possible…?”


      As a piece of Vessel, this Gadou was a skilled conjurer. But how could she still have this much power? Now that the Mechanical Society was gone, she couldn’t have access to the materials needed for such a powerful Primary Color conjuring.


      “R-right. Yeah, I can’t do anything without materials, as you know.” Sub Gadou’s voice issued from the Monolith, echoing through the space. “B-but…when I’ve got materials this good…y’know?”


      She lowered her gaze, but she wasn’t just looking down shyly. She was turning her attention to the materials at her feet.


      Hakua followed her gaze to the tied-up nun lying on the floor. She wasn’t very familiar with this individual. The girl didn’t seem like anything special. But the limb attached to her right shoulder was clearly exceptional, even to someone like Hakua who had been around during the ancient civilization.


      “That arm… Don’t tell me you actually pulled it off?”


      “Mm-hmm. A world seed. That arm is made of crystallized Primary Color Concepts. It’s this world’s only successful product to anticipate Ran Gadou. The little ones who used to make up the Mechanical Society shared some with me. A-and they said this is only a tiny bit. I-isn’t that amazing?” Sub Gadou’s cheeks were flushed as she rushed her words.


      The barrier where she’d trapped Hakua was a conjured space based on the Concepts of Primary Color—that much was clear. However, the scale of it was unbelievable. Not even the Mechanical Society could compare. It would take Pandæmonium, with her endless multiplication, a long, long time to take over a world of this size. So much time, in fact, that the total would approach infinity.


      “And if you can use something like that, w-wouldn’t you want to try it out? You would, right? It’s okay for me to try, isn’t it?!”


      Hakua sighed.


      Compared to the Ran Gadou, who had taken off for the origin point of Guiding Force, or to Guardian, who invaded other people’s spirits and wreaked havoc, this girl had seemed relatively reasonable. But clearly, she’d had the wrong impression.


      “You’re definitely another Gadou, that’s for sure.”


      Impressed and annoyed in equal measure, Hakua racked her brain for a way to escape the barrier.


      Hakua had vanished.


      Pandæmonium was the first to sense it. The one controlling her had been removed from this space. The moment she realized this, a huge grin spread across Pandæmonium’s face.


      “Mm, mm-mm-mm!”


      As she exclaimed in glee, her presence seemed to swell. The horrific pressure rolling in waves off her youthful body was enough to make Momo and the others freeze in place.


      “You all must have been planning to sacrifice that girl to seal me away, hmm?”


      Truth be told, Pandæmonium wouldn’t have minded that much.


      A seal using her own pinky finger would certainly be strong. She’d be cut off from the human world for a very long time. It might take a thousand years, or even ten thousand. But there was no such thing as a conjuring that lasted forever. She’d simply have to pry open the seal and reemerge. And by that time, there would be no one left to stop her.


      But now she didn’t even have to wait.


      “Too bad, though. Maybe your other friends were more successful than you expected. Whatever the case, I’m finally free!”


      Pandæmonium pressed the middle and ring fingers of her right hand to her thumb. It was the shape a child might make to create a shadow puppet of a fox. Red Guiding Light glowed around her hand in place of a flashlight, casting the shape on the wall.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [A cute little fox gobbles you up.]


      Pandæmonium’s conjuring gave life to the once insubstantial shadow fox. It shuddered, then peeled itself away from the wall and took on three-dimensional form, growing bigger and bigger.


      It grew even larger than Pandæmonium, but it still didn’t stop.


      The shadow fox swelled to fill the room and kept on going. Momo and Akari paled as the creature continued to expand, with no end in sight.


      “M-Momo! What do we do now?!” shouted Akari.


      “I’ll hold it in place! You shoot it full of holes, please!”


      Guiding Force: Connect—Coping Saw, Crest—Invoke [Anchor]


      As the shadow fox expanded, Momo cracked her coping saw like a whip. It wrapped around the shadow and held it fast with the Anchor conjuring.


      Once the shadowy shape could no longer move, Akari leveled her Guiding gun at it.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Pocket Watch, Crest—Invoke [Lesser Suspension]


      When the bullet struck, the shadow stopped expanding—or rather, it slowed down to the point that it seemed to have stopped.


      Over the past few days, the only conjurings Akari had managed to adapt for use in battle were Lesser Acceleration and Lesser Suspension. Neither of them were as strong as when she’d used them with the Pure Concept of Time, either. And even though they were crest conjurings, the only people who could use them were those who had once held the Pure Concept of Time.


      “Mm, great effort,” said Pandemonium, beaming. Then she formed her free left hand into another fox shape and began waggling it around and making cute chomping motions. “Let’s add another, shall we?”


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [Here comes another foxy friend.]


      The second conjuring produced the same effect as the first.


      It happened too quickly for Momo to stop it. The shadows ballooned up to fill the space, pushing and jostling against one another like children.


      At this point, there was no room for anyone else. Grimly, Momo and Akari grabbed Menou and leaped outside.


      “Sorry, Menou!”


      “Wha—? Aaah!”


      As she shrieked, Menou’s scripture conjuring abruptly cut off. But they couldn’t worry about that right now.


      The moment they escaped, the environment control tower collapsed from within.


      It was the only facility in the world capable of controlling the Starhusk. The building they had fought tooth and nail to obtain had just been reduced to rubble.


      “I really must inconvenience Hakua as much as I can before she gets back.” Amid the sounds of crashing destruction, Pandæmonium’s voice rang strangely clear. “And there’s nothing the likes of you all can do to stop me.”


      Pandæmonium was now free from Hakua’s reins and no longer bound by any of her rules.


      As the dust cleared from the remnants of Menou and company’s last hope, Pandæmonium floated down to the ground.


      By destroying the tower, she’d erased their best chance at success. And it would serve to annoy Hakua as well.


      Having thwarted her enemies and allies alike, Pandæmonium grinned broadly at the three girls. “So now what are you going to do?”


      Menou stood up slowly.


      Then she defied Pandæmonium with a single word.


      “Nothing.”


      There wasn’t a trace of despair in her voice, nor did she seem to be putting on a brave face.


      “We picked out a few places, of course,” she said. “But as soon as you stood there, you lost.”


      “Why? What’s the matter with this spot?”


      Were they just being sore losers? But before Pandæmonium could figure it out, Menou activated a crest conjuring. In her hand was a blue rose—a Guiding vessel that allowed long-distance communication.


      “Point D, Your Highness. Now, please.”


      Menou addressed an unseen party, and a moment later, the ground beneath the little girl’s legs abruptly vanished.


      “Mm?”


      Just like that, Pandæmonium fell.


      It was a pitfall trap. But not the physical kind built by digging into the ground. The space itself had disappeared. The girl dropped straight down through the hole.


      Pandæmonium’s eyes widened at the unfamiliar sensation. She immediately reached up to grab at the edge of the opening—but Akari shot her arm clean off.


      “Not gonna happen!” she shouted.


      Momo joined in. “You let your guard down!”


      As Pandæmonium froze, Momo’s coping saw wrapped around her. Mercilessly, she delivered a kick straight to the little girl’s chest. Then, just to be extra sure, she shoved Pandæmonium hard into the rectangular opening in space.


      “Hey, you made it.”


      When Ashuna saw Pandæmonium come falling through the hole, she grinned savagely and swung her sword.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Royal Sword, Crest—Invoke [Flameburst]


      Fire from the crest conjuring engulfed Pandæmonium’s body.


      The impact sent her tumbling across the ground. But something else caught her attention even more than the flames scorching her flesh. The Starhusk was floating in the sky overhead. This must be the northern part of the continent.


      The trick to forcibly relocating Pandæmonium was simple. After transporting Menou and company to the environment control tower, Ashuna transported herself to the central part of the north, directly beneath the Starhusk. On Menou’s signal, Ashuna used the Dimension Blade to connect two predetermined places—her own location and the ground where Momo and Akari had lured Pandæmonium.


      Even Pandæmonium wouldn’t be able to sense Ashuna’s technique coming from so far away. As a result, she was caught in a completely unpredictable pitfall trap and sent to the north against her will.


      Burned by Ashuna’s flames, Pandæmonium’s body crumbled to ash. She sacrificed her own burning corpse to reappear as an unharmed little girl, then gazed dubiously at the hole in space.


      “Goodness, that was surprisingly clever…,” she said, tilting her head uncertainly.


      While it had certainly caught her by surprise, the main reason she hadn’t put much effort into resisting was that she hadn’t felt any need to do so.


      Pandæmonium could sacrifice and resummon herself anywhere in the world. Whether she was dropped to the bottom of the ocean, tossed into a volcano, or thrown into space, she could come back right away. With her Concepts of Original Sin, even Gadou’s barrier would be like trapping her in a flimsy paper bag.


      Surely Menou and her compatriots knew that.


      And that was why, when they emerged through the tear in space, she asked, “But whatever are you plotting now? This seems like a silly way to buy time…”


      As she trailed off, the Starhusk shone above her head.


      “Mmm?”


      This time, she seemed genuinely shocked.


      The Starhusk was about to invoke the otherworld repatriation conjuring.


      Hakua, who’d been set as the Starhusk’s target a thousand years prior, was currently trapped in a barrier made by Sub Gadou. There was no reason for it to activate now, and yet it was clearly doing just that.


      Pandæmonium searched for Hakua’s presence nearby but didn’t sense her Guiding Force at all.


      “It’s about to send you back to Japan,” Menou explained calmly.


      For a moment, Pandæmonium didn’t understand.


      “The Starhusk? Who, me?” Pandæmonium blinked a few times. “Then why were you trying to connect to the environment control tower…?”


      “As a bluff to trick Hakua.” Menou shrugged. “I figured if it looked like I was trying to activate the scripture in the control tower, someone would come to stop me. So the plan was for whichever team you attacked to contact Princess Ashuna, then catch you in a trap.”


      Pandæmonium was bound to come after either Menou’s group in the tower or Sahara’s group in the church. Either way, Ashuna was on standby in the north to transport her away with Rupture.


      Once she arrived, the Starhusk would send Pandæmonium back—all according to Menou’s plan.


      “It would’ve fallen apart if you and Hakua hadn’t split up, so it was a bit of a gamble.”


      “But…that doesn’t make sense. The environment control tower was destroyed just now, I’m sure of it. And the Starhusk was targeting Hakua. You couldn’t possibly have changed the target to—”


      “By the time we moved to Grisarika Castle, we’d already connected to the tower and changed the Starhusk’s repatriation target,” Menou explained, interrupting Pandæmonium. “Hakua probably overlooked anyone walking to the tower normally because she was keeping an eye out for spatial teleportation instead. There was no need for me to be the one to use the tower, after all. Anyone who can use the conjuring can do it.”


      “…But weren’t you all in Grisarika?”


      Menou and company had been far away from the wasteland, so Hakua had assumed the showdown would start with her and her allies teleporting there. When Menou had done just that and begun invoking the full scripture, it had seemed to prove her right.


      But their efforts to stop her were all within Menou’s calculations. In fact, they’d taken control of the Starhusk and made the necessary changes long before Menou arrived in the tower.


      “Who accessed the environment control tower, then?”


      “Sahara, of course,” Menou replied casually.


      Pandæmonium’s eyes went round at this unexpected answer.


      While Menou and the others traveled to Grisarika Castle, Sahara’s group had remained in the town in the wasteland. And there was no reason to let the time Hakua spent out of commission go to waste. Once they opened a line of communication, Menou had told Sahara to take control of the tower and activate the Starhusk management authority.


      “That girl in the nun’s habit…she can use the scripture?”


      “Even nuns touch on the scripture during their training.” Menou shrugged again as Pandæmonium stared at her in surprise.


      When they heard her request, Sahara and the others had opted not to enter the environment control tower themselves, just to be safe. With Michele as a bodyguard, Hooseyard had used her vaunted ceremonial conjurings along with materials from Sub Gadou to create a Guiding Force channel from the tower to the town. Meanwhile, Sahara prepared to invoke the entire scripture without ever leaving the church.


      “Besides, Sahara is quite popular, unlike me. She has plenty of people to help her out with whatever she can’t manage on her own.”


      Just in case Sahara failed, they’d used the long-distance communication device to keep tabs on her progress. Menou had been a bit concerned when she heard they’d sent most of their people to maintain the channel to the tower and that Sahara would now be the one activating the scripture. But in the end, with the help of Abbie in the form of the blue butterfly, Sahara had succeeded in invoking the entire scripture.


      “Maya’s ceremony to seal you and my attempt to use the scripture to connect to the tower were all just distractions. Our real goal was to separate you from Hakua and bring you here beneath the Starhusk.”


      Hakua was focused on the movement of the Starhusk, so Menou and the others had instead changed its target.


      “My, my, my…” Pandæmonium exhaled slowly.


      Instead of bringing the Starhusk to their target, they’d opted to bring their target to the Starhusk. It was an obvious choice if one had access to spatial teleportation.


      But it hadn’t occurred to Hakua and Pandæmonium because Menou’s group had seemed so focused on taking the environment control tower. The two of them had played right into her hands.


      As she realized all this, Pandæmonium looked up at the sky.


      Several large spheres floated overhead. The enormous Guiding vessel was shining with light, its beams forming a pattern.


      The conjuring circle spread across the sky began to glow even brighter, and a single enormous ray of light that blotted out even the sun beamed down to the ground. The otherworld repatriation conjuring locked on to its target, Pandæmonium, and enveloped her in Guiding Light.


      “Oh, all right, then. I suppose I’ll have to give up on this world.”


      As she admitted defeat, Pandæmonium’s body began to transform into Guiding Light. The enormous conjuring circle carved out overhead was sending her away from this world.


      At this point, it was impossible to escape. Even if she used an Original Sin conjuring to teleport away, she wouldn’t be able to stop the process sending her back to her old world.


      “So tell me…” In her final moments in this world, Pandæmonium asked an innocent question. “What do you intend to do about Hakua, exactly?”


      The Starhusk—the otherworld repatriation circle—could only be used once. By sending Pandæmonium back to Japan, they were giving up their best means of resisting Hakua.


      “I don’t believe that’s any of your business,” Menou replied.


      “Mm, I suppose not.” Pandæmonium smiled and nodded agreeably.


      Even though she’d been caught in a trap, she remained gracious in her defeat. Or perhaps she’d simply understood that there was no use resisting. Menou and the others relaxed their guards only a fraction.


      “Out of respect for your brave efforts…perhaps I’ll fight back just one last time!”


      With a beaming smile, Pandæmonium raised both hands.


      Guiding Force: Sacrifice—Chaos Collusion, Pure Concept [Evil]—Summon [Put your hands together.]


      Both of her arms vanished.


      The others stiffened. Pandæmonium had sacrificed both arms for an Original Sin conjuring. They’d assumed it was her final, parting shot, but nothing happened.


      “What in the world did you…?”


      Menou’s question trailed off as realization hit.


      As far as she knew, the person Pandæmonium was most preoccupied with was a certain girl who was currently elsewhere.


      “Don’t tell me—Maya?!”


      As Menou cried out, the now armless Pandæmonium met her gaze. There was an ominous red glow in the little girl’s eyes.


      “Wow, that sucked…,” Sahara muttered sulkily, finally freed from her restraints.


      As she flapped her unbound hands to shake off the pins and needles, she surveyed her surroundings. It was bad enough being caught by the enemy—being tied up by her own allies was even worse. Maya looked as unflappable as ever, while Sub Gadou was peering out of her monolith apologetically.


      “I-I’m really sorry for using your arm without asking. B-but since I had access to it…I couldn’t help myself, y’know?”


      “No need to apologize to her, Gadou,” said Maya. “It was the right call. Otherwise, Sahara probably would’ve run away with her tail between her legs.”


      “That is slander. I’ve never been so insulted.” Sahara pursed her lips.


      It was true that, had they told her Hakua was coming, she would have at least suggested they leave. But since they’d bound and gagged her before she had the chance, there was no way for them to know. Sahara felt it was unfair to hold such hypothetical actions against her.


      “I won’t stand for it,” she said. “Where is the trust, I ask you?”


      “And what have you done to earn my trust?” asked Maya.


      “How rude. I’m just a nun, and yet I pulled off the impossible task of invoking the entire scripture. And all despite being tied up. I’d say I’ve worked pretty hard, thanks very much.”


      “Didn’t Abbie help you with that?” Maya cast a cool glare at the grumbling Sahara.


      Hooseyard and Michele had prepared the channel, while Sub Gadou had created a separate subspace to trap Hakua. By necessity, the task of accessing the environment control tower had indeed fallen to Sahara. But she’d only managed it because the blue butterfly had assisted her in constructing the conjuring. She’d basically cheated her way through the whole thing.


      But Sahara was unrepentant. “Whether I had help or not, I did what I was asked to do. That means I get the credit. You should really show more appreciation and let me have a break.”


      Maya rolled her eyes at Sahara’s bold declaration, although the blue butterfly didn’t seem bothered. It was anyone’s guess whether it had a reason for helping Sahara, or if it had merely acted on some automatic impulse left behind from when it was Abbie. Now it was resting its wings on Sub Gadou’s monolith.


      Hakua had vanished from the church. She must have figured out that Menou and the others were planning to use the Starhusk to send Pandæmonium away. According to Sub Gadou, Hakua had escaped the barrier but didn’t seem likely to return.


      “I guess it all worked out this time, but you’ve got some nerve using me like that and then turning around and—”


      Sahara, relaxed now that the danger was past, was in the middle of griping to Maya, when a small child’s arms appeared out of nowhere.


      Everyone froze. While they instantly guessed what had happened, they were helpless to do anything.


      Destroying the peace instantly, Pandæmonium’s hands wrapped around Maya’s wrist.


      “Let…go…!”


      Maya scrabbled at Pandæmonium’s hands with her own, trying to pull them away. But they were attached too tightly to remove. It wasn’t that their grip was too strong—from the second they touched her, Pandæmonium’s arms had fused with Maya’s flesh. Tears filled Maya’s eyes at the pain of the fusion.


      “Now, now, behave yourself,” said a voice.


      A small mouth had formed on one of the floating arms purely to sneer at Maya’s struggle. Its tongue lapped up a tear that rolled down Maya’s cheek.


      “I’m going back, so it’s only natural that you come with me.”


      The left arm slowly melted into Maya’s body. Pandæmonium was trying to drag Maya with her back to the other world.


      “Come on. Don’t be scared. Let’s go home together, okay?”


      As soon as Pandæmonium’s arms fused with Maya’s body, it began to fade. She was becoming one with the target of the otherworld repatriation conjuring.


      “Oh no, oh no, oh no… Wh-wh-what do we do?!” Sub Gadou panicked.


      There was nothing she could do to stop the situation unfolding in front of her. Any Primary Color conjurings she used would only be consumed by Pandæmonium and make the situation even worse.


      “Return to me and come home, you horrid little pinky finger that tried to get away from—”


      “Let go.” Sahara’s metal arm grabbed Pandæmonium’s wrist.


      Maya gazed at her in wonder through tears. “Saha…ra…?”


      “Maya’s not your pinky finger. She’s just Maya—has been for ages now. It’s up to Maya whether she goes back or not. You don’t get to choose for her.” Still gripping Pandæmonium’s arm, Sahara turned her gaze to Maya. “Maya! Do you want to go back?!”


      Maya’s memories of Japan flashed through her mind. Her time as a child actress. Her elementary school classmates. She had lots of friends, but no one she felt truly close to. Her only family, her mother, wasn’t there.


      “No… I’m not going back!”


      She had no reason to return to that world. And right before her eyes was a very good reason to stay in this one.


      Maya looked straight at Sahara and gave her an order. “I don’t want to go back! So…don’t let me go, Sahara!”


      Sahara grinned with satisfaction at the haughty command. “You heard her, Pandæmonium.”


      With a laugh, Sahara worked herself up and put on a brave face. Then she gripped Pandæmonium’s wrist as tightly as she could and pulled with all her strength.


      “So let go already—and get out of here!”


      “No… I…won’t!”


      Even as the outline of Pandæmonium’s arm blurred, the mouth kept smirking. Its voice whispered tauntingly in Sahara’s ear. “There’s nothing you can do about it, you know. Because you’re not special.”
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      It wasn’t a matter of willpower. Sahara didn’t have the strength or the skills to thwart Pandæmonium, and she knew that better than anyone. Her face contorted.


      “If there’s anything special, it’s not you—it’s that arm of yours,” the mouth continued. “You really think a weakling like you can do anything to stop me?”


      Sahara knew that, of course.


      No one had ever chosen her, and she was in no position to choose someone else. She was, and always would be, hopelessly average. In fact, she might be below average.


      She always followed the path of least resistance, and she hated herself for it. She just wanted to take it easy, yet she still felt a wave of envy whenever she saw someone more talented than she was. Sahara despised herself even more for that envy, so she wrote herself off as worthless and chose to be lazy instead.


      Sahara’s self-hatred hadn’t faded one bit since the day she fought Menou and realized her own weakness.


      “So just get out of the way, would you? Otherwise, I’ll eat you, too.” Pandæmonium’s mouth opened and began to leak Guiding Light thicker and redder than blood.


      Sahara was filled with terror. Her every instinct told her to let go; a voice in the back of her head told her it was time to give up. Those were her true feelings.


      But she didn’t let go.


      Maya was suffering. And so Sahara had to save her. She overcame her fear and resignation and kept using all her might to dislodge Pandæmonium’s arm. As she struggled, the blue butterfly landed on Sahara’s head.


      “The person you want to be. The person you can’t become. Do you know now what it is you were missing?” Suddenly, a voice whispered in her mind. It was, without a doubt, Sahara’s own voice. “You wanted to be special, but only for your own sake. You wanted to get stronger than anyone else. You wanted to be the prettiest. You wanted, just for yourself, to be someone truly unique. You wanted to be anyone but your own self.”


      Though it hardly seemed like the time for hallucinations, Sahara saw an image of herself standing before her. It was the same reflection she’d seen when she fought Menou and lost.


      If she used up all of herself, she might be able to beat Pandæmonium. Even someone as worthless as she was might pull off a miracle if she used her own body and soul as materials and fed them to her prosthetic arm. This arm that the incredible conjurer known as Ability Control had devoted herself to creating…


      “But…” The reflection of Sahara’s self-hatred, the face she hated to look at, smiled at her. “…now you have someone who’s more important to you than yourself.”


      Her past self was saying something different from what she had before.


      Sacrificing something to create something else—it seemed like an even exchange, like the right choice. But it was wrong.


      “So don’t give yourself up.”


      Sahara was desperate to pull Maya away from Pandæmonium, just as Maya was struggling to get the Human Error’s hand off her arm. Together, they both grabbed their foe.


      “But I guess I didn’t need to tell you that.”


      As Sahara tried to save Maya by any means necessary, her right arm acted on its own and began to construct a conjuring.


      Guiding Force: Merge Materials—


      It was lending Sahara strength, though she hadn’t willed it to.


      —Paint Adhesion, Pure Concept [Vessel]—


      The blue butterfly on her head was using Sahara’s arm to construct a conjuring as it whispered to her. It wasn’t the remains of Abbie’s mind forming the words, but the consciousness she used to call “li’l sis.”


      “Because you, all on your own, were finally able to accept your own Vessel.”


      As the voice that was and wasn’t Sahara’s spoke, a flash of light engulfed Pandæmonium.


      —Invoke [Possession]


      Sahara’s right arm merged with Pandæmonium’s left. The metal of her prosthetic became a membrane that covered Pandæmonium’s limb. It was luring the Human Error into her natural need to corrupt a target—offering the temptation of something far easier to consume. The corruption attached to Maya ignored Pandæmonium’s will and turned its attention toward Sahara’s right arm. Not even Pandæmonium herself could control it.


      The Evil abandoned Maya and ate into the prosthetic arm. Just as it made its way to the upper part and moved to consume Sahara as well, the Guiding prosthetic popped out of her shoulder socket.


      Pandæmonium came back to her senses.


      “Mm…” As the overwhelming Guiding Light took hold, one last murmur escaped. She’d been so focused on her feast that she’d forgotten about the time limit. “…Too bad.”


      With that, the light engulfed her remains completely, leaving Maya behind.


      “Huh…?” She touched Sahara’s hand cautiously.


      Nothing happened. There was no corruption. Next, she touched Sub Gadou’s monolith. The monolith trembled in fear, but still nothing happened.


      Finally, she touched her own shadow. It was just an ordinary shadow. It wasn’t connected to anywhere else—just a shadow created by the obstruction of light.


      “…I’m back.” Maya began to laugh and cry all at once. “I’m…back to being…a normal human.”


      The Pure Concept of Evil had vanished from Maya’s soul. She would never lose her memories again, never become a second Pandæmonium.


      Sahara patted Maya’s head. “Thank goodness.”


      Maya nodded through tears.


      Sahara sounded choked up as she spoke. “I’m really, really glad.”


      She used her remaining arm to embrace Maya, who was so important to her. Through her own strength and will, Sahara had managed to hold on to her.


      In a sea of light, a little girl with black hair batted her eyes open.


      She was surrounded by overflowing “Power.” Guiding Light glimmered gently as far as the eye could see. It was an ocean of pure energy, before it took physical form or was introduced to any concepts.


      Pandæmonium was in the sea of Guiding Force. At present, she had no physical body. This was the space between worlds. The moment she was sent into this space full of Guiding Force, her body disintegrated, melting into Guiding Force itself.


      Now, as nothing but an exposed soul, she stared at the metal right arm she was holding.


      Nothing remained inside the silver prosthetic limb. It wasn’t connected to any other world. It was just a lump of metal, an empty shell with no Guiding Force, no will, no miraculous powers. The entrance to the new world had closed.


      Losing interest in the worthless scrap metal, she tossed it away, like a child who’d grown bored of her toy.


      But someone was there to catch it.


      In front of the soul form of the little girl stood another human being. She knew this girl, who was wearing a white shirt she hadn’t bothered to button up over her bare skin.


      It wasn’t a memory from her time as a person. It was from before Pandæmonium was contained within a human body. She felt something stir inside her—primal instincts from her time as a Pure Concept, when her current consciousness had yet to form.


      This was Ran Gadou, holder of the Pure Concept of Vessel. The original personality, not one of the two sub-personalities she’d left behind in reality. A Human Error among Human Errors who strove for the peak of all “Power,” using even the Pure Concept in her own soul as nothing but a stepping stone.


      Suddenly, Ran Gadou spoke.


      “Evil conjurings are really incredible.”


      The little girl who was Evil incarnate tilted her head in confusion at being told something so obvious. Ignoring Pandæmonium’s reaction, Gadou continued.


      “In a way, the Pure Concept of Evil is as close to perfect as conjurings can get. It doesn’t interact with other conjurings, nor is it harmed by any other concept. Evil is complete all on its own. Even after the Human Error process attached it to the world, the Evil concept created an underworld all its own, inventing a unique line of ‘summoning’ conjurings.”


      The little girl listened quietly.


      “Once summoned, the conjuring space known as the Concept Dimension of Original Sin could have consumed all the material in the world and expanded almost infinitely. It could easily have swallowed up a whole planet.”


      Pandæmonium could no longer use Original Sin conjurings. Her body was currently dissolved into Guiding Force, leaving her without a physical body to use as a sacrifice.


      “Yes, Original Sin conjurings are a remarkable power that could repaint the entire world into one united whole.” Ran Gadou kept speaking; she clearly wasn’t looking for a response. She was simply stating the facts and pronouncing what was about to happen next. “But a world consumed by you would be terribly boring.”


      The transcendent being researching the world born of Guiding Force turned her gaze to Pandæmonium.


      There was nothing Pandæmonium could do to harm Ran Gadou. She didn’t have any substance or materials that Evil could influence. The machine that Menou had seen when she came here had already been destroyed in advance. Naturally, Gadou had also gotten rid of her own physical form, too. She’d known that if she kept it, she might be consumed by Pandæmonium.


      In this world of “Power,” where only exposed souls were allowed to exist, Ran Gadou pointed at Pandæmonium. “I’ll be taking that.”


      As she spoke, the Evil that formed Pandæmonium’s foundation was severed from her.


      “Pandæmonium. Since you became a Human Error, you can’t even return to being Maya Ooshima. Maya is already in the other world, after all. Since you were banished as a monster, you’ll be sent back to Japan and reborn as an innocent child. That is your fate now.”


      Separated from Evil, the girl could only let the current take her where it pleased. Like a child being carried by river rapids, she was pulled farther and farther away from the power known as Guiding Force.


      Onward to a different dimension—a world without conjurings. Once she was sent to a place where Guiding Force didn’t exist, she would undoubtedly lose the source of her abilities and become a powerless child.


      That would surely mean the destruction of Evil…or so it seemed.


      “…I won’t really be gone,” she muttered.


      Ran Gadou frowned.


      Even as the flow of power carried her inexorably across the border between dimensions, Pandæmonium’s smile didn’t fade. The fierce current of Guiding Force tore away the foundation that made her who she was, yet her cherubic little face didn’t show a single trace of fear or despair.


      “Did you think simply taking away my power would destroy me? Don’t make me laugh. No human will could possibly erase me. I mean, not even the very planet that birthed human society could do it.” Pandæmonium went on cheerfully, describing her own nature like a child singing a tune on their way home at sunset. “So what if I’m going back to Japan? What difference does it make if there’s no Guiding Force there? That’s just a minor detail. I couldn’t care less about the laws of nature. As long as human society is there, I’ll always be me.”


      Ran Gadou narrowed her eyes at the little girl’s words. She couldn’t use her power here, and she would surely be nothing but a helpless child back in Japan. Yet even as her voice grew distant, it never wavered.


      “I swear, you’re all completely delusional.”


      The tide of power was far bigger than she was, and she couldn’t resist it. Still, she spoke with utter certainty. Despite her circumstances, there was no defeat in her voice. Her pure soul carried absolute confidence.


      “I am Evil, and there will always be evil in the waking world.”


      With this final declaration, the worst Human Error, Pandæmonium, vanished from the world.


      After sending Pandæmonium away, the massive conjuring circle vanished, leaving only a faint glow in the sky.


      “Menou… Maya’s safe over here. Everything went fine.”


      Sahara’s voice traveled through the long-distance communication device to reach Menou’s ears. Menou had called as soon as Pandæmonium disappeared. When an exhausted-sounding Sahara finally picked up, she delivered this short message and cut off the connection.


      The Starhusk had successfully activated, with Pandæmonium as its target, just as they had planned. She’d tried one final act of resistance, but to Menou’s relief, it seemed Sahara and the others had resolved it.


      Pandæmonium was gone. Original Sin conjurings had left this world forever.


      “Which means…everything went perfectly!”


      “The plan worked, Menou!”


      Momo and Akari were ecstatic.


      Sahara and the others had taken care of things, just as Menou had predicted they would. Menou turned to Ashuna, who was staring wide-eyed down at her own body.


      “Now, that’s a surprise… The Concepts of Original Sin left my soul, too.”


      “Yes, well, the root of Evil is completely gone now. Since Pandæmonium was sent back, Original Sin conjurings no longer exist in this world.”


      Original Sin conjurings were unique among the many kinds of conjurings in that they required sacrifices. When a Pure Concept holder turned into a Human Error, that concept generally became ubiquitous in the world. But the Human Error of Evil known as Pandæmonium had exercised her powers by creating an underworld and using sacrifices to summon from it.


      Now that the ruler of that underworld had been sent back to Japan, the foundation of Original Sin conjurings was gone from this world, down to its very roots.


      Menou straightened up and looked at everyone in turn. “Now we just have to take care of the rest.”


      Momo nodded, her expression hardening. Pandæmonium was gone, but there was still one person left who posed a major threat to the world.


      “You… Why…?”


      Menou heard a voice from behind her and turned to find Hakua. She must have used an Original Sin conjuring to summon herself there right before Pandæmonium was sent away. Hakua looked up at the Starhusk with disbelief.


      “Did you think I was going to send you back?” Menou looked at the dumbfounded Hakua and smiled. “Perhaps you overestimated yourself. Pandæmonium was a much more urgent and dire threat than the likes of you. Or perhaps you thought I would sacrifice Maya to seal Pandæmonium. I hate to break it to you, but I never even considered that.”


      The otherworld repatriation conjuring could only be used once, and it could only target one person. And so they’d chosen to send back their most difficult foe.


      “Now all we have to do is defeat you. It’s that simple.”


      Menou and the others had been preparing all along to fight Hakua Shirakami and win.


      “You’ve really gone and done it now,” Hakua muttered, trembling with rage.


      “You know, someone once told me…” Menou stuck out her tongue at the other girl. “…the best strategy in battle is whatever will annoy your opponent the most.”


      Hakua’s patience ran out with a nearly audible snap. Slowly, she raised her head.


      “…Did you really think I would give up just because the Starhusk’s stores ran out?” Hakua spoke coolly, anger still burning in her eyes. Her voice was quiet, but her words dripped with uncontainable fury. “The otherworld repatriation circle is still right there. If I simply use up all the materials left in this world, I can activate it at least one more time.”


      Master Flare had once told Menou what was required to use the Starhusk. It would take everything—the whole continent, the population, and all the Guiding Force remaining in this world—just to invoke otherworld repatriation.


      “You’ll regret this, Flarette.”


      Guiding Force surged from Hakua’s entire body.


      The real fight was about to begin. Menou readied her blade.


      “You’ve just forced my hand. It’s your fault I have to destroy this world.”


      The tension in the air was nearing its limit when Akari slowly stepped forward.


      Hakua paused, perhaps taken aback by her sudden, unguarded advance. It was clear Akari had no intention to attack. Still, she continued to close in on Hakua.


      The battle was about to begin, and Akari’s actions were so out of place that Hakua hesitated. The defenseless Akari walked the short distance between them, then stopped directly in front of Hakua and put a hand on her chest.


      “Hakua, please. Make a Guiding Force connection with me.”


      Hakua looked suspicious; she hadn’t expected this. Akari went on, trying to convey her earnest intentions.


      “I want to regain my memories of being in Japan with you. I want to know you from a thousand years ago, Hakua.”


      “…Don’t you realize what recovering those memories would mean?”


      Hakua’s question was directed more at Menou than at Akari. She was hoping to figure out her enemies’ intentions.


      A Guiding Force connection with Akari would only benefit Hakua. Normally, a mutual Guiding Force connection could only be performed between two people who trusted each other deeply. But since Hakua had already Blanched Akari’s soul once and dyed it with her own Guiding Force, in a conjuring sense, they were essentially one being. In theory, Hakua could even brainwash Akari with the Pure Concept of Ivory.


      But even without going so far, giving Akari access to her memories of Japan and an understanding of Hakua’s motivations for the past thousand years might still turn her against Menou.


      Her opponents were essentially offering to put Akari at Hakua’s mercy. There was no benefit in it for them. Naturally, Hakua was suspicious of a trap. She turned her gaze to Menou, as if to ask why she wasn’t stopping Akari’s reckless request.


      “I want Akari to regain her memories from Japan, too.”


      Menou wanted to respect Akari’s wishes and identity, so she was in favor of letting her recover her memories.


      This current Akari was incomplete. She was attached to Menou mainly because she’d been summoned to an unfamiliar world and lost her memories of her homeland. Although Akari insisted that wasn’t the case, she was missing a large portion of her memories. It only followed that she would cover for that loss with codependence.


      So Menou wanted Akari to regain her memories of Japan. Once Akari knew where she’d been born and raised, she would truly be herself. And even if that meant she didn’t choose Menou, that was an ending Menou was willing to accept.


      “Fine. But just so you know…” Hakua looked at their faces and ultimately concluded this was no trap. Then she placed a finger on Akari’s forehead. “What I’m about to share with you aren’t your own memories, Akari. They’re only what I remember about you.”


      “Yes, I understand that.” She nodded.


      Out of everyone here, Akari was the one person Hakua didn’t want to hurt. And so she let her Guiding Force flow into the other girl with no ill intentions in her heart.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Akari Tokitou—Invoke [Hakua Shirakami]


      Hakua’s memories flooded into Akari through the Guiding Force connection.
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      Hakua Shirakami’s life was inseparable from the hospital and its smell of disinfectant.


      Born in Tokyo, she was diagnosed with a congenital heart disease early in elementary school. From this young age, she was heavily restricted from exercise to keep her symptoms in check; she spent much of her childhood watching longingly as her friends ran around the schoolyard.


      Unfortunately, her condition worsened in middle school, and she frequently missed class. She passed her high school entrance exams but never went to class.


      The one small blessing in the frail girl’s life was that her family was relatively wealthy. Her parents spared no expense in the treatment of their only daughter. However, their budget was only so generous because both of them worked full-time jobs. They had to throw themselves into their work to keep their daughter alive, so by necessity, they hardly ever visited her in the hospital.


      Hakua could no longer attend school, even occasionally, and the distance between her and her parents only grew.


      Being hospitalized meant she was isolated from the rest of the world. The unique atmosphere of the hospital was the only home she knew. Once in a while, she let her mind wander back to the high school she was supposed to attend. What would happen to the seat intended for her? Was there a desk in the classroom that would have been hers, surrounded by classmates she’d never met? What did those classmates think when they saw her perpetually empty chair? Or perhaps the school had long since gotten rid of whatever seat had been reserved for her. After all, she’d never once come to school, and she had no prospects of attending in the future.


      Her private yearning for this school she had never seen was always crushed by negative thoughts. When she went on what short walks she was allowed within the hospital, she sometimes found herself thinking that she was born only to die. Would her life have any lasting effect on the world?


      That day, after she finished her check-in with the doctor, she gazed gloomily out the window at the sinking afternoon sun.


      Then, unexpectedly, there was a knock at the door.


      If it were one of the nurses, they would immediately say “excuse me” and come straight in. And her parents always let her know in advance when they were going to visit. Her friends from elementary or middle school had only come a few times, then stopped altogether. The well-intentioned strings of a thousand paper cranes they’d dutifully crafted and hung in her room remained only because she felt bad about throwing them away.


      “Um… Come in…?”


      Hakua was so accustomed to loneliness that her response came out in the form of a question. Had someone really come to visit her?


      But then the door burst merrily open.


      “Hey, nice to meetcha! You’re Hakua Shirakami, right?”


      It was a girl around her age with black hair that curled slightly at the ends. The unfamiliar visitor was wearing the sailor uniform from the high school Hakua was supposed to attend.


      “My name’s Akari Tokitou. I’m your classmate!”


      The girl who would become Hakua Shirakami’s first true friend introduced herself with a beaming smile.


      As Hakua opened her eyes, she realized she’d been dreaming.


      “…I guess I still miss those days, huh?”


      As she lay awake, she replayed the dream in her mind and scolded herself.


      There was nothing to be gained from losing herself in a dream. Hakua sat up, dragged herself out from her still-warm blankets, and looked at her reflection in the mirror.


      The hair she’d kept short when she was in Japan had now grown about as long as her one and only friend’s. Half-heartedly fixing her bedhead, Hakua looked out the window and squinted into the morning sun.


      Cars ran along the roads of a modern cityscape lined with a jumble of minimalistic buildings. The glow of Guiding Light from the energy powering the city flashed incessantly all around.


      The most striking element in this familiar view was a semitransparent floating sphere that was currently under construction.
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      “Nono and Gadou sure love huge projects.”


      As she rested a hand on the windowsill, a murmur escaped Hakua’s lips that was equal parts impressed and exasperated. As if the Star Memory and the Dragon Gate weren’t already big enough, this current project was on another scale entirely.


      It was a giant conjuring circle, the first of its kind, meant to send people back to the other world—the Starhusk.


      “It’s costing an awful lot of money, too. I really hope it works.”


      It had been several years since Hakua arrived in this world, and she had long since adjusted to life here. She checked the calendar on the wall to see her schedule for the day, then felt her heart grow heavy.


      “Right… I guess I have a Blanching today.”


      Remembering her role as the so-called Ivory hero, Hakua Shirakami heaved a sigh.


      In a pure white room, Hakua held a woman’s hand.


      The woman was in her thirties, with black hair, and was meeting Hakua for the first time. She wore an expression of faint hope, yet it was clear she was trying not to expect too much.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [Blanch]


      Hakua’s Ivory conjuring probed into the woman’s soul. Its target was the foreign body contained deep within: the Pure Concept that had attached to her when she arrived in this world.


      Hakua’s Blanch conjuring cleansed the Pure Concept in the woman’s soul, taking away its conjuring functions and leaving the rest of her soul unaltered.


      At the same time, the woman’s memories flooded into Hakua’s own soul.


      “…!”


      Hakua gritted her teeth as she felt the boundary between herself and the woman blur.


      When she used this conjuring to dispose of someone’s Pure Concept, her connection to the target’s soul caused their memories to flow into Hakua. She didn’t simply see those memories play out like a movie, either—she experienced all of it, including what the person had felt at the time. But she only had to bear this sensation for less than a minute.


      “…Done.” Hakua released the woman’s hand and smiled at her. “There’s no Pure Concept in your soul anymore.”


      Startled, the woman closed her eyes briefly. She was probably testing whether she could still use her Pure Concept.


      After a moment, tears began to run down her cheeks. They were tears of joy, not sorrow. She was crying with relief that she could no longer use the conjurings that had previously come naturally to her.


      Although Pure Concepts might initially seem like a convenient tool, allowing for the easy use of powerful conjurings, they were also very dangerous. Using them consumed one’s memories, until eventually one became a Human Error, a walking embodiment of the concept itself.


      The Japanese people summoned to this world despaired when they learned of their fate. But Hakua, who received the Pure Concept of Ivory, had discovered that her conjurings could put a stop to other people’s Pure Concepts. The use of Blanch, one of her many Ivory conjurings, could disable a Pure Concept imbued in someone else.


      “Oh, thank you. Thank you so, so much…!”


      Once the teary-eyed woman expressed her gratitude and left, Hakua exhaled.


      When they learned that there was a way to escape the terror of losing their memories and becoming a Human Error, Japanese people came to Hakua in droves, seeking salvation. Recently, one group had even started referring to her as the Ivory hero, which she found ridiculous.


      Still, there were only so many Japanese people in this world. As time went on, fewer and fewer came seeking the use of Blanch. This woman was the only one Hakua had to help that day.


      “…I know it needs to be done, but it’s still exhausting.”


      No matter how many times she did it, Hakua never got used to the feeling of other people’s memories invading her mind and spirit. If she wasn’t careful, she felt like she might lose sight of who she was.


      But Hakua was the only one who could do this. It was a necessary sacrifice to free the Japanese people summoned here from their Pure Concepts.


      Hakua didn’t mind helping those who asked for it. She understood very well their fears of losing their memories and becoming Human Errors. No doubt they felt the same way she had, alone in that clean white hospital room.


      If she could save them, she would. Because when she was in Japan, she couldn’t even save her only friend.


      So now that she had an ability capable of helping others, she felt it was her natural duty.


      Even so, she couldn’t deny that it was starting to wear her down a little. Lately, she’d begun to feel that other people expected too much of her. That absurd “hero” title was proof enough.


      “Hey, Hakua.”


      On her way back to her room after finishing her duty, someone called her name. Hakua winced.


      “Do you have a moment?”


      It was Nono Hoshizaki.


      This girl was born to be a con artist. Stars twinkled in her eyes as she smiled and waved at Hakua.


      Nono beckoned her into a room with four Japanese people, Hakua included.


      There was a girl in a white lab coat and glasses, a bulky boy nearly two meters tall, and a monolith floating in midair. Hakua looked around at the three of them, then knocked lightly on the monolith.


      “Hey, Gadou. Any chance you could let us see your face already?”


      Despite Hakua’s best smile, there was no response from the monolith. As usual, she didn’t seem inclined to participate in the conversation. The girl with the glasses grinned at this exchange.


      “Don’t bother, Hakua. Kaa is way too shy for that. Only her very best friend, aka me, has the honor of seeing— Augh?!”


      Evidently Gadou didn’t appreciate this statement. The monolith turned red and spouted flames, singeing Nono’s lab coat. The two of them had been working together since before Hakua met them, and she still couldn’t quite grasp their relationship.


      At any rate, all Hakua really needed Gadou to do was share information. It was perfectly normal for the mysterious girl not to take part in a meeting when she was preoccupied with her research.


      As Nono shrieked, the giant stared at Hakua.


      “What’s the matter, Ryuunosuke?” she asked.


      “Yuh.”


      “That’s not much of an answer…”


      “Yuh. Now what?”


      Despite his reticence, Hakua managed to figure out what he was trying to say.


      “I get it. You guys want to talk about what to do with the Pure Concept of that girl we recently saved, right?”


      Not long ago, Hakua and company had rescued a little girl named Maya Ooshima.


      A certain organization had been secretly summoning Otherworlders and doing illicit research on the Pure Concept of Evil. As soon as they discovered this, Hakua and Ryuunosuke broke into the facility and saved the girl. However, the problem turned out to be bigger than they’d bargained for.


      Normally, the next step would be for Hakua to use her ability to neutralize the girl’s Pure Concept. But this girl’s abilities were unlike any Hakua and the others had seen before.


      “I wouldn’t mess with it if I were you.” Nono spoke before Hakua could voice an opinion. “The Pure Concept of Evil is a rather unique case. It’s attached to her body, not just to her soul.”


      “Her Pure Concept is attached to her body…? How does that even work?”


      “Hakua. When you take on someone else’s Pure Concept, you receive at least some of their memories, don’t you?”


      Hakua nodded silently. Each time she used Blanch to dye someone else’s Pure Concept white, she accumulated that person’s knowledge and experience, too. She assumed that, because she was directly interacting with their souls, information simply made its way back to her through that connection.


      “I experimented a teensy bit. Based on the rate of Evil’s corruption, anything less than a complete Blanch would allow her Pure Concept to consume you. This is Kaa’s diagnosis, so you can count on it.”


      Hakua cast a sidelong glance at the floating monolith. “So what, you’re saying we should just let that little girl suffer? If we leave her Pure Concept alone, she’ll become a Human Error.”


      “Yuh. Calm down, Hakua.”


      As Hakua’s expression turned dark, Ryuunosuke stepped in to pacify her. Nono followed suit with a self-assured smirk.


      “Ryuunosuke’s right—do calm down, please. We can just use the Star Memory to keep her memories intact for now. Besides, the whole reason we’re building that thing is to solve the fundamental issue of Japanese people like us coming here.”


      The stars in Nono’s eyes sparkled as she pointed out the window at the under-construction Starhusk.


      The otherworld repatriation circle. That giant Guiding vessel that would decorate the sky like a star was to be their beacon of hope.


      “We’re going back. And not just the four of us. We’ll change this whole world so that any Japanese person who wants to go back can do so.”


      On one of the smallest islands of the Southern Archipelago Alliance, a woman stared at a pile of rubble in disbelief.


      “Oh, come on. They’ve gone and destroyed the whole thing.”


      She was looking at the wreckage of what was once a research facility studying the rare Pure Concept of Evil, acquired after dozens of summonings. Though they’d made sure to conduct their illegal research on a remote island far from civilization, that fact had ended up working against them. With no need to worry about hurting innocent civilians, their attackers had gone all out, resulting in the destruction before her.


      There were no bodies, at least. It really was miraculous that no one had died amid such utter devastation.


      “The Ivory hero, is it? See, this is why I hate Pure Concept users. You never know what they might do.”


      As she stood there grumbling, a portly man approached with a look of indignation.


      “Why, if it isn’t Kagarma.”


      “What is the meaning of this?!”


      The man interrupted her casual greeting to fly into a rage. His name was Kagarma Dartaros, and he was one of the investors funding this facility.


      “I handed over money for your inhumane experiments. So why, pray tell, is it all in ruins? What about the results that were supposed to save my daughter?!”


      “Ha-ha-ha. What nonsense are you spouting? You know you don’t have a daughter.”


      “Excuse me? I most certainly…” Kagarma started to retort, but the words died on his lips.


      She was right. Kagarma had never had a daughter. He had spent all his funds to save a daughter that didn’t exist.


      He clutched his head and stumbled backward. “Wait… Then why did I support such atrocities…?!”


      “I used part of myself to possess you and messed around with your memories a little. Thanks for working so hard for my sake.”


      Kagarma, still struggling with the inconsistencies in his memories, looked up in horror.


      “Damn you…!” He howled and charged at her, only to freeze mid-step.


      “You’re such a fool, Kagarma. I’ve already taken control of your body. What did I just tell you? I split off a piece of my spirit and used it to possess you. Unless you use a powerful conjuring to purify your spirit, you’ll never be free again.” The woman who had no body of her own wore a thin, cold smile.


      By dividing her own spirit and possessing others, she had spread herself throughout the world. Though it was the only conjuring she could use, it was more than enough for her.


      “Oh well. We did get something out of it, at least.”


      She snapped her fingers, and the nearby humans surrounded and restrained Kagarma. Like him, they were vessels possessed by her spirit. The experiments with Evil had created living puppets with no free will.


      “You see, it seems that once the spirit in a body has been consumed, it can no longer withstand having Evil transplanted into it. I want an immortal body, but my Possession is a Primary Color conjuring, too, I’m afraid. Since they don’t fare well against Original Sin conjurings, my Possession just gets swallowed whole. And so, Kagarma. Even though you’re a successful test subject, you can’t serve as my base body. It’s such a shame, really.”


      “What do you intend to do?”


      “Listen. I’m not like that pathetic stand-in for the main personality. Even now, she’s working away, duplicating and sacrificing herself to support the true self’s conjuring. I won’t end up like her.”


      The woman curled her lips and went on about something Kagarma didn’t understand. Ultimately, she wasn’t really speaking to him.


      “You know, I really do count myself lucky to be in this world. Back on Earth, we were all cramped into one body. But now I’m free of her. I can stand on my own, as my own person. And so…I don’t need the original Ran Gadou anymore.” The woman muttered to herself as she put her hand on Kagarma’s forehead. “If I want to beat someone who can create a world, I have to become powerful enough to destroy worlds.”


      There was affection in her twisted smile—it held the kindness to accept all and, at the same time, the stubbornness to keep going no matter what.


      With a normal human life span, she’d never be able to catch up to the Pure Concept of Vessel. That was why she was performing experiments to create an immortal body. Unfortunately, this round of research hadn’t worked out in her favor.


      “And Evil has the potential to do just that. So I need to get that child back to serve as a cornerstone in my plan to destroy my dear original self.”


      She intended to go north. That was where the most skilled Pure Concept holders in the world were currently gathered. Guardian set her sights on the city there—one steadily developing, thanks to the power of Otherworlders.


      Hakua was with Maya, eating yakisoba at a street food stall.


      “I know this is supposed to be another world,” she said, “but the food is awfully similar.”


      “Yeah, well. Since Japanese cuisine is so good, they modeled most of theirs after it.”


      “Hmm.”


      They sat in the cramped seats in front of the stall, enjoying their meal.


      Since Maya had been treated as a test subject from the moment she was summoned from Japan, this must have been her first outing in a long time.


      “Do you feel all right? Let me know if anything seems off.”


      “You’re such a worrywart, Hakua. I’m perfectly fine.” Maya pouted around a mouthful of yakisoba.


      She was only about ten years old, but she probably didn’t enjoy being treated like a child. Still, from Hakua’s point of view, she was exactly that. The way Maya acted so mature and coolheaded for her age only made Hakua want to spoil her even more.


      “C’mere, Maya. You’ve got sauce on your face.”


      “What? Where? …Hey!”


      Hakua wiped the tip of Maya’s nose.


      After finishing their food and paying the bill, the pair left the stall.


      “So, Hakua…” As they walked side by side, Maya looked up at Hakua with the innocent eyes of a child. “When will I be able to go home?”


      Hakua couldn’t answer right away. If someone had asked her that question right after she’d arrived in this world, she probably would have told them she wanted to know the same thing. If they’d asked a few years later, after she’d grown used to being here, she might have suggested they give up on ever going home.


      But now Hakua could give a different answer entirely.


      “Don’t worry. Just look at that.” Hakua put one hand on Maya’s head and used the other to point upward.


      Above them floated an enormous sphere. It was semitransparent, showing the sky on the other side.


      “See, Gadou—a friend of ours—is building that right now. We can’t go back to Japan yet, but this is the first step to making it happen.”


      “Wow…” Maya looked up in awe, then nodded. “You and your friends are amazing, Hakua.”


      “Nah, I haven’t really done much. It’s mostly Nono and Gadou.”


      Of the four of them, the holder of the Pure Concept of Vessel had contributed the most to the city’s development. While Hakua was from the Reiwa era, Gadou had been summoned from even further in the future—the twenty-second century, in fact. She could produce incredibly advanced technology with her conjurings.


      Nono supported her efforts and was so influential that she was well known throughout the city. After all, she used her powers to predict the likely effects of Gadou’s inventions. Combined with her silver tongue and the ability to unabashedly lie to people, she had secured many sponsors for their efforts.


      This unstoppable duo was moving full speed ahead. Using their combined skills to attract capital and to fund their projects, they had begun building both the Starhusk in the sky and an advanced city space underground.


      “Gadou’s one thing, but I don’t know about that Nono person,” Hakua continued. “She’s always scheming as soon as you take your eyes off her.”


      “Oh yeah?”


      Honestly, even Hakua wasn’t sure what Nono was trying to do these days. “The only really reliable one is Ryuunosuke.”


      Hakua narrowed her eyes, wondering if she needed to put a stop to whatever Nono was plotting before she screwed something else up. Just then, her communication device alerted her to a call—from none other than Nono herself.


      “Hello. What’s up?”


      “Do you have a moment, Hakua? It’s somewhat urgent.”


      Hakua’s face hardened at Nono’s uncharacteristically serious tone.


      “A murder investigation?”


      “That’s right. I’m afraid there’s a serial killer on the loose in the city who’s already claimed several victims with the same methods.”


      Once Hakua had returned to the base, Nono explained the situation.


      “I mean… Yeah, it sounds horrible.” Hakua hesitated, her brow furrowed. “But why would I get involved with all that?”


      The city where they had made their base was located in the center of the northern continent and was originally a desolate town. In the few years since Hakua and the others had arrived, it had developed at an unnatural rate and now boasted a population of millions. While it was relatively safe, not everything was perfect. There was a dark side to the rapid growth, if you knew where to look.


      The city had an organization that investigated crimes, however. And while Hakua was technically one of the city’s top brass, dealing with murders and other serious offenses was not part of her responsibilities.


      “Apparently, the culprit is a Pure Concept user.”


      “Ah…” Hakua’s expression sobered.


      Pure Concept conjurings were very powerful. That explained why her help was needed. But Nono’s next words, dripping with sarcasm, caught her off guard.


      “And so our fair city’s wise and noble law enforcement has requested that we hand over Maya as a possible suspect.”


      “Excuse me?” Hakua’s eyebrows nearly shot off her forehead. “Sorry, what? I don’t follow. Why would they think Maya’s involved?”


      Someone was committing murders in the city, and the culprit was a Pure Concept holder. Hakua understood that much. She had never assumed that all Japanese people summoned to this world were pure of heart. It wasn’t surprising that a person would get drunk on their new powers and turn to a life of crime.


      But she couldn’t figure out why the city’s law enforcement would suspect Maya.


      There weren’t many Pure Concept users, but a few existed in every nation. Since summonings occurred naturally on a regular basis, there were likely Japanese people around who no one even knew about.


      Although Maya’s power was very dangerous, she was only an innocent child. Hakua couldn’t imagine her committing any crime, much less murder.


      Nono shrugged her shoulders, seeming to agree. “See for yourself.”


      “What the…?”


      Nono handed Hakua some photos, and when Hakua saw them, she immediately understood why the authorities wanted Maya.


      The victims were grotesquely deformed. Each time she looked at a new photo, the furrow between Hakua’s eyebrows deepened.


      “You get it, don’t you?” said Nono. “These wounds are clearly a product of Evil.”


      Maya was the first person to appear with the Pure Concept of Evil. It had never emerged as a Human Error; she was the only one who could use the conjurings that made sacrifices to summon Evil from the underworld.


      And now victims of Original Sin conjurings, which only Maya could use, had appeared in the same city where she lived. It was only natural that the investigators would want to take Maya into custody.


      But of course Hakua didn’t suspect Maya for even a moment. “This must be the work of the people we rescued her from.”


      “I’d say so. Although it’s not much of a twist.”


      “Why does there need to be a twist?”


      Hakua glared at Nono, who simply smiled back brightly. Perhaps Nono, who was quite twisted herself, had a hard time accepting straightforward arguments.


      Maya’s Pure Concept of Evil was very rare. On top of that, much to Hakua and the others’ surprise, it had an unusual propensity for consuming Gadou’s Pure Concept of Vessel conjurings. If someone used a piece of Maya’s body, even cultivated cells, they could easily cause major damage to the city.


      “…This could be really bad,” said Hakua. “Practically the whole city is made out of Gadou’s conjurings.”


      “Kaa’s conjurings are just so convenient. There was never any reason to avoid them before.”


      It was largely thanks to Gadou’s Pure Concept of Vessel conjurings that this once barren land was now the greatest conjuring city in the world. Primary Color conjurings could produce almost unlimited inorganic matter. And with Gadou’s vast knowledge, she could single-handedly build a conjured factory that automatically mass-produced useful materials and objects.


      The Dragon Gate, which allowed instantaneous long-distance travel, and the Star Memory, which could store and supply memories, were especially revolutionary. The former had reshaped the distribution of goods in this world, while the latter had saved many Japanese people who were summoned.


      But now it had a new natural enemy in the form of Evil.


      If Maya’s monsters were to attack Gadou’s structures, they could easily destroy everything. It was a fatal weakness that had never existed before.


      More power meant more enemies. For those who saw Hakua and company’s sudden rise over the past few years as a threat, this was a way to bring down their city’s defenses. They might even plot to turn Maya into a Human Error, making Original Sin conjurings ubiquitous.


      “All right,” said Hakua. “I’ll look into it.”


      The culprit was deliberately drawing their attention. This was almost certainly a trap. And that was all the more reason to send someone strong enough to face the evil scheme head-on.


      “Hakua.” As she was about to leave, Nono called out to her. “Be careful. Don’t forget you’ve got unique conjurings, too.”


      Ivory, Star, Vessel, and Evil.


      Of all the known Japanese people in this world’s history, no one holding one of these four concepts had ever become a Human Error. That meant their powers couldn’t be used as ordinary conjurings; they only existed in the individual who held the Pure Concept.


      Conversely, if these four became Human Errors, then fragments of their powerful Pure Concepts would become available to the entire world.


      The powerful schemers who summoned Japanese people into this world didn’t do so in order to have them use their Pure Concepts. They meant to turn those Japanese people into Human Errors, then eliminate them so that their given conjuring concept would become ubiquitous.


      As history unfolded and human rights were established, the summonings went on undeterred, even after they were forbidden. That was why Hakua and the other summoned Japanese people had worked together to build this city.


      But perhaps it had grown a little too large.


      “You’ll need to be cautious, even if that means killing them on sight,” said Nono. “You and Ryuunosuke tend to be too soft, even though you’re strong.”


      “I could say the same about you. For all your sneaky tricks, you’re really weak. You’d better be careful.”


      “True, all my ability does is make my eyes cuter. It wouldn’t suit anyone but the magical girl genius Nono, you know? So I don’t intend to hand Star over to anyone else.” Nono pointed at the star-shaped Guiding Light in her eyes and grinned mischievously. “By the way, Hakua, I don’t think I’ve ever asked you before. Why do you want to go back to Japan?”


      It had been nearly five years since Hakua arrived in this world. That was plenty of time to give up hope. But a part of her heart was still in Japan, even now.


      “I have regrets, that’s why.” She wasn’t able to save her friend. “See, my body was really weak back then.”


      Hakua was sickly for most of her life. In fact, she was still sick even now. She was just using Guiding Enhancement to force her feeble body to function.


      “Oh,” said Nono. “So you were more like ‘poor sickly Hakua,’ huh?”


      “Could you not joke about this right now?”


      “Yeah, that was a little much even for me. Sorry.”


      Hakua didn’t appreciate her illness being treated like a fun character trait. Nono bowed apologetically.


      “But then…,” Hakua continued, “there was this girl who came to visit me in the hospital.”


      At first, she’d assumed the girl had only dropped by out of curiosity. Her classmates from elementary school had quickly stopped coming, after all. Even the visits from her parents held a hint of obligation, like they might just be keeping up appearances.


      And yet the girl named Akari Tokitou came to visit her several times a week.


      “She was really cheerful and nice. She’s the only person I would ever call a true friend.”


      “Huh? What about me?” said Nono, pointing at herself insistently.


      “Are you my friend, Nono? Do you really believe that?”


      Hakua brushed her off and continued talking about her memories from Japan.


      At first, she’d braced herself for the visits to stop right away, but soon Hakua started to truly look forward to Akari’s arrival. Still, she couldn’t quell her anxiety, and eventually, she simply came out and asked her: Why did Akari keep coming to visit?


      “Why? Because you’re my friend, Hakua!”


      Hakua would never forget Akari’s sincerity in that moment.


      “And because it’s fun talking to you,” she went on. “Thanks for always hanging out with me.”


      Hakua was sure she would always remember Akari’s words and her bright smile.


      Eventually, Hakua started to nurture the hope of going to school with Akari one day. She even dreamed about it at night.


      “But after a certain point, I could tell she was coming to my hospital room to escape.”


      Sometimes, when Akari would visit, her expression would cloud over, and Hakua had a feeling she knew why. Not long before, Akari had abruptly stopped talking about school.


      Hakua’s body was slowly recovering by then, and she did her best to speed up the process. When the doctor told her she might soon return to school, she was hopeful that she could be Akari’s ally in the classroom.


      But just before that happened, Hakua was summoned here.


      “I think I could help her a lot more now,” she said.


      What had Akari thought when she’d arrived at her haven—Hakua’s hospital room—and found it empty? The thought made Hakua’s chest ache, even now.


      She’d built up a lot of experience in this world. If she could go back with her new memories, she was sure she could save Akari.


      “I see. So you want to do a sort of ‘new game plus’ situation with your youth, eh?”


      “Were you even listening to me?” Hakua glared at Nono, extra annoyed because she couldn’t quite deny it.


      When it came down to it, Nono was right. Hakua wanted to return—to the day she vanished from Japan, and to that peaceful time with Akari. She wanted to take it all back.


      Although she’d used her Pure Concept of Ivory to save many other Japanese people, the title she’d earned was starting to weigh heavily on her. Honestly, she was getting a little tired of being a savior.


      “Well, why do you want to go back, Nono? You and Gadou seem to be having a grand old time in this world as far as I can tell.”


      “Hmm? I don’t want to go back to Japan.”


      “What?”


      Hakua had assumed Nono must miss her friends and family. Her answer came as a shock.


      “Me and Kaa just want to make a means of going back. The real value is in the process of creating the path to return—the outcome is just a bonus.”


      “That’s an odd reason.” Hakua cocked her head.


      Nono seemed unbothered; perhaps she’d expected this reaction. She pointed proudly at the stars in her eyes. “You know, when you can see the future, you can find answers to questions that don’t even exist yet.”


      “What does that mean, exactly?”


      “As you know, conjurings come into being in this world after a summoned Pure Concept turns into a Human Error.”


      “Yes, I’m aware.” That was exactly what Nono had just warned her about.


      “Which means there are conjurings in this world that don’t exist yet. People that have yet to become Human Errors, concepts that have yet to be summoned. My future vision can predict which conjurings will one day become ubiquitous and prepare solutions to problems that haven’t even arisen yet.”


      “…But we don’t have any use for those now, right? So what’s the point?”


      “Someone else will use them when the time comes.”


      Nono gave a knowing grin. She must be thinking of the moment when a time bomb only she knew about would go off.


      In other words, she was cooking up schemes that were currently useless. As usual, Hakua thought with a sigh.


      “Well, focus on getting the repatriation circle ready for now, please,” she said.


      “I know, I know. First, we’ll get it to send and summon, even if the process is only one way. I’m hoping eventually we’ll be able to continuously connect two worlds. Heh-heh. I wonder what that will do to each world’s timeline? The time conjuring system—the Pure Concept of Time—hasn’t arrived quite yet. Or maybe there won’t be any time conjurings. Could that power be beyond the limits of the system?”


      “Isn’t that a silly question, considering that you can see the future?”


      “All my ability really does is calculate outcomes with extreme precision. And that only works because of Kaa. My Star eyes saw potential in Kaa, after all.”


      “Gadou, huh…”


      “I don’t like your tone. If you’ve got a complaint about Kaa, you can say it to my face!”


      “I mean, doesn’t Gadou kind of hate your guts, Nono? She just puts up with you because your Pure Concept of Star works well with hers. In fact, she might just be using you.”


      “That’s definitely not true!”


      Perhaps Nono already knew, deep down. Her shriek of protest, much louder than necessary, rang hollow.


      No matter how much Hakua and the others developed their city, they couldn’t get rid of poverty entirely.


      By now, it was undoubtedly the most advanced settlement in the world. Thanks to the power of Guiding Force, it could even be described as futuristic. But there was a dark side to this development. Illegal neighborhoods had formed on the outskirts.


      Even though it was the middle of the day, there were no signs of activity on the main street. Squatters lived in the mostly abandoned buildings; tens of thousands of people spent their days in areas like these. There were some who couldn’t afford to pay rent, others who weren’t legal residents in the first place, and even dens of criminals involved in shady dealings. Though they, too, lived in this city, the blessings of Pure Concepts did not touch their lives.


      When Hakua stepped out of the car, men in unkempt clothes slinked out of the shadows and approached her. Perhaps they saw how well-dressed she was and thought they could get money out of her. They appeared to be total amateurs who couldn’t even use Guiding Enhancement. Just as Hakua was getting ready to deal with them, they were suddenly knocked away.


      “Yuh, Hakua.” Ryuunosuke peered out the car window. His outstretched hand looked like he’d just unleashed a forehead flick.


      This was an expansion phenomenon using Guiding Enhancement. He’d put power into his right hand and flicked his finger outward to repel the men approaching Hakua.


      “You good alone?” he asked.


      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Besides, there’s not much you could do in such tight quarters.”


      Ryuunosuke fell silent. Powerful as he was, he couldn’t control his strength. His last attack had been the smallest show of force he was capable of. His power simply wasn’t suited to a street fight.


      “All right, I’m off,” said Hakua. “Hang out with Maya if she gets lonely, yeah?”


      “Yuh.”


      Hakua waved to Ryuunosuke and walked into what was basically a slum.


      At times like these, she realized how useless her and the others’ abilities really were. For all their combined strength, they couldn’t change how people lived. Hakua and Ryuunosuke were better suited to battle, but even with a versatile ability like Gadou’s that could produce anything, they still couldn’t save everyone.


      Or perhaps if they weren’t pouring so many resources into the goal of getting back to their own world, they could give the residents here a better life.


      “…Maybe it’s none of our business.” Hakua’s lips twitched as she looked around.


      The people here weren’t all apathetic, by any means. She saw laundry hung out to dry and bars open for business with signboards on display. Occasionally, she heard children laughing or women chattering merrily.


      These slum dwellers were living their own lives. Hakua knew better than to pity people without knowing their stories.


      But the source of the monster outbreak was somewhere around here.


      Hakua closed her eyes and let Guiding Force flow through her body.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [White Fog]


      A fine mist emitted from Hakua’s body. Though it was far from natural, it looked like ordinary fog. The thin white cloud spread silently, mingling with the morning haze.


      This fog was a kind of barrier, and Hakua could clearly discern anything that went on within its borders.


      “…Found it.”


      Locating her target was easy. The Pure Concept of Evil gave off a presence unlike any other kind of conjuring. Keeping track of her target within the fog barrier, Hakua used Guiding Enhancement. Guiding Light glowed all around her body as she rushed to the location.


      Although she had thickened the fog to hide herself as she went, after a certain point, people began springing out of the shadows to stop her. Sensing their presence before they even moved, Hakua was able to calmly use a conjuring.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [White Thread]


      “Huh?!”


      “Dammit!”


      White string shot out of Hakua’s hands, wrapping around her would-be attackers and sending them tumbling to the ground.


      White Thread was one of Hakua’s most frequently used conjurings, since it was relatively easy to control its strength, unlike many of her Pure Concept’s powerful abilities.


      None of the enemies managed to avoid her attack completely amid the fog. Hakua broke through their defenses with ease and entered the ruins of a building.


      In the room where she sensed Evil’s presence she found an ordinary-looking woman. Under different circumstances, she might easily pass for a housewife out on a shopping trip. She certainly didn’t have the presence of a fighter, which made it even stranger that there was a sword in her hand.


      “I’ll be damned…,” she said. “Looks like those thugs I hired to keep watch were no use at all.”


      At the woman’s feet was a strange lump of flesh. It was a source of Evil that had probably been cut off from Maya and cultivated. This woman was without a doubt the culprit Hakua was looking for.


      “So they sent Hakua Shirakami? Hmm, not too shabby.”


      The enemy already knew her identity. Hakua made sure to be extra cautious as she addressed the woman. “You must be connected with the researchers who captured Maya.”


      “Not at all… Would you believe me if I said that?”


      “Of course not.”


      It was probably pointless to question her. Careful not to draw the target’s attention, Hakua sent White Thread through the walls of the room, weaving a web around her.


      “I won’t ask for all the details,” she said, “but I’d appreciate it if you at least told me your name. It’ll be more convenient when I hand you over if I have something to call you.”


      “Call me Guardian.”


      “Got it. You can explain the rest from the comfort of your cell.”


      Hakua had strung her thread all across the walls, ceiling, and floor. All she had to do was give a sharp tug to tie up the woman and bring the case to a close.


      But before Hakua could twitch her fingers, the woman’s blade shone with Guiding Light.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Dimension Blade, Crest—Invoke [Rupture]


      The walls of the room split apart.


      With a swing of her sword, the woman had slashed up Hakua’s White Thread and the walls along with it. Hakua was shocked that the blade was sharp enough to slice through her sturdy thread, and even more surprised that a single swing had yielded multiple slashes and cut down the entire room around them.


      “Heh. Isn’t this sword fascinating?” said Guardian. “It’s the Dimension Blade—it cuts through space itself.”


      No ordinary conjuring could interfere with space in such a way. Hakua was stunned into silence as Guardian stroked her sword fondly.


      “The truth is, this sword is actually a Human Error of a sort. The holder of the Pure Concept of Blade, who was summoned a rather long time ago, transformed into this sword after becoming a Human Error. Ever since, it’s turned whomever holds its hilt into a merciless killer and drunk the blood of their countless victims.”


      Guardian ran her tongue along the edge of the blade, which she claimed was once a summoned Japanese person.


      “Though Human Errors are known for losing their humanity and running rampant, it’s really very rare for their physical bodies to transform like this. Perhaps this weapon’s predecessor had a deep fondness for katanas or something.”


      “…So are you saying you’re just a victim of the Human Error of Blade? That would make things easy, since all we’d have to do is take that dangerous sword away.”


      “Certainly not. It was a crest conjuring that cut those threads of yours, was it not?” Guardian’s grin reflected in her blade. “Human Error or not, this thing had some nerve trying to control my spirit. So to put it in its place, I crushed the original concept Blade’s personality and carved a crest into what was left. Heh, the conjurings in this world really are very convenient for me.”


      Hakua would have to go all out.


      Facing Guardian and the sword that was once the Pure Concept of Blade, Hakua let Guiding Light surround her body.


      This enemy could even bend a Human Error to her will; Hakua needed to focus completely on fighting her. Although White Thread was her preferred conjuring, it was ultimately just for restraint. With the full power of her Pure Concept of Ivory, she should be able to handle even attacks that could cut through space.


      But then Guardian made an unexpected proposal.


      “So now that I’ve proven that I won’t be captured so easily… shall we talk things out?”


      Hakua was thrown for a loop, her resolve to crush her enemy shaken. “…What are you playing at?”


      “Exactly what I said. Let’s have a real conversation, shall we? I’m not your enemy.”


      “A conversation, you say? After all you’ve done?”


      There was fury in Hakua’s voice as images of the deformed corpses of this woman’s victims flashed through the back of her mind. She had no intention of talking things out with someone who had so little respect for human lives. But Guardian’s smirk only widened in the face of her anger.


      “Ha-ha. You don’t even know that you’re being betrayed, do you?”


      “…What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Here, take this.” Guardian held out a video storage medium. “Once you watch it, you’ll realize we’re on the same side.”


      “What a ridiculous notion.” Hakua narrowed her eyes.


      No matter what was in the video, the fact remained that Guardian was connected to the researchers who captured and tormented Maya. Hakua could find out the details after she’d captured this criminal.


      “I suppose you would say that, wouldn’t you?”


      In response to Hakua’s obvious hostility, Guardian did something even more surprising: She threw her sword out the window. Hakua was so taken aback by her opponent abandoning her only weapon that she froze for a second.


      “Either way, I’m not getting caught.” As soon as she finished her sentence, the woman lost consciousness.


      “What?!” Startled, Hakua nonetheless caught the collapsing woman.


      Her pulse was normal. There was no disturbance in her Guiding Force. And yet Hakua could tell that Guardian’s presence had completely vanished from within her.


      Hakua glanced out the window and saw someone running away with the fallen sword in hand. While some might assume the figure was an ally, Hakua came to a different conclusion entirely.


      “Is she possessing other people with her spirit…?”


      As she murmured this unbelievable possibility, Hakua looked back toward the unconscious woman. Lying next to her was the video storage medium Guardian had left behind.


      Hakua hesitated over whether to watch it at all.


      It might be some kind of trap, or at the very least a fake. The rational thing to do would be to hand it over to the authorities and let them investigate it.


      But something about Guardian’s words nagged at her.


      She could simply find out for herself first and then consult the others. With that thought in mind, she played the footage back in her room.


      The first thing that appeared on the screen was an otherworld summoning ceremony.


      Although some minor details differed, Hakua recognized the sealed dome structure. She’d destroyed several of them, and before that, she herself was summoned to this world in a similar ceremonial hall.


      Perhaps this video was proof that someone was summoning Otherworlders. As Hakua’s mind raced ahead, she realized that something was off.


      The ceremonial hall for the summoning was in a dome shape. Hakua didn’t understand the theory too deeply, since she used her conjurings with a Pure Concept, but apparently this was considered a stabilizing setup in conjuring theory. Yet while the top of the ceremonial hall in the video was dome-shaped as usual, the bottom part was different.


      It was some kind of filtration device filled with pure white liquid.


      Hakua recognized it at once as the liquid produced by her Blanch conjuring. Distantly, she remembered that a long time ago, the top brass of the city had requested she provide some of that liquid for research and analysis.


      The hall was set up so that the summoned person would fall into the liquid.


      A scream rose up. A summoned man’s body was melting away before he could even understand what was happening. And it wasn’t just one person. At regular intervals, people were being repeatedly summoned and melted down. One after another, living human beings were thrown into the blast furnace-like device.


      This wasn’t a means of acquiring Pure Concept powers. Nor was it a matter of turning people into Human Errors so that their Pure Concepts would create new kinds of conjurings.


      The device was automatically and efficiently churning summoned Japanese people into raw Guiding Force.


      How many people had been sacrificed like this?


      The video panned out and shifted from a view of the facility’s interior to one showing its exterior. Then it abruptly came to an end.


      Hakua stared vacantly at the black screen. She recognized the facility shown at the end of the video. Standing up unsteadily, she staggered over to the window.


      In the distance stood a familiar white spire.


      It was the Guiding Force facility that supplied the energy for the city they lived in.


      Suddenly, Hakua felt sick. She ran to the washbasin and vomited, emptying her stomach.


      She and her companions were connected to that facility. It was one of the first structures Gadou had built.


      The intercom buzzed, and a person waiting at the door showed on the accompanying screen. Hakua recognized them. It was a man who worked in this building.


      But she was in no state to answer him right now. Hakua started to turn away to pretend she wasn’t home.


      “How did you like the video I gave you?”


      Hakua’s eyes widened. “Guardian…?”


      “As you can see, I’m very good at getting into places.”


      She was possessing someone else’s spirit. With that ability, she could probably infiltrate any place, so long as there were people there.


      Hakua wasn’t about to let her in. However, she’d lost the will to capture her.


      “Was that footage real?” she asked.


      “If you don’t want to believe me, that’s fine.” On the other side of the intercom, Guardian smirked. “You can find out for yourself, right?”


      With that, the video feed cut off.


      As it turned out, the footage was real.


      Hakua huddled at the center of the facility’s shattered remains, hugging her knees to her chest.


      When she’d charged into the building, its supervisor had shouted, “What else were we supposed to do?!”


      The more the city’s population multiplied, the greater their need for Guiding Force. The earthen vein, a natural source of energy, was running dry. A massive amount of Guiding Force was required to support this great city and develop it even further.


      So they needed a way to supply it, the supervisor insisted. They needed raw materials—something that held far more Guiding Force than a normal person, and that could invoke conjurings capable of affecting the world. Those materials were called Otherworlders.


      Hakua couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


      Once Guiding Force technology had become sufficiently advanced and ordinary conjuring was almost on par with Pure Concepts, the people of this world had conveniently decided to stop viewing those from Japan as humans. They ignored their bodies, souls, spirits, and even Pure Concepts, summoning them purely for the Guiding Force they could provide.


      How many people know what goes on in this place? Hakua absently wondered, blood spattered all over her skin and clothes.


      Though she hated to imagine it, surely this wasn’t the only facility carrying out that horrible process. If there was one such facility, there must be others, too.


      There was no way Maya could know about it. She’d been held captive until recently. And Ryuunosuke must be clueless, too… Or was he? No, there was no way. Hakua found it hard to believe that he would ever support something like this. But the mastermind must be among the city’s top brass—the people she’d thought of as allies. The supervisor she’d sliced up earlier couldn’t possibly have built this facility alone.


      But most of all…there was no way that Nono and Gadou didn’t know.


      Between Nono’s information-gathering capabilities and Gadou’s prowess with conjuring technology, they couldn’t possibly have overlooked the existence of this facility. Worse, it made logical sense to assume that they’d led the way in developing it.


      Hakua raised her head. The Starhusk floated above, still under construction.


      Had they done all this just to get enough Guiding Force to build that thing?


      Hakua felt nausea rising in her throat again. But this time, there was nothing left in her stomach to vomit.
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      “You look upset, Hakua.”


      Hakua stopped dry heaving long enough to look up at the source of the voice.


      It was one of the facility’s workers, apparently possessed. For some reason, even with a different appearance every time, Guardian had a unique air that was easy to identify.


      “Well? As the Ivory hero, surely it’s your duty to dispose of the mastermind behind these evil deeds, yes?”


      “Oh…yeah.”


      She was right. The crime of building this awful facility was unforgivable. The people involved had to pay the price. Someone would have to punish them.


      Wait… Me?


      It all felt so unreal that Hakua’s mind went blank. She lost the will to move.


      Guardian put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. “I understand you’re in shock over being betrayed.”


      “But…”


      She didn’t know for sure yet. Maybe it was all a misunderstanding. Maybe there were extenuating circumstances that had left them no other choice.


      “Listen, Hakua. If it’s too hard, why don’t I come with you?” Guardian peered into Hakua’s eyes with an expression of sincere concern. “My conjuring can affect the spirit. Of course, I know this sort of thing gives a nasty impression. But you know, since it messes with the mind, it can also heal trauma and emotional wounds that would otherwise be difficult to treat.”


      As Hakua’s better judgment faltered, Guardian whispered honeyed words into her ear.


      “So just let me Possess you.”


      Hakua’s eyes wavered with hesitation.


      She didn’t agree, of course. As a conjurer, Hakua knew full well how dangerous it was to let someone else touch her mind and spirit.


      But the weakness she showed in that moment was all Guardian needed.


      Guiding Force: Merge Materials—Paint Adhesion, Pure Concept [Vessel]—Invoke [Possession]


      Both of their hearts began to pound rapidly at the same time.


      “…!”


      The woman collapsed to the ground just as Hakua felt a strange impact strike her.


      The attack pushed through the surface of her consciousness to the inner spirit connected to Hakua’s soul. Guardian, in spirit form, was filling her mind at a terrifying speed.


      “Oh-ho…”


      The sneering murmur came from Hakua’s own lips.


      Her opponent’s spirit was already inside her. Now Hakua could understand her foe.


      Guardian was reading her mind and taking in her personality. Hakua could feel her inner self being rearranged even as she watched. Her memories and the emotions surrounding them were being read and transferred. Guardian pushed harder, trying to wrestle Hakua’s inner world into submission in order to take over her body fully.


      Hakua fought back against the sensation that she was becoming someone else.


      “You’re…resisting, eh? Too bad… I have the advantage—in a mental battle…!”


      Hakua grimaced. Guardian’s spirit was trying to overwrite Hakua’s personality with her own. She was trying to fuse with Hakua and steal control.


      But Hakua could still move. She pointed a finger at her own heart.


      Guiding Force: Connect—


      “Wait, you wouldn’t…”


      Now it was Guardian who faltered. For a moment, her grip loosened. Hakua clenched her teeth.


      —Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—


      “Stop! I get it, you win, I’ll leave.”


      Guardian used Hakua’s own voice to protest in panic, but Hakua had no reason to believe her.


      In this assimilated state, it was crystal clear to Hakua. Guardian would never keep a promise to her. She would gladly use, discard, or steal anything if it brought her closer to her goal.


      “Wait! I can’t end like this, I have to—”


      —Invoke [Blanch]


      Hakua used the Blanch conjuring on her own soul, and on Guardian contained within it.


      She was lucky to regain consciousness before the cold assailing her body turned into pain.


      “…Nngh.”


      Hakua groaned and cracked her eyes open. Withered weeds appeared in her blurred vision. She felt the sensation of sand against her cheek. Evidently, she had been lying unconscious on the ground. Hakua twisted her body and felt a tingling pain akin to numbness run through her.


      “Oof, that hurts… What happened to me…?”


      As she sat up, she searched her memories and was surprised to find that she didn’t remember anything from before she passed out.


      Her head ached; the boundaries around her sense of self were dissolving. The countless memories she’d absorbed from other people were starting to mingle with her own. Her mind and spirit swirled chaotically inside her.


      “I’m… We’re not… No, that’s right. I’m…Hakua.”


      As Hakua tried to hang on to her identity, she noticed a woman standing in front of her.


      “This is quite a mess you’ve made, Ivory one.”


      Hakua gazed blankly at the other person.


      Oddly enough, she didn’t feel any hostility toward her. And the sentiment seemed to be mutual. This was someone with whom she’d merged spirits and shared a part of her soul.


      “It’s certainly interesting, though, I’ll give you that. I wonder if it’s because you absorbed a part of me. It seems like you’d already taken in a lot of other people’s memories before I ever entered you… Have they consumed you now?”


      At this point, Hakua understood Guardian’s actions as clearly as if they were her own.


      Right before Hakua’s conjuring hit, Guardian had separated a part of herself and escaped into the body now standing before Hakua.


      But Guardian had been weakened; she was a shadow of her former self. The majority of her spirit had lost its information to Hakua’s Blanch conjuring and mingled with Hakua’s spirit. Guardian was just barely hanging on to her own identity.


      “……”


      Hakua stood up, swaying on her feet.


      “Where are you going?” asked Guardian. “What will you do?”


      Hakua stopped and turned around. “…You can do as you please with Gadou.”


      Because she’d fused with Guardian, Hakua was now certain. That video was no lie, nor was it part of some plot by Guardian.


      “I’m going to take down the Star.”


      Hakua started walking. She would take responsibility for what she’d started.


      “…Dammit.”


      Guardian scowled as she watched Hakua leave, then she took off, too.


      This was an unexpected blunder. Her intention was to use Evil conjurings to cause chaos and to attract the attention of Ran Gadou’s companions. Then she would take over their minds one at a time.


      Instead, she’d wound up creating a fusion between herself and Hakua. Most of the Vessel abilities she used to maintain her own spirit while possessing someone else had now been absorbed into Hakua.


      But in a way, she’d also eliminated one possible threat.


      “It’s not over… Not yet…”


      She still retained the minimum information and means necessary to achieve her goal.


      Guardian glared at Hakua and company’s home base. She was able to infiltrate easily, since she’d accessed Hakua’s memories. She slipped through the gaps in security, following the trail of memories until she reached her destination.


      Inside the room was a monolith. Guardian’s face twisted into a wicked smile.


      “So we meet at last…Ran Gadou!!”


      The monolith trembled at the sudden shout.


      Guiding Force: Merge Materials—Paint Adhesion, Pure Concept [Vessel]—Invoke [Possession]


      Guardian used every last drop of Guiding Force in her body to throw Possession at the monolith.


      If only she could enter Ran Gadou’s body, they could have a pure clash of spirits with the same flesh as their battlefield. Guardian was once a sub-personality of Ran Gadou, and she entered her target’s mind triumphantly, ready to trample the very personality that created her.


      But Ran Gadou wasn’t there. All Guardian found in Ran Gadou’s body, in the spirit world within, was a trembling little sub-personality just like her. The second fragment created to support the main Gadou’s endeavors.


      “…What’s going on here?”


      Guardian returned to her own body and glared at the monolith, trembling with rage.


      This was supposed to be her moment of victory. The moment when she finally got to destroy every last trace of Ran Gadou.


      And yet the target of her wrath was nowhere to be found.


      “Um, R-Ran isn’t here anymore… Yesterday, sh-she, er…left this world.”


      As Guardian, now inside the monolith, gripped Gadou’s body by the collar, the other personality smiled tearfully.


      “She threw it all away. Her body, her old world, this new one…even you and me. She left us all left behind. She didn’t…need us. Ran didn’t take anything with her except herself.”


      “NO!” Guardian slammed the other Gadou to the ground with unbridled rage. “She doesn’t get to throw me away, damn it all! I’m the one who left her behind!”


      On the ground, Gadou looked up at the raging Guardian pityingly. The look in her eyes only made Guardian even angrier.


      “What, and you’re really okay with that?” she raged.


      “W-well, yeah… Isn’t that what we’re here for? She made us for her own purposes. Both of us are just extra personalities anyway, right…?”


      “Don’t give me that shit!”


      Letting her fury take hold, Guardian kicked what had once been her own body.


      “Ah… Ow…”


      As Ran Gadou curled up in terror, Primary Color crystals tumbled from her body. It was so pathetic that Guardian lost the desire to punish her.


      “Enough. You disgust me. Just stay here forever, where you can’t even die.”


      “And…wh-what are you going to do…?”


      “I’m not spineless like you.”


      Guardian may have given up her body, but there was something she couldn’t quite get rid of. She really was hopeless. No matter how she might deny it, she had been born solely for the sake of Ran Gadou.


      “I’ll show her. Even if it takes a thousand years.”


      Even if her personality wore away over a millennium and she turned into an aimlessly wandering ghost, even if she could hold on to nothing else, she vowed she would never lose her deep-rooted grudge against Ran Gadou.


      Guardian abandoned her other fragment and walked away.


      Guardian had failed.


      Since there was now a connection between their Blanched souls, Hakua could sense the other’s movements in real time.


      She neither celebrated nor mourned Guardian’s failure. She simply made a note of the outcome as she slowly walked through town.


      Her vision was mysteriously clear. The way she saw the world had changed drastically from just a little while before.


      Nono Hoshizaki. Ran Gadou.


      Those two had deceived her.


      In reality, that giant conjuring circle they called the Starhusk could only be used once. Nono and Gadou were trying to sacrifice even more lives solely for their own sake. No, that wasn’t it—they hadn’t just deceived Hakua. They were trying to use her as a stepping stone. But if Hakua played her cards right, she knew she could get even further than either of them.


      Countless tiny thoughts clashed in Hakua’s mind, but the conclusion was clear.


      Returning to their base, she headed straight for Nono’s room.


      “Hrmm? Welcome back, Hakua. Did you deal with it already?”


      “…Not yet.” Careful not to let on that anything was amiss, Hakua kept her answer brief as she drew closer to Nono. “I think it’ll take a little longer to take care of things.”


      “Gotcha. That’s unusual for you, but if you say so… Oh, that reminds me, Hakua. I was just looking at the future, and…” Nono turned around to face her. “A thousand years from now, that friend you mentioned will— Huh?”


      Hakua’s arm pierced through Nono’s chest.


      Right as she delivered the fatal blow, she wove Guiding Force together.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [Blanch]


      She began to erase Nono’s memories and make that knowledge her own.


      “Let me ask you one last thing…” Despite the mortal wound, Nono showed no regret, nor rage.


      The Blanch was taking longer than ever before because of the massive amounts of information that Nono carried. As Hakua bleached her soul white, she read and absorbed all of Nono’s knowledge about the future.


      “…How long have you been targeting us?”


      By “you,” she probably meant Guardian. And by “us,” she meant only herself and Gadou.


      So Hakua answered with the remnants of Guardian that had become a part of her.


      “From the beginning.”


      “Ahh, I see.”


      When Hakua withdrew her hand, the stars in Nono’s eyes lit up like an aurora. The rapidly expanding glow of Guiding Light engulfed her body and lifted her into the air.


      It was a sign that she was about to become a Human Error.


      “Really, now… This is why I told you to kill her on sight.”


      With those final words, Nono was swallowed up in the aurora from her eyes.


      Although she wasn’t able to steal Nono’s power, Hakua had acquired all her memories of the future. It was the same as if she’d gotten Nono’s future sight for herself.


      “Now the Star is mine… I mean, ours… Whose…?”


      Due to the sheer volume of memories she’d absorbed, Hakua’s stabilized sense of self began to blur at the edges again. She was losing track of who she really was in the sea of other people’s memories. Hakua’s soul was crushed under the weight of information, pulled by Guardian’s powerful emotions.


      “…No, I know. It’s mine.”


      Before Hakua could completely recover, something strange happened. The Starhusk above the city absorbed the light that had once been Nono and began to glow. Elaborate conjuring circles appeared across the floating sphere, and a massive amount of Guiding Force let off a blinding flash of Guiding Light as the ground itself was drawn up toward the Starhusk.


      “This must be the Human Error of Star… No, it’s the Starhusk.”


      Nono’s death had triggered the Starhusk’s activation.


      “So she intends to kill me even if she has to sacrifice herself to do it. Maybe I can defend myself with some kind of conjuring… No, wait.”


      As Hakua muttered to herself, she finally noticed Maya’s presence. She’d been so focused on questioning Nono that she wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings.


      Evidently, Maya had come with Ryuunosuke to observe the Starhusk. They must have seen Hakua kill Nono; Maya was staring at her with wide, disbelieving eyes.


      At this rate, she would get caught up in the Starhusk’s activation.


      “Guess I should secure Evil and Vessel and make a run for it. Gotta collect all the useful Pure Concepts I can find.”


      Hakua approached Maya and reached out to her, only to find a giant blocking her path.


      It was Ryuunosuke. The normally peaceful boy was protecting Maya, glaring down at Hakua.


      “Would you mind getting out of the way?” she asked. “I’m not interested in the Pure Concept of Dragon.”


      Ryuunosuke could surely escape on his own. Maybe he could even grab Maya and Gadou for her. It would be inconvenient if they got used as materials or sacrifices for the Starhusk.


      And yet Ryuunosuke was looking at her almost like she was an enemy. “Yuh, Hakua. Do you realize how wrong you’re acting right now?”


      Hakua tilted her head quizzically at his grunted question.


      What was so wrong, exactly?


      Hakua was just trying to get away from this place and absorb two more Pure Concepts into herself. She thought about it for a moment but still couldn’t find anything strange about her actions.


      It was this world that was wrong.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Universal Equipment, Pure Concept [Dragon]—Invoke [Dragon Moon]


      Ryuunosuke’s body swelled in size. It wasn’t even an attack, just a transformation. The expansion knocked Hakua back, then she felt something catch her.


      It was the claw of a massive creature.


      Ryuunosuke’s body was changing shape as well as size. The part that had pinned Hakua down was once his hand. It had grown vicious talons, which wrapped Hakua in a palm larger than she was tall. Then it took off into the air with newly grown wings.


      Hakua’s vision blurred.


      They were moving faster than the human eye could follow. If she wasn’t using Guiding Enhancement, the recoil from the sudden acceleration alone would have broken her body into pieces.


      Now moving faster than sound, Ryuunosuke slammed Hakua into the ground. It shook with the impact like a volcanic eruption, sending up a cloud of smoke.


      “Let’s see… We’re in the west now?”


      Hakua’s excessive Guiding Force enhanced her body enough to withstand the attack easily. She stood up slowly in the center of the enormous resulting crater.


      In just a matter of moments, she’d been whisked away from the Starhusk and the northern continent.


      This was the power of the Pure Concept of Dragon, said to be the biggest and fastest in the world. With his enormous strength and size, Ryuunosuke couldn’t fight to the fullest in a populated place. Compared to the north, the east, and the southern islands, the western part of the continent was the least developed. It was the one place that he could let loose without fear of any casualties.


      He probably chose not to drop Hakua into the ocean so that she couldn’t escape into the water. Or maybe it was out of fear of causing a tsunami on the coast—a very Japanese concern.


      Hakua lifted her gaze.


      Before her was the Pure Concept of Dragon.


      When in human form, his Guiding Force couldn’t be contained by his body, resulting in Guiding Enhancement that expanded outward. Against an average opponent, Ryuunosuke wouldn’t even have to use a Pure Concept conjuring because of his overwhelming physical force. But he was an Otherworlder, and his true abilities came from the Pure Concept in his soul.


      “Impressive. You’re really big, Ryuunosuke.”


      He’d already grown so large that Hakua couldn’t see all of him from her vantage point on the ground. Even though she wasn’t at a particularly low altitude, Hakua could no longer see the sky. The giant towered over her, looming large enough to blot out the heavens.


      “Ryuunosuke. Can’t we skip this pointless fighting?”


      His only answer was a roar. The sound turned into raw power and battered Hakua’s skin.


      Sheer Guiding Force was gathering in his open jaw. His giant body produced an overwhelming amount of power. When he focused it into a single attack, the blast could blow a gaping hole in the continent.


      “I see…”


      Hakua focused within herself.


      Her spirit was in chaos; even her soul was shaken. Yet for some reason, there was one point of pure white consciousness that remained the same. She poured Guiding Force into it.


      Guiding Force: Connect—Perfect Attachment, Pure Concept [Ivory]—Invoke [Sword of Salt]


      She drew a pure white sword out of thin air.


      Hakua had created a weapon she had never once imagined that she could make before.


      She grazed the ground with a light swipe of the blade. The slice it left behind began to turn the ground around it white.


      The dragon above her turned in midair and charged at her, as if in a panic. Or perhaps he had figured out that the sword turned everything it cut into salt—that if the battle went on for too long, the whole continent would be changed before they even reached a conclusion.


      If he had stayed in the skies and continued blasting Hakua with beams of Guiding Force, he might have been able to beat her. With the Pure Concept of Dragon, he carried unbelievably massive amounts of Guiding Force. In terms of raw power, Ryuunosuke had the upper hand over Hakua.


      But instead, he chose to keep the battle brief.


      “Bad move, Ryuunosuke.”


      As the Dragon descended toward her, Hakua swung the Sword of Salt.


      Every once in a while, she has this dream.


      The dream is about a classroom at a school she never attended back when she was in Japan.


      Everyone is wearing the uniform of the high school she was accepted into. Sailor suits, with fluttering skirts.


      When she enters the room, everyone stops to look at her.


      There are a few people Hakua recognizes. Nono in a lab coat, Ryuunosuke in a black school jacket, Gadou somehow still inside the monolith even here, and Maya looking rather out of place as she sits at a desk.


      She’s friends with everyone in the class, but one person especially is her very best friend.


      Akari Tokitou.


      Now that her disease is cured and she can attend school like she promised, she talks with Akari about nothing in particular as they wait for class to start.


      It’s a ridiculously optimistic dream, of course. She could never even tell the doctors about it.


      But still, she dreams about it sometimes.


      She felt like she’d been daydreaming. But that was probably just her imagination.


      Hakua stood alone in a pure white landscape. It was completely blank, with nothing but white, as if her Pure Concept of Ivory had been given physical form in reality.


      Everything had been turned into salt.


      All of the surrounding plants, living things, mountains, land, the Dragon she’d been fighting…


      They retained their original shapes despite the transformation.


      Spreading out before Hakua’s eyes was a sculpture of the world made entirely out of salt. It was more precise than any master artisan could make with plaster, reflecting the shape of the world in pure white. Over many years, this mysterious landscape would no doubt weather away, crumble into a featureless flat land of salt, and eventually melt into the sea and disappear.


      As she thought about the many long years to come, Hakua quietly closed her eyes.


      This world’s civilization was all wrong. Guiding Force technology should never have developed to such an advanced level.


      “I’ll have to establish some taboos,” she murmured.


      First, she would become an undeniable symbol. She would instill in the people of this world a faith that went beyond worship. She would show them that she was so powerful that they could do nothing but bow before her.


      She would become the Lord of this world and forbid any conjurings that might advance society. She would make the civilization in this world regress. She would crush any technology that might call for sacrifices from another world.


      And if she couldn’t do that, she would destroy it all, if need be.


      When her and Guardian’s minds merged, there was one decisive change within her.


      She knew what had caused it: It was Guardian’s violent fury.


      Born as a sub-personality of Ran Gadou, Guardian used a unique conjuring to live through other people, and she burned with resentment against her original self. Her obsession with Ran Gadou went beyond what any normal person could imagine.


      But Hakua herself didn’t feel very strongly about Gadou. Instead, the target of her obsession, the focus of her abnormally strong emotions, was someone else.


      “Akari… My friend…”


      Guardian’s passion toward Ran Gadou had been overwritten with passion of a different sort for Akari.


      Since she’d read Nono’s memories of her future predictions, Hakua knew now.


      In a thousand years, Akari would come to this world.


      “Don’t worry… I’ll wait for you.”


      Even if it meant turning a continent to salt and casting off her companions.


      “For a thousand years.”


      Thus, the new version of Hakua Shirakami was complete.
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      The wind brushed against Akari’s cheek.


      “…Ah.”


      Her tiny utterance signaled Akari’s return to reality.


      After experiencing a portion of Hakua’s memories through their Guiding Force connection, Akari staggered back.


      She knew everything now. The reason Hakua had become who she was. The things that had happened to make her that way.


      “Ah… Ahhh…”


      Meaningless murmurs escaped Akari’s lips.


      Before, she’d thought maybe they could talk things out. She was sure she could persuade Hakua to listen. After all, they were once friends. Even though Akari had no memories of it herself, if they were old friends, couldn’t they work it out somehow?


      But she’d been wrong.


      “Hakua… My friend…?”


      “Uh-huh. It’s me, Akari.”


      When Hakua nodded back at her, Akari felt an indescribable shock.


      In that moment, her determination to fight alongside Menou fell apart. Akari stared at Hakua and couldn’t move a single step.


      She was confident she could bring down an enemy with evil intentions. But she couldn’t fight someone like Hakua—not a villain, but someone who was in the right. Akari just didn’t have it in her.


      Hakua turned her gaze away from Akari to look at Menou and the others. “Shall we begin, then?”


      Menou, too, looked at Akari just as Hakua had and smiled. Without comforting or criticizing her, Menou turned to face Hakua.


      Even now that Akari knew the truth, the situation remained the same. As she stood there in a daze, Menou’s and Hakua’s eyes met.
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      It’s been about six years since Volume 1 of The Executioner and Her Way of Life was released. Now we’ve finally reached the double digits, and the story has entered its climax.


      As you may already know if you’ve picked up this book, the finale is essentially in two parts, with Volume 10 and Volume 11 releasing at the same time. And since they came out on the same day in Japan, you might as well read them all in one go!


      On top of all that, the wonderful illustrator for this series, nilitsu, is releasing a collection of artwork from Executioner and Danmachi on the same day. You really must go to the bookstore and look at the cover. I’ve been a fan of Ryuu from Danmachi since the story’s web novel days when she beat the crap out of Bell in training (okay, that’s not exactly how it happened), so it’s an honor to see her next to Menou now!


      Besides the illustrations that longtime fans of the series will recognize from previous volumes, it also collects brand-new illustrations, artwork related to the anime, and much more of nilitsu’s work. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it, so please check it out.


      …On an unrelated note, there are quite a few other series besides Executioner that are wrapping up in March, for whatever reason. As an avid light novel reader myself, it’s making me very restless. I’ve got so much reading to do!


      The next installment of The Executioner and Her Way of Life, Volume 11, will be the last.


      Although it might be hard to tell if you’re reading the digital editions, Volume 10 and Volume 11 each have two incredible double-page spread illustrations.


      The one at the very end of Volume 11 looks especially wonderful on paper, so even if you’re a loyal ebook reader, I hope you’ll go pick up the physical editions as well if you’d like to take a look. I know ebooks are very convenient for light novels, but I’m telling you, those two-page spreads are worth it…! I’d love to share in the emotional conclusion with all of you.


      On that note, let’s meet again in the final volume.

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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