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    It’s all burning.


    Justice, ideals, and the future.


    Everything is burning, scattering, and disappearing.


    Licked by red-and-orange flames, the Eisbert mansion collapsed with a sound like an older man’s spine breaking. The house that had protected the family living there for many years was coming to an end with a long, long scream of despair.


    “……”


    Look at this hand.


    A hand dyed bright red—is the blood hers or the other person’s?


    Chris pressed her hand to her abdomen, which was bleeding profusely, gazing down at the red liquid that was darkening with each passing moment and leaned her full weight against the wall.


    A German shepherd engulfed in flames barked furiously as it ran across the fatal path.


    A servant tied to an upside-down cross writhed and screamed in the raging fire.


    Releasing flashes of pale-white light, the Eisbert home partook in a murderous dance.


    Chris Esse Eisbert watched her birth home burn to the ground, wondering why she had tried to kill her mother and younger sister.


    Why had I wanted to kill my family? Why did I want to involve them all?


    It had to be a dream.


    That’s right, a dream.


    The occasion was a nightmare. A revelation. A saint.


    “Oh, God! What a terrible nightmare! The end of justice, tainted by the determination of protection, is a cradle rocked by red-and-orange hellfire! Nothing is obtained! Nothing is protected! Nothing is considered! You have begun your journey to death!”


    The saintly woman who appeared in Chris’s dream continued to skip and turn, swaying her nun’s habit and wimple headdress.


    Chris’s mother poked her head out from behind the woman.


    “Chris! Oh, Chris! Why are you so helpless?!?! You’re such a failure!”


    “…Stop it.”


    “A loser who can’t even protect her only sister! Scum who defiles the Eisbert family name! A piece of trash that’s no good at anything she does!”


    “Stop it!!”


    As blood poured from her throat, slit by her daughter Chris, Sophia turned her vacant eyes toward the ceiling and cursed the puppet strings the saint manipulated to move her arms and legs.


    The saint grabbed Sophia’s chin and crinkled it, raising the edge of her mouth in glee.


    “Oh, come now, don’t cry, little one! I’m here now! Your revenge as the oppressed has been fulfilled, as has been foretold! You needn’t be plunged into the plight of fools drowning in tears!”


    The saint smiled as she grabbed Chris’s face, which was covered with dirt, tears, and drool.


    “Why do you play the tragedy, Chris Esse Eisbert…? This is the happiness you wanted from me, isn’t it…?”


    “No… No, no, no…!! I—I—I never wanted…anything like this to happen… A-all I wanted…was the power…to protect my family…”


    My sister is my hero.


    In her state of shock, words escaped Chris’s dry lips.


    “I…I wanted…to be…a hero to my sister…”


    “But you’ve accomplished that.”


    Beaming, the saint pointed to a burning hell.


    “You’ve become her hero.”


    Chris covered her face with her bloodstained hands and shook her head, screaming.


    “No…! No, no, no…!! I—I—I…I wanted…to save them! My older sister! My mother! Liu! Lily! My younger sister! I wanted to save her! I wanted to save them all…!! I…I wanted us… I wanted us…”


    Laughing as if mocking herself, Chris turned her head up as a single teardrop trickled down her cheek.


    “I wanted us…to watch the stars together…”


    “Oh, it’s okay! Don’t cry! Your wish will surely come true!”


    As the saint took Chris’s hands in hers, there came a loud thud from behind her, and a dark stain fell to the floor.


    “…What is that?”


    “A little gift I brought you, dear, knowing what a half-hearted soul you are.”


    The saint gently kissed Chris on the forehead.


    “Farewell, Chris Esse Eisbert. May your happiness shine upon you.”


    The saint disappeared into the raging flames, and Chris, who had been left behind, shifted her attention to the charred mass.


    A few seconds later, she made the figure out to be human.


    They appeared to be protecting something.


    They were the remains of a human being, curled up in fetal position and burned alive.


    It was small. A child. A child had been burned to death.


    Her heart jumped loudly, and her head blurred, seeing something she hadn’t expected.


    No. This couldn’t have happened. She ran out the back door. I intentionally had her escape. So this couldn’t have happened. No way, no way, no way.


    With trembling hands, Chris moved aside the arm of the burned corpse, which crumbled every time she touched it—and saw it.


    A toy.


    It was a wooden toy, sharpened roughly with a carving knife, still maintaining its shape as a poorly made train, protected in the palm of the small hand.


    Chris… Will you play with me…?


    They were very young at the time.


    She had made it during arts and crafts class. It was a crude toy she had given her little sister.


    “Oh… Oh…!”


    Very slowly, that irreplaceable prayer came back to her.


    A tiny prayer the young girl had said, clutching the toy to her chest after a missed opportunity to play with her beloved sister.


    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!!”


    Chris’s ears rang with the sound of her scream. Her vision turned bright red, and the scream continued until she ran out of breath, leaving her brain numb and ending only after her tears soaked the floor.


    Before she knew it, she was walking, moving her arms and legs, which she hadn’t thought she would be able to do again. She was carrying her sister, who had become even smaller now, scattering cinders with every step she took.


    Chris had lost everything and was moving through her memories, dripping blood.


    “Do you remember, Mule…when you were a baby…? You and I were living together then… We were always together…every moment of every day… Mother said…she had it tough…because you always begged her to carry you…”


    Tears trickled down every time she opened her mouth.


    “We were no longer able to live together when you were old enough to know what was what…b-but we were allowed to see each other about once a year… Mother said it was for your protection… And I…being the coward that I am…continued pretending to be a good sister…while worrying about our family’s reputation…and kept rejecting your pleas to be with you…”


    She pressed her full weight against the door, which usually opened easily, and shoved it open with all her strength.


    “I…I was no hero… I couldn’t be the hero you made me out to be… I—I… All I ever thought about…was myself…and I couldn’t protect you…at all…”


    Chris reached the small nursery.


    It was a room full of memories, kept unchanged on their mother’s orders—not even a piece of furniture could be moved, even after young Mule went away to live in Fraum.


    Chris gently lowered her sister to the floor and stroked her cheek as she cried.


    “Look, Mule… We’re in your room… Do you remember how I used to fuss over you…? You kept laughing when I moved the train along the cradle’s edge… You had…such a c-cute smile… You were so precious…and I wanted to protect you… Th-that was why I gave you this toy…”


    The tears kept flowing, each drop falling on the corpse and soaking into the black ashes of her sister.


    One drop fell on the forehead of the remains and then to the floor.


    “T-to be honest, I was going to give you a train track every year…to spread out in this room…and the train I gave you…would travel along them. W-wouldn’t that be great…? It’s a big plan… I—I don’t have them with me now…but they’re in my room… Once our family issues got worked out, I…wanted us to play with the train together…”


    Sobbing, Chris stroked her sister’s cheek.


    “Yeah… I’d been thinking all along…that we’d do that… Hey, Mule…? I—I had this dream…this happy dream…where you and I are together forever…full of the hope…that this time, we won’t have to worry about the family name…and I won’t have to turn you down…”


    Reaching her limit, Chris slid onto the floor and lay there, stroking her tiny sister’s head and clinging to her happy dream.


    In the dream, the little sister stood there, holding her small train.


    “Let’s play…Mule…,” Chris said in a trembling voice, agreeing to spend time with her.


    “We’ll play…together…a whole lot…until the sun goes down…then eat dinner together…talk until it’s late…have Mother scolding us…and play again when the sun comes up…”


    Her eyes blurred, and an image of her sister’s smiling face floated into her mind.


    That was why she grinned from ear to ear as she whispered.


    “It’s going…to be fun… Okay, Mule…?”


    Her pupils slowly dilated.


    “……”


    Clutching the hand of the burnt corpse, the girl who hadn’t been able to protect a single thing ended her life clinging to a fleeting dream.


    


    “Duel!”


    Our shouts echoed around us, and I drew a card from the deck.


    “My turn! Under the effects of the X document, I summon the Magic XX-tist! Then I call on the Aqua Dragon under the impact of the Magic XX-tist! Using the capacities of a Catapult Turtle, I will shoot the Aqua Dragon—”


    “Have you lost your mind?! You’re gonna use a one-turn-kill deck against a beginner like me…?”


    The university-affiliated hospital now felt as secure as a family home.


    I’d been seriously injured in a duel with Chris and had to be hospitalized.


    My maid had been fussing over me, bringing me a change of clothes, chatting with me to kill time, and peeling the skin off fruits for me. She’d been furious when I had to be hospitalized, but after the emotional breakdown stage was over, she’d turned into a caring mama.


    “Is there anything you’d like to eat? How are your wounds?”


    Snow took on an air of formality and smiled sweetly at me.


    “Thanks to Snow’s devoted nursing and chewing me out, I’m up to my chest with contentment. Thanks to the fast-talking maid, even my wounds are healing quickly. I’m really sorry for the trouble I’m always causing you.”


    “You promised not to mention that,” Snow said with a laugh, then went back to peeling apples.


    I felt the grace of a maid who had captured the essence of violent discussions, mastered the skills of engaging in murderous debates, and had even been heralded as a negative campaign with legs.


    I didn’t think she’d get mad if I pulled a cool trick. It was a unique opportunity, so I figured I’d leverage every nefarious trick I knew and measure the critical point of Snow’s anger.


    Then suddenly, she stopped moving.


    Her gaze shifted to the bed next to mine, which was separated by a curtain.


    “I’d like to say hello to your neighbor. Are they in bed?”


    This hospital had three types of rooms…private, double, and quadruple occupancy.


    The private rooms were reserved for high-scorers, the double ones were available for an extra rate, and the quadruple ones were where low-scorers got pushed in.


    I had a double-occupancy room this time around.


    Thanks to my friends who sponsored my hospital stay, I got this higher-ranking room despite my zero score.


    Grinning, I pulled back the curtain.


    “Hey, how are you doing?”


    Chris Esse Eisbert reacted with a start and slowly turned this way.


    She was curled up in the recovery position with wireless earphones in both ears, blushing, feeling exposed and vulnerable in her pajamas.


    “Wh-what is it?!?! What do you want, you piece of trash?!?!”


    “Oh, excuse me! My, um, maid wanted to say hi to you. So can we, um, I mean, can she, you know, go ahead?” (Laugh.)


    Trembling with rage, Chris twitched and wriggled her eyes. She was about to open her Magic Eye when Snow slapped my cheek.


    “You stupid master. Don’t go around disgracing the Sanjo family like that.”


    Snow stood up, her back ramrod straight, and offered Chris a deep bow.


    “I’m terribly sorry for the disturbance. My name is Snow, and I am Hiiro Sanjo’s servant. Please excuse this very rude-looking beast from our family escaping from his bed cage and causing a commotion. Please feel free to contact me should anything happen.”


    Then, flashing Chris a gentle smile, Snow handed her a basket of fruits.


    “An Eisbert daughter may not find this to her liking, but I hope you might enjoy it.”


    “…Tsk!”


    Chris took the basket and flung the curtain closed.


    And I opened it again right away.


    “Hey.”


    I held my deck in position and whispered with a straight face, “I challenge you to a duel.”


    “Have all your instincts for being considerate to others started to malfunction?”


    Snow slapped me back and forth, and I had no choice but to close the curtain.


    “What do you think you’re doing, maid? I’m seriously wounded, having barely escaped death. It’s the privilege of the victor to quench his thirst with the wine of his ego. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and the strong devour the weak. It’s a guy’s right to trample on the heart of the loser. It’s so refreshing to look down and see how low the defeated has slumped! Yeah, it’s exhilarating!”


    “…Hey, Score Zero.”


    “Um, Chris? Would you like me to lick your feet?”


    Snow’s harsh tone made me remember my position, and I knelt on the spot and hung my head.


    That was when my benefactor, the one who paid my hospital fees in full, appeared. Talk about bad timing.
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  Mule stepped into the room with Lily in tow. She made a spectacular U-turn when she saw me.


  After seeing that, Snow slowly bent her head toward me and glared.


  “Huh? Why are you looking at me like that? You look the same way when you’re staring at a bunch of hair stuck in the drain. What is it, your Magic Eye?”


  Whoa! It sure did look like it.


  Mule came back into the room, coughed pompously, and had everyone’s attention.


  “H-Hiiro Sanjo. Despite the millions of things I have to do, I’ve made a tremendous effort to come and see you.”


  For some reason, Mule was blushing, with Lily giggling daintily beside her.


  “I hate to have to tell you this, but I’m far, far busier than you are. This week, yours truly has been caught up with the following: one, twelve hours a day executing the Yuri Appreciation Day Festival; two, eight hours a day talking in my sleep; and three, talking to Chris four hours a day. Heh, I wonder if you could ever beat that.”


  “You’re a full-time jerk, harassing your roommate twenty-four hours a day. Don’t keep the humidifier running so long that this room will end up soaking wet, you lazy bum.”


  I smirked as Snow punched me.


  There was only one reason why Chris, a daughter of the esteemed Eisbert family, was forced to share a room with me—a boy she loathed.


  It was to divert attention away from her.


  She’d had a personal fight with a zero-scorer male and tarnished her reputation with the ignominy of defeat. If word spread that she’d been hospitalized, Chris being praised as a genius could very well become a thing of the past.


  Aristocratic families were protected from the media, and someone could sweep information under the rug. But in today’s information-oriented world, you never know where the information could leak.


  Chris Esse Eisbert publicly proclaimed herself to be a male-hater. She would never appreciate being hospitalized in the same room as males. To work around that awareness, I had been made available to hoodwink her.


  From Mule’s standpoint, I was a yuri-killer who had plotted to kill her beloved sister.


  She was only pretending to be here to see me. It was nothing more than superficial sophistry.


  Just thinking about how Mule was feeling, hiding her hatred toward me for her sister’s sake…I couldn’t hide the joy that welled up in my heart.


  It was definite! Definitely discord!!


  The petals of the yuri sisters were spreading softly due to my duel with Chris, and the seeds of discord were planted between Mule and me, growing nicely.


  No matter what I did, there was no way that Mule would ever become fond of me, Hiiro. According to my high-performance computing ability, which boasted a yuri IQ of 180, she would continue to wish the annoying character would go ahead and die.


  The wine of victory was so delightful to the palate.


  Smooth and fragrant, it melted in your mouth…and it was graceful.


  Drunk with the afterglow of my victory, I put my fancy wine glass on the side table.


  The main dish today is the sentimentalism of a hospital visitation between sisters, with a touch of shyness thrown in, made by yours truly.


  After all, a younger sister who is finally able to face her older sister, whom she has always adored while looking away shyly, is said to cure all illnesses (reference: the universe).


  I breathed in and then opened my eyes.


  Come on, now!! Come at me! Come at me with those heart-fluttering moves!! Go ahead, make my heart stop with delight!!


  Lily gently pushes me back, and a blushing Mule takes a step forward.


  I smile as I watch over her.


  With her face turned away, she hands me a get-well-soon amulet, mumbling and chewing the words lodged in her mouth.


  “Ah, most fitting for the matron of our dorm. I’m impressed that you brought me a talisman for good health instead of some love charm. It shows the spirit you have to push away the feeble mentality of praying to God, wishing for luck in one’s love life, and instead attempt to show your love for your sister with your entire being. Does it mean that once you make your hospitalized sister well again and create a foundation for eternal love, your homemade chapel will be complete?”


  I accepted the amulet with a big smile on my face…and she took my hand in hers.


  “I—I didn’t… This…is for you…”


  Stunned, I stared at the amulet in my hand.


  Was this some cleverly disguised curse…or was it a cluster bomb? Had she come to take my life in person…?


  After much scrutiny and discernment, I realized it was nothing but a charm. The moment I realized that, I rattled my way over to the edge of my bed.


  “I-it’s a good-luck charm…”


  Curled up in a corner, I held my head in my hands and stared at the amulet on the table.


  “It’s an amulet!!”


  “Don’t react like a Westerner who sees a doll that keeps coming back no matter how many times they throw it away.”


  Ignoring the appalled look on Snow’s face, I turned to face Mule.


  “Why on earth are you praying for my health without even getting permission from me…?”


  “S-Sakura Tsukiori told me everything you did for me…th-that you fought Chris for my sake… Thanks to you, I can be at my sister’s side now…”


  Mule blushed and glanced at me before opening her mouth again.


  “Thanks—”


  “Open reverse card!!”


  I pulled open the curtain with vigor.


  Had she sensed the visitor’s presence? Chris sat up straight, casting a sideways glance at her younger sister.


  “Mule.”


  She crossed her legs and glared down at an angle to the right.


  “…I’m a little hungry.”


  “Oh…!”


  Mule’s face brightened, and she smiled with joy.


  “O-okay, wait a second! I—I have lots! I’ve brought lots of fruit! Lily and I carefully selected wonderful items you’d like! Right, Lily?!?!”


  “Yes, ma’am. A lot of fruit, amid a lot of excitement.”


  Watching the three girls smile at each other, I grinned.


  I tried to get up on my feet, but Snow pushed me back down.


  “What freak show are you planning to go to? You were so seriously injured until a little while ago that you had to crawl to get around, you rare beast.”


  “I-I’m going home!! A male can’t be in a room where yuri love might begin to sprout!!”


  I struggled to get away, but Mule and Lily grabbed me by the arms from both sides.


  “Sit down, Hiiro Sanjo. Heh-heh. I may not look it, but I’m very skilled at peeling fruit. Everyone squeals with excitement when they witness my expertise!”


  “Eep! There’s barely any edible part of the fruit left!”


  “Huh!”


  “Lily, please stop pulling on my arm with your cute shouts! Otherwise, I’ll dislocate your shoulder to match your gravitational pull and leave you traumatized!!”


  “…Tsk!”


  “What a loser!! Have you come to this hospital to practice clicking your tongue?!?! Go ahead with your usual verbal abuse and push me out of this hospital with force, you third-rate competitor in the world of abuse!! What’s with those cute pajamas anyway? Have you been aging it at some theme park?”


  “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Snow said, chuckling. “This is impossible.”


  As we continued to yap and scream, the doctor came to our room and gave us a good lashing.


  Such noisy days went by, and my time in the hospital was over.


  


  Shinjuku, Tokyo.


  Described in many ways…a downtown area, an entertainment district, an office town, Shinjuku has so many dungeons that it’s also called a dungeon town.


  In this original yuri story, the three major subcenters of Shibuya, Ikebukuro, and Shinjuku were shown as having many dungeons, suitable for boosting a character’s capacity parameters or for digging for consoles.


  Sakura Tsukiori’s objective was to crush the nuclei of all these dungeons.


  According to the collection of background information for the game’s setup, Tokyo had a total of 1,032 dungeons, both large and small, and the number was increasing. An average girl couldn’t possibly destroy them with one hand while she kept herself busy searching for her soulmate.


  For that reason, the main character’s objective changed as the game progressed. From defeating the demon god and its evil spirits, falling in love with the heroine, and getting into campus politics to become the number one cheesecake-baker in the world… There were times when the word dungeon would disappear completely.


  When I peeked into the live stream before playing the game, there was a scene out of hell where a man with a straight face continues to run a mystery nation while repeatedly hitting the A button and making cheesecakes. Then the window went dark before I even got a glimpse of the heroines. It was as if the game were mocking me, saying, “Hey, the game’s over. Go ahead and cry your heart out.”


  There were also times when all traces of yuri girls would disappear, which caused some extreme yuri fanatics to call this “a barf game.”


  From the standpoint of a yuri-lover, a dungeon was definitely a place to avoid.


  Suppose you got into hack and slash or character development. You’d probably focus more on building shields made of heroines who start swooning after a single kiss rather than on kissing Tsukiori, where you could collect scenes of all the heroines kissing each other.


  As a model male student, I had come to take a class in one such notorious dungeon.


  “Okay, then… Get into groups, people…”


  A lone woman swayed from side to side as she stood at the entrance to the Dungeon at the Abandoned Train Station.


  She wore flared stud earrings with a cross on them and blue hoop earrings hanging from her earlobes. Arabesque rings were on all ten fingers, and a cheap necklace she looked to have purchased from a street vendor in front of the station adorned her top.


  Looking as if she’d pinch pennies by eating pasta with only soy sauce, along with her short ash-red hair, leather jacket, and worn jeans, she looked like a member of an unsuccessful band. Chic Highness Ridovan, who taught Introduction to Dungeon Exploration and was the homeroom teacher for Class C, looked up.


  A faint smell of alcohol wafted from her pale face.


  “Supervisor Ridovan. How many people should we have in each group?”


  “Three. You can have a table or the bar counter… I’ll have a draft beer to start…and also a spiked soda with lemon juice…”


  “Supervisor Ridovan. We’re in a dungeon, not a bar.”


  “I’ll also have an octopus with wasabi… Make it quick… And generate a sonic move while you’re at it…and mix the soda really well, like the earth’s rotation…”


  “Supervisor Ridovan. I am not a waitress who serves octopus at the speed of sound and shakes a shaker at nine hundred miles an hour. Plus I’m not getting paid for this imaginary bar service going through your mind.”


  Earning points for drunken teaching, Supervisor Ridovan sobbed as she placed her hands on a pillar.


  “Then who are you…?”


  “I’m a student who’s being forced to attend a class taught by a drunken teacher—a teacher whose license I wish would be revoked.” the class president of Class A replied, her back ramrod straight.


  Looking sickly, Instructor Ridovan covered her mouth.


  “Are you saying that no matter how long I wait, I’ll never get the first beer I ordered…?”


  “Okay, everyone. Our numbers today can be split up evenly. Let’s get into groups of three.”


  As in the original story, the instructor was the type of person Osamu Dazai might have called “a shameful teacher.”


  Drunk to the brain, Instructor Ridovan maintained her posture, looking like some combat creature had beaten her, trying to regain her strength.


  I didn’t know a single person in this Introduction to Dungeon Exploration class. It was natural, though, since both the protagonist and heroines possessed enough skills that they didn’t need to take a class in it.


  It was an easy class where you could earn credit from this alcoholic teacher as long as you attended. The only students present were either beginners who hadn’t been involved in magic to date or lazy credit-seekers who abandoned their ambitions the moment they cried for the first time after birth.


  Tsukiori, Rei, Lapis, nor the rich girl had chosen to take this class. That was why I sat here, arms crossed, at the back of the classroom, calm and composed.


  A few minutes later, everyone in the class had formed groups except for me.


  That was it!!


  All alone, I cheered in my heart.


  This! This is what I’d been looking for! Yes, sir, this was how the world was supposed to be! Males weren’t needed! We weren’t required! Pests that destroyed beautiful flowers had to be removed!!


  Grinning, I called out to the teacher, who was now lying face down.


  “Instructor Ridovan?”


  Giggling, I brushed back my hair.


  “I don’t have a group to join.”


  “Why do you sound proud about it…?”


  Against my expectations, she didn’t suggest that I form a team with her. Instead, she raised her voice and called out to the class. “Is there a group that will let this boy join them?”


  The girls became quiet, and they looked at each other awkwardly. They were silently debating who would end up having the loser join their group.


  A beautiful self-purification process was happening before me as the girls cooperated to eliminate the intruder. I was so touched that hot tears welled up in my eyes, and I pressed a hand against my mouth.


  “Ngh…! Oh…!!”


  “See that? Now you’ve done it. You’re discriminating against him, and he’s started to cry. That’s terrible. We’ve just learned that the Houjou daughters are worse discriminators than their alcoholic, low-life teacher. Hey, let’s have a big round of applause for you!”


  Looking very blue in the face, Supervisor Ridovan started clapping ironically.


  Sobbing with emotion, I shook my head.


  “N-no, ma’am…you’ve got it wrong. I’ve been moved to tears by the sheer beauty of humanity I’m witnessing… I-it’s so beautiful… I never knew the world as it should be would be so beautiful… Humanity is wonderful…!”


  “You seem good at stirring things up.”


  I really mean it!!


  That was what I wanted to shout, but perhaps because life had been so tough up till then, the emotional tears wouldn’t stop flowing, and all I could do was shake my head as I continued to cry.


  “All right. We’ll take him, not that we want to.”


  The voice was dignified.


  The president of Class A stepped forward, shaking off the classmates who tried to stop her.


  “Ah! Spoken like a true leader! All right! I want to celebrate with drinks and make a racket! I know I can take my liquor! Bottoms up with the Chinese medicine!”


  “Please refrain from encouraging sober students to drink alcohol like that when you’re drunk. I’ll report it to the appropriate authorities as alcohol harassment.”


  “All right, all right, you do that! Report me! Yeah! Go ahead!”


  Her brain had to be fermented with too much alcohol.


  The class president sighed and cast a sideways glance at me.


  “…I welcome you to our group.”


  “No, thanks,” I said with a refreshing smile. She seemed to think I was just being polite.


  Before I knew it, I ended up working in a group with the Class A president and a girl from Class C.


  The Class C girl looked at me with open hostility.


  “Okay, now that all of you have formed groups, our Introduction to Dungeon Exploration class will conclude for the day after you go and pick up the Secret Demon Slayer I left on the fifth level. Good luck, all. I’ve sent you advice through telepathy. Those of you who haven’t received it should review your incoming info settings.”


  “Secret Demon Slayer… Is that a special magic device?”


  “No, it’s booze.”


  Supervisor Ridovan downed her hip flask in front of the class president, who no longer bothered to hide her disdain.


  “I’m giving credit to the first group that reaches Level Five.”


  The classroom was abuzz.


  The students, who were beginning to regret having taken a class taught by a teacher with her brain soaked in alcohol, looked at each other and started whispering.


  The pale teacher with a hangover seemed to know how to manipulate her students. She grinned and held her hip flask in her hand.


  “Poor Chloe. A guy with a zero score will certainly be a burden on you.”


  The girls in the group giggled as they sized me up.


  Deciding that this was the front line of my strategy to damage my image, I cleared my throat and offered them my business card.


  “Hi, I’m Hiiro Sanjo. I’m working on tarnishing my reputation… Would you mind helping bury me from this world?”


  I pushed my card to the girls who had turned speechless, smiled, and went back to the class president.


  She glanced up from the map she was looking at and turned to me then the girls in Class C.


  “Let’s keep it in mind to proceed slowly. No running in the dungeon or the hallway.”


  The girls looked at me and clicked their tongues.


  “…This is terrible.”


  Okay, girls, come on, come on! Come at me!


  “Okay, then. On your mark, get set—and go!!”


  The moment the teacher gave the signal, the students started running, and Ridovan disappeared.


  She may have been a rotten teacher, but she seemed inclined to fulfill her duty as a supervisor. She probably took off to watch over her students.


  “L-let’s get going! We won’t get credit if we don’t get there first, right?!?!”


  Flustered with anxiety, one of the girls in Class C stomped her feet in frustration as she eyed her classmates taking off at full speed, barely checking their surroundings.


  The class president continued to maintain her composure and glanced at her watch.


  “A panicked group is dangerous. Let’s wait a bit. To quote Instructor Ridovan, ‘Beer that flows will not foam. Do not rush, people.’ No wise person is tormented by impatience.”


  “B-but…”


  “I’m not forcing you. You can go if you want.”


  The girl fell silent. I guess she was telling herself that as long as the class president was there, things would somehow work out okay.


  It was about time I made an excuse and disappeared. Without an unwanted male around, I figured some event would happen, and I’d get to watch these Japanese yuri girls doing what they did.


  Or so I thought—


  “Be careful. It’s coming at us!”


  “Aaahh!!”


  “……”


  I realized I was mistaken when I saw the class president and the others desperately fighting a sticky beast called a Slime.


  “Look out!! Get out of the way!”


  “Noooo!”


  “……”


  I called up my screen and checked how much time had passed.


  Half an hour had gone by since the battle started… These ladies had been engaging in a fierce fight with colorful mucous bodies from the first level. Pale sparks were flying everywhere, and although thirty minutes had already passed, no one had yet reached the second level.


  “Move back! I’m going to use my magic!”


  “S-stop! Come on, girls, take a step back!”


  The sticky beast bounced around, avoiding the girls’ strikes, appearing annoyed.


  “Stop!”


  The girls went chasing after the sticky being.


  I took a seat on a bench and yawned, watching the merry chase.


  The ESCO world had many different characters.


  There were sub-heroine routes that only occurred off the Main Heroine Route, sub-characters you only came across on certain routes, and hidden characters that didn’t appear unless special conditions were met.


  Some players had pointed out that perhaps because there were too many characters to show their depth, they couldn’t get emotionally involved in the story.


  In the original game, the class president, Chloe Lane Riedevert, played a supporting role.


  ESCO had main heroines and sub-heroines with individual routes and sub-characters without routes.


  Our class president was one of them—a sub-character without a route.


  Although a main heroine or sub-heroine could be included in a party and participate in combat, most sub-characters could only support them.


  The class president only plays a supporting role. She follows up with the protagonist, using her various skills and a range of items.


  She has long hair trimmed like a princess.


  Always maintaining her dignity, she respects the regulations of Houjou Magic Academy and occasionally appears on the scene to lend a hand, earning her a fair number of admirers.


  Why won’t the game developers do anything about the bug that a class president route doesn’t exist?


  A fan has spoken up about that, only to be rebutted by an Ophelia fan who said that even without a route, she’s better off than Ophelia von Margeline, who has one but never ends up happily ever after with her beloved, which led to a great debate.


  I have a question for you.


  How is a sub-character who couldn’t initially participate in battles…what you might consider to fall into the general public category…treated in this world?


  The answer to the question was unfolding before me—the game of tag with the slime.


  There stood an electronic sign at the abandoned train station.


  Instead of the train departure times that would no longer be shown, Alsuhariya suddenly poked her head out through it and drifted in the air.


  “Hey, there. I’m glad to see that you seem to be having a great time.”


  “Absolutely. This is a VIP position where I can watch girls nurturing friendships, working together, and working up a sweat in the most wholesome way.”


  “I suppose your delightful little brain will turn that dingy bench into an arena seat.”


  Little Alsuhariya grunted as she climbed the bench.


  “How’s that eye?”


  Scarlet.


  I closed my eyes, which could occasionally capture the burning light of dawn, and chuckled.


  “I can see occasionally. In addition, there’s an intense pain in my eyes and head, along with nausea.”


  “You did force that Magic Eye open. It’s like forcefully tearing off the scab that seals a wound. Your current state will be like that for a while. But rest assured that it will eventually close. Anyway.”


  Alsuhariya swung her short legs while sitting next to me, grinning.


  “What are you doing in a place like this?”


  “I’m fulfilling my duty as a student.”


  The class president and the others were shouting and screaming as they swung their weapons, chasing after the Slime. Forgetting to blink, I focused on their fierce battle, wondering how much I’d have to pay them to let me take a video of it.


  “I didn’t know your hobby was to waste time doing nothing. All you’re going to get out of these classes at this point is an empty stomach. Look at that. Even grade schoolers in a bread-eating contest are more interesting to watch. Put yourself in the shoes of the demon who has to go along with your game of tag.”


  “You and I have different aesthetic sensibilities.”


  I shooed Alsuhariya away, forced her into a corner, and then lay on my back on the bench.
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  “Our sense of beauty isn’t the only thing that differs between us. Hiiro, as you watch this little game from above the clouds, you should know by this point that you’re no longer a regular human being.”


  “…Maybe not.”


  I rolled over and yawned.


  “I really don’t get you. You went so far as to get rid of Chris Esse Eisbert, and now you’re watching girls playing games while suffering from the aftereffects of the forced release of your Magic Eye?”


  “You’re the one I don’t get. You don’t feel a thing watching this scene? A person with a reserved ticket to hell certainly has a different sense of beauty.”


  I lay there, grinning as I stared at the girls helping each other out.


  “I hear the former maids of the Eisbert household were noticed by a rich daughter who was attending a welcome party for new students. Maybe it was thanks to someone pulling the strings in the background, but every one of them was hired as a maid. They were begging me to let them thank you.”


  “It wasn’t me. Sakura Tsukiori did it. I have nothing to do with it, and it’s a thing of the past now.”


  Alsuhariya shrugged.


  “So the only thing you achieved after risking your life was the right to lie down on a bench in an abandoned train station, huh? I’m more interested in seeing your face contorted.”


  “Ah. Now you’re being honest. Die, demon, die!”


  “Do you have plans for the future?”


  I pulled myself up.


  “I was thinking of getting into illegal score trading to bump my score up…though I doubt how effective it’d be.”


  “You’re going to the Sanjos?”


  “I’m not sure, but probably. I need the basic strings pulled to improve my score.”


  “Are you going to fight them?”


  Alsuhariya smirked.


  “R-rated acts aren’t good for my little sister’s emotional education. If I want to seize control of the Sanjo family, it’s best to do it after I’ve experienced The Epic of Dawn naturally. I’m going to take a different, more roundabout approach to raise my score,” I said, putting a foot on the bench and grinning.


  “You’re a guy who likes new adventures.”


  Then Alsuhariya asked, “…Are you going to boost your fame and push through on merit?”


  Considering she was a piece of trash that made sounds, she seemed to think quickly.


  “An adventurer appreciates meritocracy. Whether male or female, your fame will spread if you keep succeeding in your dungeon explorations. It’s extremely tough to control information about things that happen in the extraterritorial jurisdiction of the dungeon. If I keep succeeding, people are bound to start wondering why my score isn’t increasing. Even the government, which claims to be fair, will be forced to acknowledge my improved score.”


  “That’s a down-to-earth way of thinking suitable for the working class…not my cup of tea… But it is a good plan. For a guy like you who wants to die, gaining combat experience should tie in directly to your future survival.”


  “Besides, I can control a dungeon solo.”


  I kept smirking.


  “It won’t interfere with the yuri girls. That’s what’s most important to me. But…I guess you wouldn’t understand something at this level.”


  “Don’t worry. I would have hung myself now if I were at your level.”


  Forty-five minutes had gone by.


  The girls were continuing to fight, taking breaks as needed, but the battle had yet to be settled. The second half of the fight was probably starting soon, and it looked like the entire first half had been nothing more than a warm-up.


  “So, Hiiro. Is that scuffle out there going to be your grand debut as an adventurer?”


  “No, that’s a personal interest of mine.”


  I laughed wryly at the demon as I noticed her cheeks twitching.


  “It’s a joke peculiar among yuri-loving males. You see, there’s a proper meaning as to why I elected this class. I’m here to find a partner.”


  “What are you talking about? You have me.”


  “Get outta here!” I shouted, doing a furious backflip to create distance between us. “You have got to be kidding!!”


  “Hey, we did a close-quarter task just the other day and had our first night together, didn’t we?”


  “……”


  “Don’t throw up. Stop getting on your hands and knees trying to quietly throw up. Hey, demons have feelings, too. So anyway, what’s this about finding a partner? You have that maid-slash-fake fiancée Snow if you want a convenient doll, don’t you?”


  I wiped the edge of my mouth and looked up at Alsuhariya with my blue face.


  “I’m a guy. Even if I accomplish a dungeon conquest, the fact may be covered up like it never happened, or someone else might get the credit. That’s why I need a witness who’s well established and in a decent position so that people will listen to what they say. Unfortunately, Snow isn’t like that.”


  “She has a tongue that spits venom, but otherwise, nothing substantial. Also, weren’t you happy a minute ago that you could conquer the dungeon by yourself?”


  “Hear me out before you die. I’m not looking for a companion I can communicate with emotionally. I want a business partner who will say that love is a bug in the brain and can take on the role of an observer. I need to pick that person out of everyone in this class.”


  “I see. So you’re looking for someone who will tag along with you and serve as a recording device.”


  With Alsuhariya in the center of my vision, I used my invisible arrow to blow away the Slime as it attempted to attack our class president.


  “Being in this class indicates, at least to some extent, an interest in dungeons. Maybe there’s someone here who isn’t after credit.”


  “An average fool who is well established in society and doesn’t have to rely on her combat skills or sell information for money or goods, huh?”


  Breathing heavily, Alsuhariya threw a glance at the fighting ladies.


  “It’s the perfect matchmaking platform.”


  “I’m glad you understand.”


  “But most of the people in this class either hate or loathe you. Is there really an oddball among them who’ll be willing to listen to you?”


  “I’ll find her. I have to.”


  Cheers echoed through the air.


  It appeared that one of the groups had been able to defeat the slimy beast.


  The girls gazed at the group in awe, as if they had just witnessed heroes achieving a great feat.


  “Okaaay, Group Five has gotten through… Remember, people, groups that can’t knock out a single sticky beast won’t be allowed to descend to Level Two,” Instructor Ridovan said, yawning as she warmed hot sake on a portable stove.


  “Oh, hey, I hit it!”


  A Class C girl in my group fortunately hit the Slime, and our group, along with the president, finally managed to defeat the sticky beast.


  “I-Instructor Ridovan. Can we go down to the second level now, too?!?!”


  “Oh? It’s a bit late to ask me that, isn’t it? Almost like being in a crowded pub and the whiskey and soda you ordered never makes it to you.” That boy over there has been downing that beast countless times while supporting you girls.”


  The class president and the girl looked at me suspiciously.


  Hey, how did that drunken scum manage to see me shoot my invisible arrow?


  I broke out in a cold sweat inside while deliberately yawning as if to stress the fact that I’d been slacking off.


  “That’s just a bunch of crap coming from a drunk who keeps saying she’s just started drinking. The sole and special being who’s capable of teaching class while she’s intoxicated is simply trying to put a crack in our trust. Never mind her, and let’s go ahead and move on to the next level.”


  “Hey, wait, you brats. Are you saying you don’t believe what your teacher and the power of alcohol is saying to you?”


  “Absolutely.”


  We agreed on something for the first time, and we descended to the next level.


  It seemed that we were running shorter on time than I had anticipated. Levels Two to Four had become a thoroughbred racecourse, with the daughters of the nobility dashing through the floors from which Instructor Ridovan had cleared the obstacles.


  The students were getting crushed among each other as they finally reached the final level.


  Under the slanting electronic board was the shadow of a figure, pale and glowing faintly.


  A door was overturned on its side on the floor, and the tiles were peeling off. A vending machine had been swallowed up by the overgrowth of vines coming from cracks in the concrete, and a three-seater bench with a twisted armrest was submerged in wastewater.


  On the other side of the pure-white steam rising from a cup was a pair of familiar, shapely brows.


  “Oh? Hiiro? Why are you still alive?”


  It was Julie Froma Frigience, manager, or master, of the Caeruleum dorm.


  She had set up a tea table and was elegantly enjoying her tea, raising her cup to her lips with graceful movements.


  “…Why are you drinking tea at the bottom of a dungeon?”


  “It’s elevenses. Time for tea.”


  “The time alone could never justify a mad tea break.”


  Last night’s rain, which had flooded the area, made a pitter-patter sound while people’s murmurs seemed to overpower it.


  Why was a zero-scorer male at the same table as the head of Caeruleum? That seemed to be the question that caused bewilderment, suspicion, and astonishment to swirl around in the air. Although I knew I didn’t want people to get the wrong idea and start talking, I took a seat, prompted by the matron’s gentle smile and the sharp look in her eyes.


  “I wonder if this might be the first time my fortune telling was off.”


  “Huh. Do I get a first-time bonus or something?”


  Not that she wasn’t right. The situation was failing big time.


  Eyes that reminded me of an isolated permafrost shot through me as I took a Sevres teacup in hand.


  “What’s with that magic?”


  After researching the internet and learning that teacups with colored floral patterns were sold for seven figures, I carefully set down my cup.


  “What do you mean?”


  “It is not magic performed by a pure human. Besides—”


  She lifted her bottom off her chair, touched her cold hands to my cheeks, and looked into my eyes.


  “The Epic of Dawn. Your Magic Eye has opened, hasn’t it? Or maybe it was forced open, and now you can’t close it yourself.”


  Wh-whoa… What was with this woman? She was a strong character in the original story, but I wish she’d stop seeing through everything in a single glance.


  Perhaps she sensed my confusion.


  A smile appeared on her face, and Julie gently stroked my cheek with the tips of her fingers.


  “You’d better close that Magic Eye quickly, or the Sanjos will find out about it. Or maybe they’re already aware.”


  “My anus is about the only thing I can open and close as I wish.”


  “And I wish you would shut that filthy, dirty-joke-spouting mouth of yours while I’m having tea with beautiful girls. In any case, I’m glad you managed to stay alive. It doesn’t feel nice when people die, as I’ve predicted. Milk?”


  “Prices are high these days.”


  “Okay, I get the message. I’ll stop talking about your Magic Eye, and I’ll also stop asking you why you’re still alive.”


  With a careful hand, she added milk into my cup, and I tossed the tea down my throat.


  “I have a feeling it tastes better than the kind you buy at convenience stores!”


  “Heh-heh-heh. Come back after you’ve given your taste buds a little training.”


  “So anyway. What is the master of the Caeruleum dorm doing in a place like this? I doubt that this is the fancy sort of place the rich daughter of a noble family would come to for a casual cup of tea.”


  Not the least bit fazed by all the attention from the students, Julie tapped her fingers against the table.


  “The Julie Froma Frigience you’re seeing today isn’t the former Caeruleum master. I’m Absolute Zero, the supreme handler of magic.”


  “Well, good for you… Are you here on order from the Japanese government, via the Magical Society?”


  “They asked for me by name.”


  Julie closed her eyes and savored the tea’s fragrance.


  “A supreme handler of magic being called out here to a beginner-level dungeon, huh? For that to happen, did you get yourself involved in something inexpressible?”


  “Wrong. It’s no big deal. All that happened was one of the girls in this class had a dad with a connection to the government, and he sent me a prescription with the word overprotective written on it. It’s no different from people who call 911 to chat.”


  “Maybe there are exceptions, but who would send a supreme magic handler here simply to keep you company? If I were with the Magical Society, I would take care of it by saying I was dispatching a magical handler in charge of ‘supreme’ matters. Does this mean something weird is going on?”


  “Fools and the wise die young.”


  Julie smiled and poured me a second cup of tea.


  “In any case, it shouldn’t have mattered, as long as Supervisor Ridovan was here. But the moment she saw me, she seemed to abandon her duties. She looked like she was having a great time, saying she was going to steal my tea and mix it with brandy.”


  That’s a school-drinker for you, mixing up someone’s tea with brandy during class and discrediting herself to rock bottom.


  “Hey, we still have plenty of time,” Julie said as she pulled her chair close, her cold skin touching mine and giving me a whiff of her perfume. “I want to chat with you, Hiiro.”


  “Your elegant tea party is suddenly becoming more of a sleazy hostess bar event…”


  Julie twirled her index finger on my skin and traced the shape of my shoulders.


  “There’s this vacation home I want… Will you buy it for me…?”


  “Hey, this bar is way too upscale. It isn’t the type of establishment that should be operating in this dump. What are the authorities at the health department and the authorities with the entertainment business doing?”


  “Hiiro, I’m bored, and so is my brain. Tell me a good story, huh? Huh?”


  If I had a choice, I’d rather not get involved with someone powerful enough to obliterate me… But I figured I should talk, since she seemed agreeable enough, fortunately for me, and didn’t look like she was about to let me get away.


  I sought advice from this experienced magic handler who was intent on using the appeals of her power to have her way with this young male to kill time.


  “You’re an adventurer? You shouldn’t even be allowed to register with your zero score.”


  “I’m here as a volunteer. As you say, I can’t register as an adventurer, so I can’t earn anything, but they should at least be willing to help me find work.”


  “So you’re here looking to give yourself a better name, and you need someone who can see through the process to work with you, huh…? Why don’t you get Lapis to do that for you?”


  “No way. Is your brain frozen, causing delays in your thinking?”


  “Then how about me?” she said, smiling as she tilted her head in question, pointing a finger at herself.


  “Oh, no, no. Absolutely not. If someone of your caliber tagged along, you’d take all the credit, and I’d end up dried up.”


  “Oh, what a bore.”


  She started rubbing my arm.


  “Okay, then, do you want me to introduce you to a nice girl?”


  “I don’t want to be introduced to a business partner the same way I might meet a girl through a senior friend.”


  “Oh, why not? What’s wrong with an introduction from me?”


  “Hey, this lack of physical distance between us has been like a bug! Stop trying to seduce a wholesome young male like me, attempting to paint my brain a whacky pink color!!”


  Giggling, Julie stopped leaning against me and let go.


  “Oh, Hiiro, you’re so fun to tease. You’re like a toy that lights up when I push it.”


  “Toys like that have a short lifespan…”


  “Want me to be your go-between?” she whispered, smiling invincibly.


  “Come to Caeruleum after school. I’ll pick out a nice girl for you.”


  “Th-that’s lewd… What a perverted mind you have.”


  “You’re the only individual stupid enough to say things like that to me, Julie Froma Frigience.”


  With an amused chuckle, she suddenly raised her head.


  “…She’s here.”


  Snap, crackle, pop.


  A bluish-white flash of lightning illuminated the sky, and the electronic board that should have been rendered useless suddenly began to blink.


  The fluorescent light at the top flickered back to life with a brief sound and a spark. Lights and shadows formed on evenly spaced columns. The students started murmuring, the sense of panic contagious from one person to the next, and the blue lights for deterring suicide became the brightest blue you’d ever seen.


  Poof—! Brightly colored digital letters appeared on the electronic board.


  The time and destination, all garbled, continued to change at a dizzying pace. Train departure announcements echoed from all directions, human screams reverberated, and monsters ran away like scared rabbits.


  A sound—yeah, I could hear a grating sound.


  It was the sound of a train running.


  I looked into the darkness and saw a light.


  The tracks had been closed in the darkness, but the roar of enormous masses meeting echoed about—and a slanted train came plunging this way with tremendous force.


  Creeeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaak!!


  Covered with a pitch-black haze, the train was making distorted sounds, scraping away at the walls, sparks flying everywhere as it came crashing through.


  It continued to run amok, reaching out with its reddish-black hands and grabbing our students.


  “Aaahh!”


  Slash.


  That very moment, my sword of light cut off the demonic hand, and I took the student in my arms and stepped back.


  Running my magic and extending it all over my body, I kicked at the flooring material under my feet and practically flew around, slashing every hand that came at me, and landed back on the ground with the sword still in my hand.


  With that settled, I dodged the evil hands that continued to reach out for me as I yelled at Julie, who was sipping her tea.


  “Get to work, will you?!?! Isn’t that what you came here to do?!?!”


  “But I want to see you looking cool.”


  “……”


  Aw, shucks…


  I saw one car, two cars, then three cars.


  A flash thrashed at my eyes, a gust of wind blew into my face, and roaring sounds pounded in my ears.


  The abandoned train cars became a line that could not be captured by the human eye and was about to pass us, when Julie finally got on her feet.


  “Shall we get going?”


  “Huh?!?!”


  She suddenly floated like she weighed nothing.


  Grabbing me by the collar, she smashed her body through a frozen window, her skirt fluttering as she proceeded to get a free ride.


  She tugged on me like I were her handbag. Left with no choice but to go with her, I grabbed the straps, trying to slow down, and landed on my feet.


  “Why am I being forced to go with you? Even trips to the police are voluntary. Don’t you think it would hurt your reputation as a former master of Caeruleum to force me to come with you when you don’t even have a warrant?”


  “Are you going to let a frail damsel proceed all by herself?”


  “I’ll tell you what. I’m going to give you a Japanese dictionary with the word frail highlighted.”


  “Thanks. I’ll mark the word kill and give it back to you.”


  I raised my hands in defeat as Julie flashed me a murderous smile.


  Anyway, the train car looked average on the inside.


  Passengers who had already run into the car shot up their fists, holding horse-racing magazines in their other hands, listening to live race broadcasts on their earphones.


  “Go, go, go, go!”


  Cradling a bottle of Japanese sake labeled SECRET DEMON SLAYER to her chest, Instructor Ridovan suddenly slumped and began crying.


  “This was my only chance to recoup my losses playing pinball…!”


  “So is this the gambler girl people are talking about?”


  “Her fans are going to kill you, you know.”


  Ridovan noticed us, and a smile suddenly appeared on her face.


  “Julie. Lend me some money, will you—?”


  “Forget it.”


  Julie said that with the prettiest smile you could imagine, as she confiscated the Secret Demon Slayer bottle from the teacher.


  “H-hey, give that back!! That’s a rotten thing to do! Aren’t you ashamed of yourself, robbing an adult of her method for blurring the harsh reality of her daily labor?!”


  “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself for trying to borrow money from your students?”


  “Ahh!!”


  “……”


  Th-that glare wasn’t the way a student should’ve been looking at her teacher…


  “I should have played a cheap pinball game… If only I’d done that…then I would have won…!!”


  The teacher lay down on the seat and began sobbing.


  Sighing, Julie turned around and smiled at me.


  “Hiiro? Don’t grow up to be an adult like her.”


  “Ahh!!”


  “……”


  “I-I’m just kidding… Please stop looking at me like that…”


  Julie looked up.


  The flow of magic changed. My eyes began tingling, and the lights in the train car started flickering.


  Blink, blink, blink, blink, blink, blink.


  The car swayed from side to side as it progressed through an underground tunnel, with the lights flickering on and off.


  The gangway doors opened without a sound, and three figures appeared.


  A black haze hid their faces. A girl was airborne in front of them, used as a shield, groaning in agony as reddish-black hands strangled her.


  It was the class president.


  She was suffocating, her face stained a reddish-purple, writhing as she was suspended in the air.


  “……”


  “Hiiro, stay,” Julie said, obstructing me with her arms to stop me from moving forward.


  She put her hand on her cheek and smiled gently.


  “Who are you? If you’re here to ask me out to dinner, I’m afraid I’m turning down all invitations since they’re never-ending.”


  “Julie Froma Frigience?”


  “Oh dear. We have two idiots here who can’t even manage to have a conversation. Sorry, Hiiro, it appears that they wanted me all along…and I may have gotten you people involved in my affairs.”


  “Fine.”


  I pulled my trigger and slowly traced the body of the sword I had drawn with my tongue.


  “My Masamune Kuki just happened to be getting hungry for blood this evening…!”


  “It’s still daytime.”


  “Don’t think you can suddenly show up, trying to attack us, and correct what I say!! I’m going to kill you!”


  Julie quietly whispered in my ear.


  “Hiiro. Each of us takes down one of them. Can you do that?”


  I chuckled.


  “It’s okay for me to kill all three of them, isn’t it?”


  “Sure. Okay, then.”


  “Sorry, I got carried away. Let’s go with one kill for each of us.”


  Julie chuckled—and then the window beside the threesome shattered.


  Instructor Ridovan jumped onto the scene with great force and landed a drop kick at one of the attackers, smacking her in the face. Blood shot out of her nose as Ridovan performed a perfect landing.


  Huh?!


  The other two attackers looked down at the girl as she lay unconscious.


  Meanwhile, Ridovan was performing a brilliant step sequence as she held high the wallet she had stolen from the victim.


  “Here’s money for another pinball game!”


  “Hiiro. One kill for each of us!!”


  “When did that teacher get out here?! I mean, this train is on the move, isn’t it?!”


  Julie and I began moving simultaneously—then the doors shut, and a thick cloud of smoke filled the car, obscuring my sight completely.


  “Hiiro! Take three steps forward then draw your sword from that position and swing it to the side.”


  “Okay, thanks!”


  I did as Alsuhariya said, drew my sword—


  “Wh-why can’t I see—?”


  I felt something.


  The null blade of the sword got the intruder where it counted.


  Thud. I heard the sound of someone falling. Grinning, I brought my Masamune Kuki to my mouth.


  “I told you.”


  Still blinded, I licked the empty air around me.


  “Boy, is my Masamune Kuki ever bloodthirsty tonight…!”


  “Hiiro, I’ve had enough of your stupidity, so put away that sword and keep going. That’s right, one-two, one-two.”


  With my arms outstretched, I did as Alsuhariya said and started walking.


  I suddenly bumped into something soft pressing against my face.


  “…Hiiro. I’ll charge you if that was intentional.”


  Julie tapped me on the head like she was scolding me.


  Judging by the position of that right hand and my head, I could only imagine this voluptuous and fluffy thing was…


  “Alsuhariyaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  “Isn’t it bad manners to bury your face in one woman’s chest while you call out for another girl?”


  “Wh-what an amazing crescendo…!”


  I moved away from Julie, stretched my arms with murderous intent, and started looking for Alsuhariya.


  “I’m going to use my super-tight grip and make your blood oxygen level drop…!”


  “Whoa! Help me!”


  Listening to Alsuhariya’s pitiful voice to discern her location, I began my search and stumbled over a bottle of liquor, falling flat on my face.


  But something soft served as a cushion, easing the impact and saving my life.


  “Oh…”


  I heard a sweet and smooth voice.


  The effects of the shutdown wore off, and an exposed female chest came into view.


  I recognized the cute face.


  Judging by the way her long eyelashes were twitching, I could tell that Chloe Lane Riedevert, our class president, was about to regain her consciousness.


  Just as I was about to move away from her, she opened her eyes and stared at me blankly.


  “……”


  “……”


  “…H-hey, fancy running into you here.”


  Ignoring my mistaken choice of words, she lowered her gaze toward her chest. She immediately assessed her condition, began trembling, and her face gradually became flushed.


  “W-was this an accident? Some incident? Or an elaborate suicide…?”


  “It’s a complicated case, detective. The suspect is invisible to you, but I can see through the truth. She looks disgusting; her intelligence requires re-education starting in the first grade. You’re wondering what her name is? It’s Alsuhariyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!”


  “It won’t help to shout as if you’re at a concert.”


  I slowly backed away, and our class president impatiently straightened her clothes.


  I was bowing behind her the entire time, my forehead touching the floor.


  “…And…”


  Her face was still a little red as she whispered to me while retying the bow on her top.


  “Hiiro Sanjo. Am I correct in assuming that you saved me?”


  “Wrong. I couldn’t get over my sexual desire. I used a female body that happened to be close by to show my appreciation to these hands of mine, which are always hard at work.”


  “You don’t need to be modest, Hiiro, without substantiating evidence. You’re the first one who tried to jump to the rescue, so with our agreement to kill one enemy each, we’ll say you’re the prince who saved the princess.”


  “Then I suppose I should express my appreciation,” our class president said, brushing back her hair. “However, although it may have been an accident, the overlapping of a male and female in their teens can very well invite speculation unique among adolescents. Perhaps that wouldn’t be the case between two females, but an event concerning a male and a female is scandalous and is a topic favored by the tabloids and lewd children. I suggest you print out the words heterosexuality and impure relationships and put them up on your chest to remind you of that.”


  I bowed repeatedly in apology to our class president as she swiftly lectured me with a sharp look in her eyes.


  Julie watched us and smiled.


  “Gee, Hiiro, I didn’t know you had talent as a henpecked husband.”


  “With all due respect, Miss Manager, Hiiro Sanjo and I are not a married couple, so I don’t believe what you just said is accurate.”


  “Aw, I’ve embarrassed you.”


  “That response is inappropriate as well.”


  Julie beckoned me to come to her.


  As our class president took the bottle of liquor from the weeping teacher, I took a look at the neck of our attacker, whose shirt Julie had pulled back.


  “She’s branded…with a mark saying she’s with the Fairlady clan.”


  “They’re people rumored to hunt magic handlers.”


  The crackdown on magic handlers… She was talking about the mandatory events that had prompted my master, Astemir, to leave the game permanently.


  “You mean with the demonic religion that keeps coming after magic handlers with high positions?”


  “You know a lot, considering you pretend to be nothing more than an average student. It appears to be a recent trend for large numbers of attackers to target high-ranking magic handlers and eliminate them. Dealing with them may be easy, provided you stay vigilant, but they do have some highly skilled individuals who have killed several of them.”


  We’re still measuring our strength. We’ll eventually get serious, and then that event will occur.


  “…A queen of hearts.”


  I stared at the playing card that was tucked into the attacker’s breast pocket.


  “But three clan members as ferocious as three black cats came here trying to kill me, Julie Froma Frigience. Talk about being ill-equipped.”


  Julie then looked up quietly.


  I did the same, staring out the window with a bad feeling.


  The demon train car, which had continued to travel farther and farther away, entered a narrow tunnel that made me feel claustrophobic. The left and right sides were blocked with cement. The train slanted with a creak, then straightened out again after passing the curve.


  Where on earth was this demon train car gliding over the tracks heading?


  Julie and I looked at each other.


  “What’s the name of the next station?”


  “It’s the final stop. In other words, it will be a wall.”


  “…So they’re planning to bury us in this train, huh?”


  “I’ve never been on a train in my entire life. Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten on while it was in motion, which was unladylike.”


  Julie stared into the darkness in the back of the train—and chuckled.


  “One minute and thirty-two seconds to go. Hiiro, can you run to the last train car?”


  “Yeah…but I think I can only manage to take one person with me.”


  “Then take Clo.”


  “‘Clo’…? You mean our class president? What about you, Instructor Ridovan, and these three attackers?”


  “We have one minute and twenty-two seconds left. I have something to do, so I’m staying behind.”


  Flashing me a grin, Julie turned her back to me and waved. “Go.”


  I turned to Chloe.


  “Excuse me. I don’t have time to explain.”


  “Huh? What’s going on here?”


  I hoisted her in my arms and closed my eyes.


  I focused my magic on my legs, imagining the obstacles and the gangway door that blocked our path, and devised the shortest possible route.


  “Hey, are you okay with roller coaster rides?”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s just that—”


  I concentrated my magic power on the soles of my feet.


  “We’re going on a serious run.”


  It was unleashed all at once—whoosh!—and an azure stream flashed.


  Our class president bent backward from the jolt and screamed silently, with every move I made speeding forward.


  I boosted my momentum with the power of the magic line, gradually increasing it and reinforcing its volume. I blew down the door in front of us with a ball of light, slanted in accordance with the train car’s angle that became sharper as the countdown continued, and dashed ahead over the windows.


  Shiver!


  A reddish-black hand reached up from the floor, trying to block me, and—


  “I’m going faster than usual!”


  I kicked a windowpane and landed on the ceiling, pivoting as I continued running.


  “Fifteen seconds left. Go at full speed, or you won’t get out in time,” Alsuhariya whispered in my ear.


  Crushing sounds from the back chased us in a rising crescendo. The entire train car rippled, and I kept flying in a straight line as the impact hurtled me forward.


  The car at the front seemed to have reached the end of the line and began being crushed.


  The deafening sounds of it falling apart punched my eardrums, making my ears ring.


  As I continued to release my magic, the last window came into view. It was hidden beneath a horrendous number of reddish-black hands overlapping it, which also covered the exit.


  “Hey, brace yourself.”


  “Huh?”


  Her mouth hung open in astonishment as I threw her forward.


  That was when an intense flash of magical power built up in my hands.


  Handguard— Run.


  At that moment, I traced the scarlet color that appeared on my blade.


  Kicking the last remaining wall etched with marks of the cross, I escaped outside, along with parts of the wall that got blown away.


  I jumped out, caught our class president, and changed our direction without killing my momentum.


  As I landed, I dove to the edge of the tunnel. Explosions occurred, and masses of glass shards, stainless steel, and hot air flew at us and rained around us.


  Then the sounds stopped.


  The train had been smashed to pieces in the darkness and definitely looked scrapped.


  “Th-that was close… The door to this world was closing, and we were about to board the express train bound for the afterworld…”


  Having covered our class president with my body amid the cloud of dust and rising smoke, I wiped the blood from my torn cheek and pulled out a piece of stainless steel that was stuck in my shoulder.


  I carefully brushed the dirt off our class president’s skirt.


  “Are you okay? You aren’t hurt?”


  I noticed a clover mark on the palm of my hand.


  It was gruesome.


  A chill ran down my spine, and the girl in front of me looked like an entirely different person—but that sense of discomfort was gone in an instant, as did the mark on my palm.


  I heard someone clicking their tongue, echoing from who knew where, and then they were gone from the underground tunnel.


  It was inside the wreckage of the train that roared in flames from which I saw the shadow.


  “Be careful.”


  Solidified.


  It was as if part of the flames had become solid.


  “I’m sure you’re aware of this, but you’ve already met me on this side,” came the shadow’s voice, standing in the solid flames. “Do not allow anyone else to come and get over here, so you won’t cause any deaths.”


  She was like a fossil sleeping ensconced in amber.


  “And one day, please—”


  The shadow smiled.


  “—come and kill me.”


  The flames began to move, and the shadow disappeared.


  “……”


  “Hey, what’s the matter? Don’t just stand there looking like an idiot. Hurry up and get out of there.”


  Alsuhariya was right. Why was I dragging my feet in a place like this?


  I hoisted our class president, fainting while standing on her feet, followed Alsuhariya’s lead, and fled from the dungeon.


  


  A blue unicorn stood outside the Caeruleum dorm building, proudly raising its legs and glowing a dark gray.


  Caeruleum shared its basic facilities with Fraum, but its sponsor was the Frigience family and not the Eisberts.


  Some dorm facilities were different, depending on what the sponsor wanted.


  For example, there was the gigantic pool that was always there throughout the seasons.


  The tips of the spires erected on all four sides of the huge dormitory were equipped with consoles that released massive amounts of circulating water, forming an 82 by 49 foot, 4-foot-deep pool in midair.


  I wondered how much magical power, water, and money were required to keep generating this pool.


  It was indeed a tank filled with power, water, and money.


  You could say it was another symbol of Caeruleum.


  The basic concepts at each dorm varied, and there was an array of differences if we don’t focus on the core facilities. From bonus values and perks achieved through additional scores for a dorm to the interior design…everything was diverse.


  From the perspective of the original work, Caeruleum was the most suitable among the dorms for around-the-clock gameplay. However, it was very tough to be accepted to move into the dorm, and someone at the bottom of society, like Hiiro Sanjo, would never have had a chance to associate with it.


  After filling out the required form for entering the noble dorm, which I wouldn’t normally be able to set foot in, I stood outside, waiting for the gates to open.


  I was left unattended when a passage of water formed noisily in front of me.


  Through the passageway, a girl came floating over, her belly lying flat on a surfboard.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  She screeched in laughter, pressing the back of her hand against her cheek.


  Spinning around and around, she rode a tiny wave over and then got on her feet.


  “Ohh? What could a student at the bottom of the ranks possibly be doing standing in front of Caeruleum, which we all know only grants admission to the chosen? Excuse me for addressing you from high above! But will you please run to the train station if you need to use the restroom?”


  “…Who are you?”


  “You’re asking me who I am?!”


  She quickly struck a pose in front of me, adjusting her angle in her pink bathing suit.


  “I-it’s me!! Have you hit your head, my dedicated servant?! T-take a good look at these noble poses! I—I am Ophelia von Margeline!”


  I bent backward in shock.


  “Crap posing performed with a weak torso and zero motor skills?! O-Ophelia?! Is that you?! You don’t have your hair in your usual vertical rolls!”


  “You’ve seen me with my hair down before!! Will you stop identifying people by their vertical blond rolls?!”


  “But… You’re just an average beautiful girl when you have your hair down like that.”


  Ophelia crossed her arms, her cheeks twitching in pleasure.


  “Heh-heh-heh… A ‘beautiful girl’? I don’t need you to start flattering me with such common compliments… Don’t think the words of a male at the bottom can sway my heart… S-so go on, continue…”


  “What are you doing here, rich girl? Don’t blame me if you’re kicked out of school for trespassing on this property and using its facilities without permission.”


  With a figure you wouldn’t think belonged to a foil, Ophelia turned away in a pout.


  “Nonsense. I’m a student who resides at Caeruleum, so I am neither trespassing nor using it without permission. The word I associate myself with here is magnificent.”


  “Like a magnificent bowl of curry?”


  “I never said I was talking about food!! Will you stop insulting me? It’s against our regulations!!”


  She must have thought the world of her “Ophelia of Indulgence’s” necklace, which she seemed to have been wearing, even in the pool. It was shining around her neck in the sunlight.


  Sparkle.


  Brushing her hair back, Ophelia kept watching for my reaction as she raised her voice.


  “Well, I am the daughter of the Margelines. Of course I would be accepted at Caeruleum. Not only that, but rather, perhaps Julie Froma Frigience made me an offer to live here.”


  “Whoaaaaaaa! Seriously? That’s amazing!”


  “Heh-heh-heh-heh!! It’s just an everyday occurrence for me!”


  She cackled with laughter on one side of the fence, while I showered her with compliments from the other.


  There was no doubt that I stood out. Normally, she would have shooed me away, but perhaps she was pleased with the sweet-talking version of Hiiro Sanjo since she even allowed me to watch her wearing a swimsuit.


  In the original story, this rich girl lives in whichever dorm she pleases. Regardless of which one she chooses, she always insists that her dorm is the best.


  And no matter which dorm she lived in, there was always something common between my/Hiiro’s encounters with her.


  Despite all the cocky outbursts, Ophelia realized that the protagonist was more important than she was, and she tucked her tail and ran off to her room and locked herself in. It was a perfect example of what happened to a foil, like a gift that brought a smile to the game player’s face.


  “Rich girl! Here! Have some candy!”


  “Hmph. I don’t take charity from people with low incomes… Oh, it’s surprisingly good.”


  The delicate figure that appeared to be feeding through an opening in the gate gave me the illusion that “a rich girl foil,” trapped in a cage, was the name for an endangered species.


  As I continued to frolic with the rich girl, the gate opened, and someone unexpected came for me.


  “H-Hiiro Sanjo. You can come in now.”


  “Huh? Miss Marina? What are you doing here?”


  Marina tu BaySands, our Class A homeroom teacher, looked around and smiled.


  “I, um, had a little fight with Mom…I mean, my mother…and ran away…I mean, I’m in the midst of a strategic retreat…”


  Maybe it was because she had been overly pampered as the Count BaySands’s only daughter, but I recalled then that even at her mature age, she often got into family quarrels and went to Caeruleum to get away. Come to think of it, encounters with Marina might have also occurred in the original game.


  “A-anyway. This is unexpected. I didn’t know you two were such good friends.”


  “Hmph! It isn’t as if we’re friends—”


  “We aren’t friends at all.”


  The rich daughter looked at me with a look of astonishment, even though she had also started saying the same thing.


  I panicked and spoke up, seeing that her eyes were beginning to moisten.


  “I—I mean, I consider Miss Ophelia a friend, but of course, it’s one-sided and unrequited, as fit for an individual of the lower class like me.”


  “W-well, I’ve been annoyed having him stalking me lately! Hmph! Who in the world would want to hang out with a male?! So excuse me.”


  Manipulating the water flow on her screen, Ophelia lay on her stomach on her surfboard and rode the stream back into the pool, looking on the verge of tears when it didn’t work out a few times.


  Miss Marina glanced up at me.


  “……”


  “……”


  It felt a bit awkward.


  “O-okay, then, I—I shall be on my way—cough! Argh!!”


  “You don’t have to talk. You’ll save face just fine as the teacher if you take me to my destination without letting out any words or gastric juices.”


  I rubbed her bent back, and she blushed a bright red and leaped back.


  “Eep!!”


  “Oh, sorry. I guess you didn’t want a male touching you.”


  “N-no, it’s okay… I’m not used to heterosexual physical contact… Don’t worry about it…”


  “Huh?! Then are you saying you are used to same-sex contact?!”


  “……”


  “I’m sorry. I got so excited, I’ve gone ahead and broken your eardrums. My apologies.”


  After treating Marina’s situation and avoiding being charged for assault, I stepped into Caeruleum.


  Compared to Fraum, the place was filled with a solemn atmosphere. Works of art were displayed in the hallway, and the paintings hanging on the walls, along with the lighting adjusted for shadow and light effects, were carefully arranged and in harmony at the hands of “those who ruled.”


  Unlike the cluttered Fraum dorm, Caeruleum shone with Julie’s outstanding sense of aesthetics.


  The cold hall featured an ice sculpture sleeping in a float glass showcase, and the space itself was so elegant that it alone seemed like a work of art.


  It wasn’t just the objects there that were arranged perfectly.


  “Good afternoon.”


  The students who passed by acknowledged us, and I noticed that they already had the air of being the chosen elite.


  “I-I’m good!”


  My good old homeroom teacher went ahead and flaunted the fact that she held a status beyond theirs.


  I wondered if Ophelia would be okay living in a dorm like this.


  But wait, I was being too overprotective. Think of her age. She could surely manage on her own. I had to think things through and act in her best interests.


  “……”


  I’d set up a system where she could call me if anything happened to her!


  Putting a little distance between us as she walked, Miss Marina turned this way and smiled.


  “I-it’s…a nice dorm…cough…isn’t it? It’s quiet all day, from morning till night, and someone automatically collects your garbage when it builds up in your room. The students buy me food if I cash out my paycheck playing games, and…t-to be honest, I feel more at peace here than at home…where everyone says hello to me… It’s really comfortable…”


  “You do look like you would stay holed up in your room on your days off.”


  “Not that much, since I recently bought VR headsets.”


  I guess her responses were a little off because her brain was out for a walk.


  We got into the elevator together to get to the top floor.


  With an antique design, even the smallest details, like the buttons on the elevator, were classy. By the time I reached the upper floor, I was feeling as if I had wandered into some luxurious mansion.


  “Th-this is the manager’s office… I put the doorknob on an online auction and made a lot of money, which got people mad…”


  “To think I imagined this to be a universal design by some artist. It’s actually a criminal-minded design by a single teacher, huh?”


  “J-Julie said I could do what I wanted in the way of dorm equipment…”


  “What are you, a master at ignoring people’s goodwill? Don’t interpret everything in a way that suits you.”


  My homeroom teacher, who had to be leading an unhealthy lifestyle, accepted my thanks for bringing me upstairs, then left me. I knocked and pushed open the door to the dorm manager’s office.


  “Hey, Hiiro. It’s been a while. Like a few minutes.”


  Naturally, the manager at Caeruleum was alive and well, standing in front of the now-all-glass wall, holding a teacup.


  “Oh? Had I made your heart flutter with worry?”


  “All I did was go watch the rare event of a dorm manager burning to toast. I went back to you after sending our class president to safety, but you were long gone, like a cloud of mist.”


  “Me dying would be like a plover in the mist.”


  Julie handed me a delicate teacup.


  “It’s a blend from the convenience store. Priced as suitable for someone with no taste buds.”


  “Anything is okay, as long as I can drink it. So what were you contemplating when you stayed behind in the train as it crashed into a wall?”


  Julie closed her eyes and smelled the tea.


  “A woman’s heart, maybe?”


  “That would be too fickle to contemplate, just like the autumn sky.”


  The azure image I could see of her through the steam rising from my tea began to fade.


  “The demonic religion’s next target and the time and date of the attack. Tell me.”


  Julie chuckled, seeing the look on my face turn serious for a fraction of a second.


  “Uh-uh. I won’t tell you, even if you beg. I’m not going to allow you to fight them yet. What if the prophecy came true and someone tried to kill you again?”


  “…That wouldn’t be Astemir Clouet la Killicia, would it?”


  Julie smiled—and then there was a knock on the door.


  As if it had been planned that way, our discussion stopped there.


  Following the movement of Julie’s hand, I turned my attention to the door.


  “I told you I’d introduce you to a good girl.”


  I opened the door as she prompted.


  A tuft of golden hair spilled out from under a baseball cap the person wore low over their eyes. Their hair was carefully braided into a ponytail. They gently removed the hat, and I saw that it was Lapis, hugging her arms and turning away shyly.


  “H-hi.”


  “…We’ve closed business for the day.”


  I closed the door and turned around.


  “Hey, have you been listening to me? Do I need to carry you like a princess and take you to the otolaryngologist? I’m going to destroy your brain with my yuri remix, calling it a hearing test.”


  “But I’m a Lappie fan.”


  “Shut up. No buts like some nightclub hostess trying to boost sales. What I need is a business partner. I don’t need a brain-dead princess.”


  “Oh? Is that how you’re going to react? Because you think Lappie’s cute?”


  “Stop that. I don’t need your clumsy meddling. Don’t try to tear apart my relationship with Lapis from high above like some go-between woman.”


  For once, I sighed in front of Julie.


  “Listen, Julie. We’re good, old-fashioned rivals. We’re the type of rivals who approve of each other, saying ‘you’re good’ and ‘so are you,’ grin, and go fist to fist. There’s no heart-fluttering between us. No thanks.”


  As we continued to argue, the door slowly opened behind me.


  Our class president was standing there, clad in her school uniform without a single crease, as her classic, fit-for-a-royal beauty showed through.


  “Excuse me. I, Chloe Lane Riedevert, have arrived.”


  Lapis was behind her, and she slipped right into the room.


  For some reason, the two girls stood in front of Julie, with me between them.


  I was trying to back away silently…when our class president stopped me. “Mr. Sanjo, please refrain from acting suspiciously.” She’d been meditating, her hands held together in a ladylike manner. “You will break up the symmetry. We have two females versus one male here, and you should be standing in the center. Our manager is chairing this meeting, so we should be mindful of our manners and be presentable to her. And thank you for the roller coaster ride earlier. You saved my life.”


  “O-oh, not at all… Think nothing of it…”


  Feeling someone staring at me, I glanced to the side.


  It was Lapis, looking at me passionately. Her cheeks turned red, and then she pulled down the brim of her baseball cap and hid her face.


  Julie glanced at the three girls before her, and her lips curved up.


  “Heh-heh. I’ve succeeded in giving you a surprise and getting you here together.”


  “I think you’re confusing the word surprise with harassment… Hey, manager…I… What I need is to be alone… My earnings will disappear entirely if I go down into the dungeon… So I don’t really want to get too many people involved… You know…?”


  “Mr. Sanjo.”


  Our class president pushed her hair back and over her ears.


  “The dorm manager told me about your request. I’m ready to willingly cooperate with you since there are some confidential matters I cannot disclose. I was able to confirm your abilities in that recent commotion, and while I won’t be useful in battle, I intend to assist you at least.”


  I wondered what she meant by “confidential matters”… And it must have shown on my face.


  “To paraphrase that dreamily: It’s a maiden’s secret.”


  She looked smug as she succeeded in avoiding my further pressing.


  “Now, let me start with a word of advice: I believe you should have Miss Lumet help you. Her Royal Highness of Alfheim is famous among commoners as ‘super dangerous’ and known by those of higher ranks as ‘the golden princess of the window in the forest.’ She should serve as a powerful aid to your goal of trying to stand out.”


  “Aren’t you making fun of me and the general public in a roundabout way?”


  “No, I’m not. That’s paranoia peculiar to the people of the lower class.”
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  “But, Lapis, she’s—”


  Lapis’s face, which had been glowing with anticipation, suddenly turned sullen, and she cast down her eyes sadly.


  She bit her lip as if holding something back.


  “……”


  “Whoa!!! Yeah, I need you!!! What an idiot!! Why didn’t I ask you to help me in the first place?! I could never say no to a fine rival with a warm heart who’s willing to help me, could I?! Thanks, manager. This is the best surprise present imaginable!!”


  “Hee-hee. Hiiro, you’re so happy that you’re in tears, with both eyes bloodshot.”


  Lapis took off her hat, revealing her ponytail that shone like a golden river.


  “Good. I’d been worried you were avoiding me lately. I’d been thinking…”


  Lapis fidgeted and mumbled, playing cat’s cradle with her fingers. “M-maybe we could live together… That’s the kind of thing I’ve been thinking all this time…”


  I was tongue-tied, praying I’d suffocate to death as I said, “Yeah, right.”


  “Lappie, it’s a misunderstanding. Hiiro wouldn’t avoid you. Rather, it’s because he cares about you that he couldn’t ask you to help him without payment. Try to understand his sweet male heart, will you?”


  Julie turned to me and winked. Breathing hard, I pulled my trigger and made a clinking sound, pushing down with my left hand to hold back the urge to draw my sword with my right.


  Hiding her lips with her hat like a shy lady, Lapis glanced up at me.


  Her eyes glittered happily when they met mine.


  …Maybe there was a cute bird perched on my shoulder.


  “Mr. Sanjo.”


  Our class president’s voice stopped me from playing with the invisible birdie that only I could see and brought me back to my senses.


  “Now that things are settled, why don’t you go to the Adventurers Association and get registered? As they say, ‘There’s no time like the present, and time is money,’ not to mention a school rule against tardiness.”


  “R-right. You’re the best class president around. But before we go on, can I have you wait in the hallway for a minute while I talk to dorm manager Julie?”


  “Please make it quick, since our time for off-campus activities is limited… I’ll start counting off three minutes.”


  With an electronic beep, she set the timer, shifting to timekeeper mode as she stepped out into the hallway.


  “Later, Hiiro.”


  Lapis was humming and in a good mood as she followed our class president out the door.


  The sunlight shining into the room was angled, creating a diagonal line of light and shadow between the dorm manager and me. Julie looked up from her paperwork, curving the corners of her lips upward.


  “Isn’t it unheard of for a prince to make his princess wait in the hallway?”


  “I have to talk with the witch who might be doing business selling poisoned apples. The next target the demonic cult is after isn’t Astemir Clouet la Killicia, is it?”


  “The answer is no.”


  I exhaled in relief.


  Not that I thought they’d be after Astemir after Lapis had been summoned…though it wasn’t impossible, but you never knew.


  “Okay, here’s my next question. Who is their target?”


  “Do you intend to go around and around with this topic to prolong your conversation with this beautiful woman? I will not allow you to be involved in this matter.”


  “Is it someone I know?”


  “A person who seeks a yes-or-no answer is practically introducing themself as someone terrible at having a conversation. I don’t wish to spend a lovely night with someone like that, and neither do I intend to give him a polite response.”


  “Okay, I get you. That’s your area. I’ll follow your no-trespassing policy.”


  “That’s a charming pickup line.”


  Smiling, Julie looked down at her documents.


  “But can I go just one step further? You were in the lowest level of that dungeon because you were supposed to be in a runaway abandoned train car…in other words, you were anticipating a terrorist act by the demonic cult. But in reality, they were after your life. It only makes sense to think the summons had been a plot by those demigods, in which case, the bigwig who told you to come must have been a member of the cult.”


  “Never mind taking a step further; you’re starting to trample all over me.”


  She glanced at the stack of papers as she crossed her transparent blue legs.


  “Even if you follow that train of thought, you aren’t likely to find anything. They aren’t so nice as to give such obvious clues. Even my murder attempt could have been misdirected by the ones who took the lead. There’s no end to the backstory we could look into, and the stress would give me skin problems.”


  “Then we have no choice but to capture the moment they attack their next target. The time of their attack could vary somewhat, so why don’t we take turns going on the lookout? Or you could have the Magical Society provide staffing and have them notify you or me if there is any suspicious activity. In the meantime, let’s compile a verbal summary of the information we have so far.”


  “Uh-huh…”


  Suddenly rigid, Julie glanced from her documents to me.


  “I’m surprised, Hiiro. Your brain works better than I thought.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “You start off stating the obvious, that the person who summoned me was suspicious, and by doing that, you caught me off guard. You made it look like you were proposing an alternative plan while you tried to draw out more information from me on the next target.”


  Realizing I’d failed, I stopped smiling.


  “I may have underestimated you. You were going on in a flat, optimistic, and matter-of-fact tone, and I almost fell for your invisible trap. Or rather, you made it invisible, didn’t you?”


  Her blue eyes caught mine.


  “I’ll just pray that you won’t ever be my enemy.”


  …Likewise, I’m sure.


  In the end, Julie didn’t fall for my trick, and I couldn’t get any more information out of her on the next target.


  But oh well. I’ll have to be happy that I could confirm Astemir isn’t involved.


  “…The damage from ‘the crackdown on magic handlers’ has recently been increasing because their intelligence-gathering network has expanded,” Julie said quietly as I was about to leave.


  “The demonic cult has collaborators. Their cult isn’t the only organization that wants powerful magic handlers to disappear, and naturally, they would join forces when their goals and interests coincide.”


  I turned around as I was reaching for the door, and the blue witch blew frozen apple pieces all over the room.


  “I’m just talking to myself. I pray that this information won’t become a poisoned apple for you.”


  The apple pieces that had turned into ice chips twirled around, and they were so beautiful that it was hard to believe they were poisoned.


  The moment I stepped out into the hallway, our class president stopped her timer.


  “Two minutes and forty-two seconds. Your time-management skills get a pass.”


  “All right! Thanks! Okay! That calls for a celebratory bowl of ramen!”


  “A noisy, meaningless blabbermouth will be rejected. That concludes our interview. Now please step off the earth.”


  “Oh, gee. The interviewer’s slander has gone out into the atmosphere.”


  “Hey, Hiiro? What were you and that woman talking about?”


  I flashed Lapis a wry smile.


  “I was just getting a lecture on pickup lines from a witch who even cares about students from other dorms. Let’s get going. It’ll be a hassle if the Adventurers Association closes for the day.”


  After I misled Lapis, who was full of curiosity, we headed for the school’s great hall.


  It was on our way there that we passed a group of three people with swords at their waists.


  The family crest on the scabbard looked familiar, and I took a closer look, only to have it hidden under an outstretched hand. The threesome tossed a glance at my face and briefly looked stunned.


  They quickened their pace and passed us.


  “…Those three came from the direction of Fraum, didn’t they?”


  “Huh? Those people? Yeah, it looks that way. They’re probably someone’s parents.”


  Three people our age couldn’t possibly be the parents of other students. They could be sisters or relatives, but it was hard to imagine that members of prominent families with family crests could arrange to meet and go to their girls’ school at this time on a weekday.


  Not that that was a big deal.


  After interrupting my detective work, our class president urged me to hurry, and we headed to the great hall.


  White light poured down from skylights into the atrium of the school’s great hall, creating a striped pattern of shadows on the central staircase, extending from the center to the left and right.


  Amid various facilities aligning the area were stores that sold magic devices and consoles, a multipurpose hall, a study room, and a demon museum. Once we stepped inside the Adventurers Association, a uniformed receptionist welcomed us.


  The waiting area was equipped with leather sofas.


  We quenched our thirst with their free drinks, waiting forever for the numbers we’d been issued, which continued to flash on the screen.


  “It isn’t as if there’s a long queue. I wonder what’s taking them. Could they be having a problem?”


  As Lapis peeked behind the counter, the receptionist came running over, flip-flopping in her slippers.


  “We apologize for the inconvenience. I regret to inform you that we’ve finished accepting applications for today.”


  “That’s a disturbing rejection. Has something happened, by any chance?”


  “Uh…”


  As she tried to dodge the question, I pointed my thumb at Lapis.


  “Who do you think this person is? She is Lapis Clouet la Lumet, princess of Alfheim. Unfortunately, I don’t have anything from the crest system here, but I can tell you that she’s made herself extremely well-known at Houjou Magic Academy.”


  “I wasn’t aware.”


  I continued speaking with an invincible smile on my face as Lapis slapped me.


  “In short, this Royal Highness here, and the two of us, who are in supporting positions, will handle any complications you may have.”


  “W-well, actually…”


  Huh? Was she really going to spill the beans?! What about compliance issues and stuff?!


  “Students at the academy have gone missing in a dungeon… Of course, there are always dangers in entering a dungeon…but our students are all very skilled, and it’s been a long time since anything like this happened, so things have been hectic around here…”


  “I see. All right. We—the Yuriz—will take care of the search.”


  “‘The Yuriz’? What are we, a family-style restaurant?”


  Ignoring our class president’s complaint, I volunteered to participate in the event that we suddenly came across.


  


  A dungeon is the singular spot that connects the present world inhabited by humans to the otherworld, where demons exist.


  There is the Evil Fallen (Demon God) Route, where everything is turned against you; the Academy Headmaster’s Route, where you aim to be at the top of the school; and the Harem Route, where you try to obtain everything…and to clear the highly difficult routes, you need to raise your standing in the dungeon.


  ESCO is a game in which the player guides Sakura Tsukiori through a year at school. It’s extremely difficult to control your game plan if you take one of these tough routes.


  Since you don’t have the luxury of time, you get stuck immediately if you waste time doing things you don’t need to do.


  You get stuck spending too much time on an event that doesn’t yield results, and your equipment and character friends are too weak. You also get stuck when neither your popularity nor score is high enough to clear the way, and a hostile heroine beats you. You miss the demon’s resurrection, your heroine and key characters are killed, and you’re stumped.


  The moment you proceed to a high-difficulty route, this slow game starts demanding heinous task control.


  Most players will either roll their eyes or start crying, but with experience, they can find the sole correct answer.


  They start thinking it’s more efficient to dive into a dungeon than to take a class.


  And that is how people become obsolete.


  The yuri event I so dearly loved was also ruthlessly skipped, and everything became moments for leading Sakura Tsukiori to a higher level.


  The Agency for Cultural Affairs, which outsourced their unified management to the Adventurers Association, controlled these dungeons.


  Demons were constantly springing out of the dungeons that connected to the otherworld.


  If they descended on the city, they would cause far more damage than vermin. A working unit was necessary to monitor the unsealed Pandora’s box, report on it, guide evacuation, and in some cases, come in contact with these demons and get rid of them.


  Still, there was a limit to the number of people who could be allocated such tasks.


  Dungeons were always increasing in number to such enormous levels that there were never enough human resources to deal with them.


  That was where the adventurers came in as collaborators.


  The Adventurers Association monitored these dungeons and recruited registered adventurers to assist. When successful, they would receive compensation.


  This world featured a common cycle where individuals—ranging from homemakers and students to seniors—registered and received requests as part-time jobs.


  It went without saying that dungeons were dangerous, but this was a world where you could buy a magic device at your local supermarket. Death rates were extremely low, and most of the general public had the aptitude as magic handlers, so that wasn’t seen as an issue.


  This was a universe where the otherworld and the present world had been connected since ancient times, and people had been forced to fight against demons. Perhaps there was a different concept of crisis management compared with the world I had lived in before.


  Your environment and a different type of education changed how you saw things, after all.


  So there we were, in such a dungeon, looking for a missing student.


  It was called the “Dungeon of the Dark Forest.”


  Trees from the otherworld grew and spread throughout the dark forest, and everything there, from the native plants to the ecosystem, was completely different from the present world. Bringing alien species from the otherworld to here was strictly prohibited in order to protect the ecosystem.


  True to its name, the place was dim, with no light sources.


  I reached for a hanging cylindrical fruit. It emitted a luminous glow, filling the area with a bluish-white light.


  It was commonly known as a “lamp fruit tree.” Its fruit stored the magical power that circulated within the tree. The tree’s light emitted to attract demons and animals, connecting to the next generation through seeds mixed in with the feces of creatures that had been lured to it.


  I tried tasting it, and it was reminiscent of shampoo in flavor.


  “Let’s share information, since we’ll be covering each other’s backs from now on. May I see the magic devices the two of you are using?”


  Lapis, who had been taking care of me as I vomited, pulled out a pure-white rod from behind her waist.


  The moment she poured her magic power into it, a clear sound echoed through the darkness. The rod transformed in her hand and, in the blink of an eye, turned into a pure-white bow.


  “I am Snow White with the Bow, one of the remaining species connected to the Ancient Elves. I have also studied daggers, but I’m still not too skilled with them, so my specialty is long-range.”


  Lapis pushed her hair back and handed our class president the self-transforming bow.


  “It has five slots… Slots two and three are connected…and the console… Yes, it is indeed for long-distance use. What MPPS is it?”


  “A thousand.”


  “MPPS” was the abbreviation for magic points per second, a unit indicating the limit on the amount of magic transmitted and received by the magic device. The higher the MPPS, the faster the magic was activated, making the manipulation of magic more effective.


  Since magic activates when the various elements—the length and width of the conductor connecting devices, the devices themselves (attributes, generation, operation, or changes), and the scale of the magic envisioned—mesh together, you can’t necessarily say that the higher the MPPS, the better; however, it is basically correct to state that higher values are best.


  Incidentally, Masamune Kuki’s MPPS is 365.


  “The conductor wires are short. And in particular, the two lines extending from the frame that form the central base have their depth and width set in exquisite detail. They’re the work of a skilled artisan.”


  If this frame had been a girl, she’d consider these two lines the red strings of fate that bring lovers together. But if that were the case, the girl in the middle would be connected with two girls… Hey, what’s with this artisan? Is she an expert at creating love stories?!


  “Mr. Sanjo. The look on your face violates school rules. Please cease immediately before you are expelled.”


  I stopped having flirtatious thoughts and returned to appearing serious.


  “Hey, are you the kind of person with a fetish for magic devices and stuff?”


  I wondered if an interesting character like that had been part of the story.


  With that in mind, I handed my Masamune Kuki to our class president.


  “Not particularly. But since I don’t have combat skills, I thought I would try to help in any way I could.”


  Putting on her work glasses and examining my Masamune Kuki, she looked up.


  “Do you service this?”


  “…Yeah.”


  “You thought that over just now and lied despite not recalling having done that. For that, along with the violation of the school rules with your facial expression a minute ago, I sentence you to forty-eight hours of repair work.”


  “Please don’t try to destroy me bit by bit through extended repair work.”


  She sighed and removed her glasses.


  “The probability of magical power going haywire during battle is perhaps around fifteen percent. Do you have the spirit and empty head to risk getting your arms blown off and scorched black every time you dive into a deadly situation?”


  “I would have said bingo if I had that empty head.”


  “Doesn’t what she just said make that bingo for you?” the princess interjected rudely and giggled. “Astemir is out of touch with those fundamentals. Geez, Hiiro, you’re hopeless. But don’t worry. I’ll stick with you and teach you everything—”


  “No, that’s all right. I will take care of it.”


  Intercepted by our class president, Lapis froze while poking me with her elbow.


  “Since I’m not involved in combat, you can consider me a general handyperson. I can facilitate, collect, notify, or even rub your shoulders on a massage chair if needed.”


  I wish she wouldn’t casually rely on the convenient tools of modern society.


  Lapis, who had been gritting her teeth, slumped as I raised a hand.


  Way to go! Enough, though!!


  I high-fived her in my fantasies and lowered my hand, beaming.


  “…But, Mr. Sanjo, you should at least learn maintenance methods. Maybe we should ask Lapis to help us, and the three of us can deal with it together.”


  Clearly checking Lapis’s reaction, I suddenly took a sharp turn from the path I was traveling, courtesy of our class president.


  “Huh? What?! What’s that? Really?! Y-yeah! Okay, let’s do that!”


  “Sorry, I have plans that day.”


  Ignoring my prediction of the future, the two girls began planning our study session. I was smiling, thinking that all I had to do was disappear during the meeting, until I heard the threat that we would be in close quarters, and it would include overnight stays. My teeth chattered as I crouched and begged for forgiveness.


  Somehow, while managing to change the overnight study session to morning-to-night activities, I pulled out a unique item in the shape of a compass.


  “Maaagic power detector!”


  “Da-dee-da-dee-dah,” I rang in my brain as background music and began explaining.


  “You see, Lapis, this is a super detector that detects the magical power of people registered with the Adventurers Association. I’m going to use this to search for the missing students. Heh-heh-heh.”


  “Ah! I know that tune! It’s the one for the New Century Pom Poko, isn’t it?!”


  “Wrong, Lapis. It’s plain old Pom Poko.”


  That isn’t what I wanted her to notice.


  As I tried to explain things to this princess who didn’t know Dora*mon, the needle indicated a certain point.


  It reacted this way when it succeeded in detecting magic.


  Lapis and I quickly swung our heads up and looked, while our class president frowned.


  “It looks like we’ll be able to return from this field trip without any explosions or roller coasters.”


  We followed the path indicated by the needle and found an abandoned, mass-produced, long sword–shaped magic device.


  Right next to the sword lying on the ground was an obvious mark.


  “…That’s Fairlady’s brand.”


  Lapis responded to my mumbling and reached for the device, and I grabbed her arm.


  “Don’t touch that. It’s okay if you’re a little stunned when you touch it, but you never know. The situation will be irreparable if it’s some trap that will lead to fatal consequences.”


  “But—”


  “Never mind, just don’t touch it. If you get hurt, my master’s gorilla punch will be waiting for me. Hey,” I said, turning to our class president. “Keep your distance, okay?”


  Our class president nodded and moved away from me, and I touched the magic device shaped like a long sword.


  Nothing happened.


  I gently traced the conductor wire with the tip of my finger.


  Nothing happened.


  I carefully traced the conductor wire with my fingertip to check the residual magic. The needle reacted to the faint remaining power, and it stopped swinging when I slowly moved it from the console.


  There were uses for magic power and stupidity.


  Depending on the contraption I came up with, I could use this magic device as a trap.


  For example, I could place a foreign object in the middle of the conductor line, causing a backflow of magic power the moment I took it in hand, causing cardiac arrest from a faulty connection due to a short circuit (the human and the magic device would be connected through the conductor and magical lines).


  Or I could put gunpowder in the magic device, set a console with the attributes of fire and generated flame, carve a conductor line for the structure to go around in circles, and then pour magic power into it. The residual magic would respond and explode the moment someone touched it.


  There are numerous ways to kill people using the magic device, even without being present.


  The fifth pillar demon, called “Fairlady, Queen of Branding,” liked to play tricks like that instead of engaging in straightforward combat.


  There wasn’t a single doubt that my master, Astemir, was the most powerful in the world.


  However, that woman was too poor a match with some evil spirits. She was too softhearted, and she became vulnerable when someone played a nasty trick on her.


  Her combat abilities, talent for devising strategies and tactics, and her capacity to respond as if she could foresee the future were on par with those of monsters; however, her noble spirit and title served as burdens and hindrances to her.


  That’s why I would crush any scum that would harm my master with my fingers.


  The sweet liquid that fell from pure heaven when the love between my master and Lapis was in harmony was called nectar. Because the sweet, intoxicating yuri girls with their age differences were treasures in my life, I would volunteer to be their full-time guardian free of charge, with no days off, twenty-four seven.


  I would like to see Sakura Tsukiori defeat the demons, but that would be like proving what a fool I am if I stick to that wish and invite ruin.


  I encountered the Fairlady followers in that magic train car I was in.


  It was a sign of a resurgence of evil spirits. The Fairlady group was becoming active, meaning they were preparing to come back on the scene, and it wouldn’t be surprising if this magic device were the trigger for that to happen.


  We had to be careful when dealing with evil spirits.


  I couldn’t risk Lapis getting injured at this point. A flag could be raised for Astemir to appear, and if she faced those Fairlady followers, with whom her chemistry was terrible, the worst could happen.


  “Okay, no problem,” Lapis said, snuggling up to me. “If everyone here is okay with it, I’ll sell these and use the money to pay for our dinner tonight.” She gazed with eyes as pretty as jewels. “Does the Fairlady branding we see mean they’re behind the students’ disappearance?”


  She must have recalled the last time we were attacked.


  Shuddering, she looked around, ready to fight.


  Our class president was still on her knees, examining the magic device we’d found.


  “I wonder. I’ve never heard of the Fairladies leaving a brand out on the field. It isn’t like they’re rebellious youngsters gathering together at a convenience store in the middle of the night. What good would it do them to leave clues that they existed…? It doesn’t seem to make sense.”


  “What do you think?”


  “It’s most likely a copycat.”


  I held out a huge leaf for her to use as a cushion, and she sat on it, her back straight and proper like the student leader she was.


  Lapis pressed her hand against her chin and slowly opened her mouth.


  “But I wonder. It isn’t just the Fairladies. Those guys with the demonic religion are sloppy in managing their members. It isn’t like they have small elite groups, and they’re increasing their membership through a selection process. I can’t imagine they have any set standards. Maybe there are cases of rebellious young people who show up at convenience stores in the wee hours to work as cult followers.”


  “I can’t envision rebellious young people showing up at convenience stores wanting to leave marks like these brands.”


  “Why don’t we stop arguing about whether rebellious young people are behind this?”


  Our class president stood up and carefully brushed off the dirt from her skirt.


  “It seemed like a simple attack by monsters, but the situation is starting to smell awfully fishy. We could deodorize it once and think things through again, or we could follow the scent of danger like a hound… I’ll leave the decision to the manager of our convenience store.”


  “You bet we’re going to proceed. If we start complaining about things like smells, we wouldn’t be able to ride a commuter train in the humid summer months.”


  Lapis slowly backed away, hid behind a tree, and began checking her body.


  “…You don’t particularly smell. In fact, you have more of a floral scent.”


  “B-but I sweated a little when I went into the dungeon! I’d rather call out to Astemir, who has nothing to do anyway, rather than have you think I smell sweaty!”


  I thought it was a problem that Lapis and I understood the phrase I’d rather die and call out to Astemir as meaning the same thing, knowing she was my master.


  While Lapis blushed and maintained her distance, our class president, calm and composed, made not the slightest move.


  “Look at our class president. She’s as unshakable as someone who strangled their maiden’s heart with their bare hands.”


  “And since I don’t have to act like a maiden, I’m perfectly willing to strangle the tactless guy standing next to me.”


  “S-sorry… Heh-heh-heh… My tongue slipped…”


  “Hiiro. You’re bizarrely good at impersonating others.”


  That was supposed to be a compliment, but for some reason, I wasn’t happy at all.


  To avoid further damaging my reputation, I used my foot and erased the tracks left by the rebellious youths.


  Equipped with the magic device that appeared to belong to one of the victims, I was proceeding to a deeper level when I encountered a monster.


  It was a humanoid mushroom that walked on two legs and had a huge right fist.


  It was a monster with the Fairlady sect called “Huge Mush.”


  These monsters that lived in the dungeons were loyal to the evil spirits that ruled the land.


  Because the control of each dungeon constantly shifted due to the power struggles among the spirits, you couldn’t be sure which ones controlled the place until you actually came across them.


  The Huge Mush were monsters of the Fairladies, meaning this dungeon was now controlled by that sect. Three gigantic mushrooms lumbered toward us.


  Their fists, as large and hard as huge rocks, were their weapons. They came at us swinging their arms to deliver a simple straight right punch. In the original game, the chances of them hitting their marks were unusually low, but if they did hit their targets, the damage would be tremendous… They were the type of enemy that aimed to land a critical hit.


  Incidentally, for some reason, their kind of attack was sure to be successful against Ophelia.


  Lapis stepped away from the slowly approaching mushrooms and aimed her arrow.


  They continued to come straight at her.


  Sting, sting. Sting, sting.


  The arrows struck the mushrooms. Despite being hurt, they remained relentless in their pursuit of us.


  Lapis yawned, and we distanced ourselves from them.


  Sting, sting. Sting, sting.


  Finally, one mushroom fell.


  The other two rushed to the fallen mushroom, patting it on the shoulder and back in encouragement. With its hands and knees on the floor, the downed mushroom shook its head, while the other two slapped it harder.


  The mushroom, which had been on its knees, finally staggered to its feet—and a clay arrow pierced it in the brain.


  “Don’t you have a heart?!”


  “Huh? What are you talking about…?”


  Using Change: The Earth, Lapis continued to create clay arrows from the ground and shot a huge number of them at it.


  “Get it done at once. At once, okay? You humans have that Bushido moral code, compassion, and friends living on the Spaceship Planet Earth, right?”


  “Excuse me for butting in. I wonder about the merit of clinging to outdated ideas like that. We have adopted our tactics with rationality, and there’s no need for us to show mercy to you monsters. Die, mushrooms. You aren’t receiving our mercy.”


  “Excuse me for being up front. What you’re saying is probably correct, but I will counter your righteous argument with an emotional one. Because I—”


  I clenched my fists and shouted, “I want to go straight at them!”


  “Go and join some sumo stable.”


  “Shut up! I want to fight them! I want to show them how strong I am!”


  I started running toward the mushrooms. The three monsters spread their arms and welcomed me, and in no time, they surrounded me and beat me to a pulp.


  “Huh? Wait a sec!! What happened to that Bushido moral code?! The compassion?! That passionate speech you were delivering?! Huh? You have got to be kidding!! Is this some coup d’état happening on this Spaceship Planet Earth?!”


  I shielded my head and crouched as more mushrooms came running, surrounded me, and kicked me furiously.


  “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh! What a sneaky trick! These guys took advantage of my peace-loving instinct!!”


  “Excuse me from afar. I think it was that shabby brain of yours that was taken advantage of.”


  Forcing my way out of this circle of mushrooms, I used my invisible arrow to blow away these sly monsters. They fled like scattering spiderlings, and I returned to our team, battered and bruised.


  
    [image: ]
  

  “You have to give it to those Fairlady characters. They’re smart…”


  “Not exactly. You’re just stupid.”


  Having finished battling my powerful foes, I shook my head, weeping.


  “Th-this is frustrating. I’m going over there to cry, but don’t look. It’s embarrassing.”


  I moved away from Lapis and our class president and made my way through the trees.


  Controlling my magic power to erase any signs of my presence, I hid in the leaves and reeds and drew my sword without a sound, thrusting at its neck.


  The thin, outstretched blade threatened the life of the Huge Mush. The humanoid monster eyed Lapis and our class president, then turned its attention to me.


  Completely detached, I slowly opened my mouth to speak.


  “Did you pick up that outfit at your neighborhood store?”


  The individual wearing the Huge Mush costume slowly observed me through eye holes, and I saw the shadow of a blade.


  “Hey, give me a shout if you’re going to attack me.”


  The eyes were blazing with murderous intent.


  Through the costume, the eyes were telling me something: I’ve killed before.


  “No, you haven’t.”


  She attacked from my left. I pulled out my long magic device and intercepted.


  “Huh…?!?!”


  “In the style of Astemir Clouet la Killicia. Secret Sword, Borrowed Blade.”


  She must believe that it is okay to take something a person is willing to lend to another as your own.


  Then I remembered my mentor smiling as she told me that she still dried her hair with a hair dryer she had borrowed from her apprentice, Lapis.


  The Huge Mush distanced itself from me, diddled with its magic device, removed the console—and revealed its identity.


  It was a woman I didn’t recognize.


  I guess she decided she needed visibility, or else she didn’t stand a chance against me.


  Perhaps to conceal her identity, she was clad in black clothes that didn’t strike me as combat attire. She sat down without letting her guard down and pushed the blade into her open palm.


  She was no amateur. She was a master of swordsmanship. At the very least, she was of a higher rank than those cult followers in the black-cat category.


  “Aren’t you going to say ‘hello’? Or ‘hey, how are you doing?!’ Or something like ‘listen carefully if you’re far away, as I’m going to shout my name’? No self-introduction fitting for a warrior?”


  She silently built up her energy in front of me as I tapped my shoulder with the wing of my sword.


  “Or are you the type who lets the sword speak for her, like a warrior in a shounen manga? If that’s the case, I’ll let my love for yuri girls tell you about me. Hey, have you come prepared for a sleepover?”


  No reaction.


  I tossed my long magic device at her as I spoke.


  “Huh?!”


  I dove into her bosom as she swung her sword and knocked away the device.


  I slammed my sword of light into her unguarded side—


  She shouted, “What a sneaky move!!”


  “I’ll accept your complaints through the devil in the afterlife.”


  And she guarded her body.


  Her reflexes were impressive as she caught my blow. I wanted to praise her, but she was a step too late.


  I twisted my hip, drew my sword, performed a right-to-left slash, and plunged my blade into her left side.


  The moment it made contact, I felt the vibration of bones and flesh creaking in my hands.


  Struck over the spleen, she closed her eyes as her face wrinkled in pain. I slipped into her blind spot and grabbed her face with the palm of my hand.


  And I focused my magic power.


  My right hand glowed a pale-white color. Having stared death in the face, the woman stopped moving and relaxed.


  I slowly looked into her face.


  “…Are you going to say hello?”


  Her hands twitched.


  Her eyes were open wide with fear, and I looked into them and whispered, “We’re meeting for the first time. It’s standard protocol for strangers to introduce themselves and then get to know each other.”


  “K-kill me.”


  “What are you doing, getting carried away playing the fallen hero? Your screams will drown out your romantic ideas if I start burning the skin on your face. Now talk.”


  “H-how did you know…? The setup should have been perfect… D-did you act like an idiot and dive in…so you wouldn’t get those girls you were with involved…?”


  “The next time you call me a guy with a stellar heart, an idiot, I will push yuri girls into your ears. It’s okay because, as a result, they like me less.”


  “…?”


  “Stop questioning every word I say and stalling. It’s one question at a time, and now it’s your turn to answer. Answer before I push yuri girls up your nose.”


  “I… I’m a follower…of the F-Fairlady sect…of the demonic religion…”


  I focused my magic power with everything I had.


  Pale-blue light gushed out in all directions, and the sheer fear made her let out a high-pitched scream of terror.


  “Don’t wet your tongue with lies. I have no mercy for those who harm the yuri girls of this world. Give me a straight answer if you don’t want to smell the steak I’ll make out of your face.”


  “I—I don’t know! I’m just a hired hand! I don’t ask for details for the sake of my clients’ and my safety! I’m like an automated machine that simply buries its targets!”


  “A hired hand… So you’re an assassin for hire…with targets…?”


  “O-one question at a time! Go in order!! How did you see through the facade?!”


  Her eyes hovered as she stared at me.


  “M-Mule Esse Eisbert…”


  I gasped in shock.


  She wasn’t lying.


  I showed her the long sword–shaped magic device that the missing had left behind.


  “Are you the one who branded this with the Fairlady mark where this was left?”


  She nodded.


  “What for?”


  “I—I told you, I don’t know why! All I did was follow my instructions!!”


  —It’s most likely a copycat.


  I was starting to figure out the backstory. Still, I needed to unravel the threads that were in a complicated jumble. If I was right, the enemy existed in “two directions.” The mastermind who was giving this girl instructions wasn’t targeting Mule.


  The real target was probably…


  I released my hand and let go of the assassin.


  “Lie low for a while. They won’t kill you since you don’t have much useful information, but I suggest you avoid tourist sites and enjoy a trip abroad.”


  “A-are you letting me go…?”


  “They probably already started cutting their losses the moment I found you out and you failed. From the moment you answered my questions and betrayed your client, you’ve had no choice but to go into hiding. But the next time I see you…I’m going to turn into a steakhouse chef.”


  Smart till the end, she disappeared without a single unnecessary objection.


  I immediately called up my screen.


  “Yes, hello?”


  “Hey. This is Hiiro Sanjo with the Yuriz, the well-received group with a name that sounds like we’re a family-style restaurant. There’s something I want to ask you about a particular request.”


  “Of course. Go ahead.”


  “About the missing Houjou students—,” I asked the Adventurers Association receptionist on the other end of the line.


  “Is there more than one student?”


  “It started with one…but a second student was reported missing a little while ago, making it two.”


  With my suspicion now certain, I continued, “Can you find out which dorm the first student who went missing lives in?”


  “Yes, sir… Okay, that’s…Fraum… No, excuse me. She ran into trouble there and recently moved to Caeruleum.”


  “And what’s the name of the second person who went missing?”


  The receptionist mentioned a familiar name.


  “That would be Miss Mule Esse Eisbert.”


  Everything was now connected.


  The former Fraum student who went missing first had to be the student Mule kicked out just the other day. Then Mule was hooked into this mess when she heard about her disappearance and was lured into this dungeon.


  But Mule isn’t stupid.


  She knows she isn’t a fighter, and although we’re talking about a dungeon for beginners that was almost free of danger, she would never go to the girl’s rescue by herself.


  She definitely would have taken an escort.


  “Can you send me the security camera footage from the entrance to the Dungeon of the Dark Forest? I want images from five hours before we were asked to enter it.”


  “Certainly.”


  I received the video images a few minutes later. I opened another window and called Hizumi.


  “What’s up? It’s unusual for you to call.”


  “Sorry, I need your help. I think you could get this done right away. I’m going to send you five hours’ worth of surveillance footage and a photo of a girl. I want you to extract the visuals of the girl entering the dungeon and send them to me.”


  “You need this done pronto, huh? Okay. I’ll get it done right away.”


  She was a brilliant economic and diplomatic representative for the Holy Yuri Empire, and she went through the footage and found Mule in no time.


  Three women locked her in from the sides and behind as she stepped into the Dungeon of the Dark Forest, looking uneasy. Judging by their moves, the three women weren’t amateurs. What bugged me was that they looked familiar and also the swords at their waist.


  “…Can you zoom into the swords at their waists?”


  “Lou.”


  I could hear the sound of her typing on a keyboard. She repeated the process of zooming in and adjusting the resolution, and finally, I could acknowledge the evidence that appeared faintly on the screen.


  “…They aren’t mass-produced.”


  “Huh?”


  “The swords at their waists. They aren’t mass-produced. That’s a sign that they’re wealthy. The fact that Mule went with them without complaining should indicate that their credentials were enough for her to trust. Mule would have been more arrogant if these girls were from the Eisbert family. Isn’t there a family crest on the swords?”


  An update sounded, and the blurred image became clear—and I saw a sorrel and an arabesque design.


  —Aren’t they someone’s parents?


  A numbing astonishment ran through my body. I felt my synapses firing, and dots became connected.


  —The demonic cult has collaborators.


  I was sure of it. And the next target was…


  “Sylphiel and her gang can move. Send us the coordinates, and we’ll have them arrive in the shortest time possible.”


  “They won’t get there in time. We can have them enter the dungeon without permission, but I don’t want to get in trouble with the Adventurers Association. I’ll go in person.”


  “I knew you’d say that. I can try to stop you, but you aren’t equipped with brakes, are you?”


  “I’m a careful stray swordsman. I have a reputation for getting into accidents and not dying, so don’t worry.”


  “I’m telling you not to get into any accidents, jerk.”


  I could hear her chuckling at the other end of the line.


  “I’m sure you’ll be fine, but come back safely. I’ll be waiting for you. Go and get them.”


  My lovely supporter gave me her go-ahead, and we got disconnected.


  I stood and stretched my muscles, reflected on the conquered land I had yet to take over, and saw a girl.


  “Hiiro.”


  The beauty was blurred, let loose, and flashing beyond.


  Floating on the black canvas of darkness, pale magic power fluttered out from Lapis’s golden limbs.


  She had a will of gold set in black. With an ethereal, glossy color, she smiled beautifully.


  “Shall we get going?”


  Bathed in the sublime splendor, I savored the gains that seeped into my gut.


  This girl…Lapis Clouet la Lumet…was a heroine.


  “Okay.”


  With a big smile on her face, she stuck out her knuckle.


  Laughing, we bumped fists.


  “I knew we were great rivals.”


  “……”


  “What?”


  Lapis blushed and tilted her head shyly.


  “What if I said I don’t just want to be great rivals anymore… Would that be a nuisance to you?”


  “Chlooooooooooooooooooooooooooooeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!”


  “Yes? You called?”


  My savior, our class president, came from behind the bushes and offered me a hand.


  I jumped back, away from Lapis, hid behind Chloe, and trembled.


  “Lapis! I dare you to say that again!! Come on, say it! Say what you just said to our class president! The situation will be reset then! Please! I’m begging you!!”


  “I-idiot… You got it wrong… I—I didn’t mean it in a funny way…!”


  “Then how did you mean it?” our class president asked her.


  Lapis had been poking her fingers together shyly but looked down, blushing.


  “Wh—…”


  Now beet red, Lapis glanced to see my reaction, her lips pouting.


  “What did you mean…?”


  My vision turned bright red.


  I had unconsciously been trying to destroy my own brain. I bit through my lip as I bled profusely from banging my head against a large tree.


  “S-someone, please…pull my brain out… I-it’s my brain that’s to blame… M-my brain…is damaged… My…my head… It’s filled with the Brain Destruction Princess of Death…”


  “Can we cut it out with your stupid, lovey-dovey comedy show and get going?”


  Lapis and I looked at each other while we paid attention to our class president.


  “I know this is a silly question, but weren’t the three of us operating this ‘Yuriz’ group together? You can’t operate a family-style restaurant if you don’t have a good worker in the kitchen besides the owner and waiter.”


  No matter what was said, this girl never backed down. Seeing that, I erased the goofy look on my face and asked, “You will put your life above everything else and run if the situation gets tight. Can you promise me that?”


  “I have never once in my life been tardy or absent and have never broken a promise or violated a school rule. All my ancestors were experts at keeping promises and breathing.”


  I broke into a smile and tapped the sheath on my hip.


  “We’re going to hit the party venue together. The bigwigs are sure to be waiting for us with seats set aside for guests of honor. This is the opening celebration for Yuriz, which is going to go down in history.”


  I laughed.


  “Let’s do it with a bang.”


  Lapis and our class president nodded, and with them in tow, I headed deeper into the dungeon.


  


  I’m in the deepest level of the Dungeon of the Dark Forest.


  Giant trees fill my field of vision, creating the illusion that they encircle this entire layer.


  In the hollowness of the giant trees was a church that looked like a miniature by contrast. It was as if it balanced out the hugeness of the trees.


  It was dusk.


  The path to the tiny church was paved with cobblestones in place of good intentions. Candles of varying lengths flanked the cobblestone path from both sides, as if emphasis was placed on the uniformity of human souls as a funeral procession of eminent figures was underway.


  Like departed souls scattered here and there.


  The orange lights floating in the air seemed to form isosceles triangles that stood upright as trees.


  The glowing lights were like a delusion of people’s attachment to this world-bearing fruit.


  I came to a halt in front of this scene.


  “…No.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  I didn’t respond to Lapis’s question. Instead, I remained quiet and did some thinking.


  In the original story, no out-of-place church exists in the deepest level of the Dungeon of the Dark Forest. There is no room for a strange church in the vast emptiness, where fights against monsters with gigantic roots continue to take place.


  The church…can certainly exist, and the pieces are in place for it to be there…and all someone has to do is pull a trigger…which isn’t good…


  “I have never heard of a church that partygoers would appreciate being built in the deepest level of the Dungeon of the Dark Forest. Neither have I heard about its reopening that might target couples, families, and readers of travel magazines with fancy covers.”


  “Lapis. Chloe,” I started to say, but I gave up when I saw that they were unlikely to listen if I threatened them to go home.


  “Whatever happens, promise me that you will do as I say. That’s the minimum requirement for you two to be here. If you don’t do that, I have no choice but to take you guys and head back this minute.”


  I sighed when I saw them silently nodding and made up my mind.


  “All right. I respect your godforsaken free will. Let’s get the situation straight.”


  We huddled together in the darkness around the scant light of a candle we borrowed.


  I pulled out my magic detector and confirmed that its needle pointed to the church, then wrote a string of text on the screen I called up to share the current situation with the others.


  “What I’m about to tell you is purely speculation. I’m sure it will be the worst imaginable, so from here on out, we’ll have no choice but to go along with that speculation. Are you with me so far?”


  They both nodded.


  “First, we, the Yuriz—”


  “Wait a second. Am I correct in understanding that the name ‘Yuriz’ has been decided as our official name?”


  Suddenly forced to step on the brakes when I’d just begun, I held out a palm to our class president.


  “Chloe, you’re telling me to wait a second for a reason that really isn’t too important at this point. It’s like the seasoned bamboo shoot you find in a bowl of ramen noodles. I mean, sure, it’s a nice element in the dish, but it isn’t key, and—”


  “Hold on a sec, Hiiro. I don’t think it’s right to make light of those condiments. I can’t forgive even you for dismissing bamboo shoots by simply saying they aren’t key.”


  “I don’t know about that. I agree with Mr. Sanjo. If bamboo shoot condiments were valid, then most ramen shops would have to have ‘ramen with bamboo shoots’ on their regular menus, along with their ramen with char siu pork.”


  “Hey, will you stop suddenly getting sidetracked and then blasting away at full speed? This isn’t the time for us to be debating the merits of bamboo shoots. A decisive life-or-death battle may be about to unfold, and I don’t want to die arguing over ramen ingredients.”


  Lapis and Chloe agreed to that and shut up.


  “But, Chloe, you’ve been mentioning family-style restaurants, which got me believing that you not only already recognized us as ‘Yuriz’ but also approved of it.”


  “I didn’t want us to get into an argument.”


  “But you don’t mind arguing over bamboo shoots, huh…? Well, anyway. I’ll keep talking as a member of our group, which we’ll call ‘the Yuriz,’ for now.”


  I wrote Yuriz on my screen and circled it.


  “We, the Yuriz, agreed to take on the search for missing persons at the Adventurers Association, which is why we’ve come to this Dungeon of the Dark Forest. What we hadn’t known…is that the intentions of two organizations were hidden in here.”


  “Two organizations? Are you saying the kidnapping wasn’t just the work of the demonic cult?”


  Although she could see me as we stood facing each other, Lapis shifted over next to me, so we rubbed shoulders, and I answered, keeping my distance from her.


  “One is the demonic cult’s Fairlady faction. The other—”


  I lowered my voice. “The other is the Sanjo family.”


  “Huh?! The Sanjos? That’s your family, isn’t it? The people who have been messing with you in different ways?”


  I stared at Lapis, opening and closing my mouth, unable to form an answer.


  “Then what about that brand we found next to that magic device?”


  “That was the work of someone from the Sanjo family. It’s a typical way of expression for those people who don’t want to do the dirty work themselves. It’s an artwork they used to blame the Fairlady sect.”


  “W-wait just a minute. I’m getting confused. Are you saying we have two enemies in the Dungeon of the Dark Forest—the demonic cult and the Sanjo family—in two directions here, and they’re moving around with different agendas?”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Strangely enough, their goals meshed, and they’ve thus taken the same path. Their goal—”


  I wrote the demonic cult and the Sanjo family on my screen, circled them, and pointed an arrow at the name of an individual in the center.


  “Their goal is to capture Mule Esse Eisbert.”


  “Mule Esse Eisbert…the manager of Fraum. I can’t imagine there being a reason for those two parties to want to go after her.”


  “But there is. That’s precisely why they snatched a former Fraum resident so they could lure Mule.”


  Lapis came close to me, touched my arm, and looked into my face.


  “Wh-what is it, Lapis…? Come any closer, and you’ll see blood… My blood, that is.”


  “I know. They want you, Hiiro.”


  With eyes that reminded me of lapis lazuli and an azure light shining in them, Lapis had my attention and snuggled up to me.


  “The Sanjo family had been watching you, Hiiro, and they’d been watching the events at the welcome party for new students. Isn’t that what made them think they could use Mule as a hostage?”


  “R-right… U-um, I’m just a male…a-and this is wrong… Y-you’re too close… I’m afraid of human warmth…!”


  “Oops. Sorry.”


  Lapis blushed as she stepped back slightly and tucked her hair behind her ear.


  Meanwhile, I had paled, and with hands trembling with fear, I wrote the Sanjos’ true objective on my screen: Take Mule hostage and kill Hiiro Sanjo.


  “Then what do the Fairladies really want to do? What are they planning to do, taking Mule hostage?”


  “You’ll get it…once you go in there. Just remember that they have an ultimate goal that’s different from what the Sanjo family intends to do.”


  I left it at that, not wanting the girls to become too interested in the reason for the kidnappings.


  I was intentionally vague and stared at the church.


  Sooner or later, both the invited and the uninvited would join the party, though that uninvited girl might already be there, bringing along a magic handler who was helping her out.


  I wrote A different objective from the demonic religion.


  And drew a small circle and added, A fourth force.


  “What do you mean, a fourth force? It’s awfully vague.”


  “They should be on our side…I think.”


  “What’s with the vague euphemism?”


  “Well, it’s because I don’t know. I doubt they would come attack us, but I’m not sure.”


  “So to summarize—”


  Appearing to intend to keep me at arm’s length, yet with her warmth palpable, Lapis murmured, “You’re saying both the demonic religion and the Sanjos are our enemies, they’re both waiting for us at that church, and it’s going to be a three-way battle?”


  “That’s how it looks. It’s a place of worship, and I ask you to pray that it won’t end up being a four-way fight.”


  “……”


  “Chloe, it’s fine for you to express your thoughts in your roundabout way, like calling me an idiot for intentionally charging into a fire.”


  “Are you an idiot?”


  “That sounds like you’re just being abusive.”


  Our class president sighed.


  “Okay, I get it. Did you go ahead and interrogate those stuffed mushrooms alone so you wouldn’t give us unneeded information and get us involved?”


  “You get thirty points for that. Think of how I feel, having you figure everything out despite my desperate efforts.”


  “It feels good to be cool!”


  “Well, you flunk.”


  Our class president, who had zero Japanese language skills (i.e., the ability to consider other people’s feelings), looked me straight in the eye.


  “We’ve only just become a group, and our solidarity and history together are flimsy. In a state like that, I appreciate your efforts to protect your friends, who are full of secrets and driven by their respective personal desires. However, you may be too good-natured, accepting an unknown like me and sealing our association with plain old trust… But your aspirations, grounded in good faith, do attract people like the princess of the elves.”


  “……”


  “Lapis, look up! Don’t keep staring down! Lift your head! This girl here, who’s attempting to power-shove our trust, is a believer in the doctrine of human evil! How about you argue with her and say that your ears are only red because it’s cold?!”


  That caused a crack in our class president’s iron mask, and Lapis smiled slightly.


  “That’s why I’m going to follow you, as part of the Yuriz—though that may only be a tentative name—to build up trust within our still-young group for the days ahead.”


  “Huh…? What? Th-that soon…? Don’t tell me you’re getting mushy already…?”


  Our class president went back to looking blank again.


  “I am not getting mushy.”


  “But you smiled just now—”


  “I did not smile. That was your subjective perception of me exercising my facial muscles. If you keep this up, I will report you to the appropriate authorities for facial harassment.”


  “Then I’ll report Alsuhariya for harassing me in obstructing my suicide attempts.”


  “Let’s put aside the senseless jokes and work out our next moves.”


  Come to think of it, Alsuhariya hasn’t made an appearance since I became involved in this missing-persons case. Had I mistakenly put her out as trash last week?


  I stopped dwelling on that annoying demon, cleared my throat, and returned to the subject at hand.


  “We have an advantage—coincidence—and we’ll use it against them.”


  “Coincidence…? Was the missing-persons case coming up right as we visited the Adventurers Association a coincidence, then?”


  Still a bit red in the ears, Lapis said, “That’s correct.”


  “The Sanjo family will now contact me in some way to threaten me. You know, the usual if-you-want-Mule-Esse-Eisbert-returned crap. It will take me some time to get to the deepest level after they have succeeded in luring me in. If things go according to their plan, we’ll have some time before I get there. That, ladies, is our advantage. We will use the variance in time there to catch them off guard.”


  “Are you saying we’ll launch a surprise attack and shock them, like seeing a friend suddenly turn into a tiger?”


  “Very good, Chloe. You always get high scores, with the exception of your Japanese—”


  A ringtone echoed, and the name Lily Classical appeared on the screen.


  I grinned and exchanged a glance with my peers.


  After accepting the demands of the Sanjos, who made contact through Lily, I vowed to go to the deepest level alone and went around to the back of the church.


  “Okay, then, let’s get a taste of the thrill of a surprise attack, shall we?”


  Deciding that it would be foolish to go at them from the front, we decided to attempt entry from the upper level.


  High above our heads, I saw mint-blue and light-green stained glass, which depicted a goddess-like woman.


  Lapis came back to us after looking up, apparently hurting her neck.


  “I didn’t see any footholds. I don’t think we can go in there simply by jumping.”


  “Don’t worry. I have the perfect plan,” I whispered with a straight face. “We’ll get on each other’s shoulders.”


  “I’m seeing a serious error in a certain person’s speech function. Please cease all shipments to the present world.”


  Oh, brother. I shrugged after our class president just took a roundabout way to tell me to die.


  “Chloe, I’m a serious guy. I’m like honesty and sincerity walking around wearing a formal suit. I’m actually in the midst of a campaign to increase my seriousness, all the way from giving away pencils you use for taking tests to running lotteries with a hundred lucky winners.”


  “Your self-assessment isn’t reliable. Shall we hear what the tests are about?”


  I put my hands against the wall and grinned.


  “Come!!”


  “You get zero for that.”


  “Come on, come at me!!”


  “For your information, you aren’t getting points deducted because of your words, but instead because of the ideas you come up with.”


  “Okay, let’s stop joking—”


  A soft touch enveloped my cheeks and the back of my head.


  A piece of fabric fluttered before me and filled my vision, and suddenly, it was pitch black.


  I slowly moved it out of the way, as if I was walking into a ramen shop that had a shop curtain hanging at the entrance, and then looked up.


  The princess was bright red, covering her face with both hands and snarling from deep in her throat.


  “Th-this is no time to be shy, but… Ch-Chloe, hurry up… The three of us have to climb on top of each other’s shoulders to get to the other side…!”


  She was squeezing my head with her thighs as she trembled with embarrassment, beet red down to the neck.


  I opened my mouth vigorously as her sweet aroma enveloped me.


  “Chloe, what are you doing?! It’s a combined effort!! Get on board pronto!!”


  “I’m afraid I decline all attempts to ease disparities in standard deviation scores.”


  Tension can sometimes bring on irreparable consequences.


  “Hiiro, when you lean your back against someone, the first thing to do is to calm them down. Someone who’s drowning will grasp at straws. When rescuing an individual who’s drowning, a significant number of cases result in the rescuer being pulled in by the panicked person in need of help, leading to both drowning together. The same applies in combat. The stress level eases to about the right level when you crack smart jokes before battle.”


  Being the diligent apprentice I was, I was following what my mentor taught me.


  Now hearing that we’d been joking around, Lapis said, “I—I knew that!! Of course I knew that! All I wanted was to press my thighs against your face!” Her excuse sounded like something a female molester might say as she fulfilled her responsibility as a goodwill ambassador from Alfheim.


  Our class president maintained her composure as she turned her attention to the muddy footprints and scuff marks on the walls. Then she found a back door while examining how the reeds had fallen.


  “Let’s go in through the back.”


  “…Right.”


  She opened a small vial, making a popping sound.


  Its contents soared without a sound, becoming a faint phosphorescent glow that began to dance around.


  It was Fairy Gold Dust, an item used in the original game to lower the player-encounter rate.


  The game description said that in this world, it “amplified the surrounding exogenous magic calculators and blurred the boundary with endogenous magic calculators.” In other words, it was a powerful jamming item that interfered with the detection of magic power.


  In addition, the gold powder also had a strong sound-absorbing effect.


  This gold dust that floated around us expanded whenever vibrations were transmitted through the air. It then became a type of porous material that converted sound energy into frictional heat. Each time sound was transmitted from inside the expanding gold dust, it would heat up and become a bright-red color for just a moment, then spread out like an umbrella.


  We could go on with silly horseplay thanks to this gold powder, but it made things stand out visually.


  I had to remember to shrink while I proceeded so the gold dust wouldn’t enter my field of vision.


  “Be warned that we won’t be able to replenish it the next time the effects wear off,” our class president advised, and I nodded as we headed up the creaking staircase to the upper floor.


  The second floor, an atrium, had a parapet to prevent people from falling. I took up position in a spot where I could get a bird’s-eye view of the first floor and ducked.


  In full view downstairs was an offering of the day’s guest of honor.


  Mule was strapped to a pew chair under a crucifix, her face pale. Beside her, a student who used to live at Fraum was slumped.


  She was probably just drugged. I didn’t see any external injuries.


  On a couch where pious followers should have been seated were six rude individuals expressing their disrespect for God in various ways.


  A pipe organ for the playing of Mass music had been pushed into the inner recesses of the forest and was overcome with a chaste silence. The long carpet spread underneath the floor beckoned visitors with its solemn nature, and the voracious dust spoke of years of contemplation.


  The stained glass overhead was like flattened marbles, its sanctity compromised by the loss of the light that should have been projected upon it.


  The too-heavily decorated stage seemed to be staging the absence of God.


  On that stage, six shadows were bathed in our gaze in place of spotlights. Crowds from the Sanjo family and the demonic cult looked disrespectful and irritated.


  “Why must we join forces with that demonic religion? Can you bear to shake hands with that trash Fairlady sect or whatever it’s called? They’re just scheming to resurrect their demon.”


  “Hey, shut your mouth. If you don’t know how, I’ll sew your upper and lower lips together.”


  “It’s too late now; they’re listening. Sounds echo in this church with its atrium.”


  Three and three.


  The six people were split up neatly in half, leaving space for six seats between them.


  “Those Sanjo scum. They’re nothing but mongrels with the blood of usurpers mixed in, yet they talk so big. I don’t know which branch of the family those fools are from, but Kiriu or Kaou will do away with them no matter what happens.”


  “Never mind, just use them. A dog that continues to bark will eventually bite someone’s hand and be killed.”


  “Stop worrying about those lowlifes. Whether Hiiro Sanjo becomes nothing but bones and a stray dog gnaws at them, it has nothing to do with us. Focus on the mission you must accomplish, even if it means risking your life.”


  Our surroundings turned red as we picked up what they were saying.


  We didn’t have to keep our voices down, but Lapis, huddled close to me, whispered, “Maybe they’re working together, but it doesn’t sound like they want to cooperate.”
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  “Right. They say the enemy of an enemy is a friend, all of humanity is family, and ‘We Are the World’…which works in our favor.”


  “Well, of course. It’s rare for a team to be formed and things go great right away.”


  Didn’t they have anything else to do besides talking down about the Sanjo family?


  As I watched the six individuals keep their mouths shut, I glanced at Mule, who was tied up.


  “Our objective is strictly to rescue Mule and that student. We don’t need to deal with those demonic cult members or the Sanjos. When I give the signal, you two take Mule and the student out of the church and flee from the Dungeon of the Dark Forest.”


  I smirked as I tapped the sheath of my Masamune Kuki.


  “As their all-time worst enemy, I will play the role of the guy they hate.”


  “No.”


  Lapis looked me straight in the eye and held my hand.


  “No. Absolutely not.”


  “On a count of three! One, two, three!!”


  I joined my hands, moved them up and down, crossed them, then hit the princess’s hand out of the way with all my might.


  Singing the Alp anime theme song and blowing away the romantic moment, I smiled smugly at Lapis.


  “Listen, Lapis. You and I don’t have to hold hands. We’re rivals, right? Our hostility is mutual, and—”


  I have no idea how she could have misunderstood that, but she wrapped my hands in hers.


  As I prepared to scale the Alps, she copied what I just did with my hands and smiled.


  “It’s okay. Your hands aren’t dirty. It’s okay, Hiiro.”


  “That’s not it! That isn’t what I was getting at! This is no time for me to tell you that my hands are tainted with blood! E-eep… Please don’t clutch my hands with the brightest of encouragement… Chloe…!”


  “Yes, it’s time.”


  Like a staff member assigned to peel off people unwilling to let go of their favorite stars’ hands during an autograph and handshake session, Chloe skillfully stood in the middle and pulled Lapis away from me.


  Bawling, I made my way behind her.


  “Waah… Sob, sob… Aaahh… Oooh…!”


  “No matter how hard you cry and plead with me, I cannot understand the cry of an animal. Lapis? Please control yourself. We’re in hostile territory.”


  “Oh, s-sorry. Watching Hiiro’s face made my hands shake and my concentration wane.”


  “There’s no need for you to make excuses like a drug addict. The enemy isn’t moving, and although Mr. Sanjo may appear to be horsing around, he’s certainly on the alert—”


  Chloe looked at me with my face a mess from the tears and snot and bit her lip. “—I think.”


  I carried on sobbing and caught a glimpse of something red out of the corner of my eye.


  I pulled Chloe to me, bent over, and shielded her.


  Following the sensation of my skin, which felt numbed by the murderous air, I drew my sword trigger, and the moment I struck out with my sword, an ice blade had bitten into my throat.


  “Chloe. Get behind me very slowly.”


  Lapis aimed an arrow she had generated at an individual whose entire body was covered with rope.


  “Identify yourself. Or would you rather weep tears of heartbreak and die?”


  Slowly, the person removed their hood.


  “That’s Hiiro for you, capturing the hearts of girls with his unconscious actions.”


  The face and voice were familiar. Sighing, I put away my sword.


  “You’re late. I hope you have an excuse for breaking through when you were called the keeper of time in the past. Don’t think you can escape being fined—”


  “I got delayed goingb on a date with a girl. [image: ]”


  “I will now present you with a gift of money.”


  Smiling, Julie Froma Frigience sat next to me.


  “Not that a boy I wasn’t even planning to meet up with has the right to blame me for being late. How did you find this place?” Julie asked, looking amazed, as our class president, who had been in my arms, stepped away.


  “By chance.”


  “The taste of a lie is bitter, so it would be nice if you could throw in a teaspoonful of humor.”


  “But wait. There’s been an accident that’s sad just to talk about.”


  The fair-skinned beauty tapped my nose in a tut-tut fashion.


  “Hiiro. Were you aware of the demonic religion’s next target all along?”


  “Are you kidding? I would be a god or Buddha of some kind if I could tell stuff like that without being given any clues. But there had been a type of divine understanding that came about by sheer coincidence, and it appears that destiny has created a collision spectacularly.”


  “Then I assume you know about the hero who will open that door over there and make an appearance.”


  “Naturally. She’s not only an acquaintance—”


  Slowly, the great doors of the church opened—


  And I laughed.


  “We’ve killed each other in the past.”


  The church was bathed in light, and her platinum hair shimmered in the glow. She wore stained glass earrings. Unlike the glass rotting away in the church, her earrings, illuminated and alive, reflected the warm, orange light from the candles.


  The prodigy pushed open the majestic grand doors with hands made from generated clay. With arrogance and insolence, she chose to walk the path at the center.


  Her purple cloak fluttered, and her eyes drew golden spirals.


  Awarded the title of alchemist, she was a magic handler of the supreme order. The genius who had accumulated the power to turn the world upside down now showed her majestic figure.


  An arrogant sneer formed on her lips as she was designated the next target.


  Chris Esse Eisbert hurled a sneer at the guests who were present.


  “I’ve gone to the trouble of coming to this dump.”


  The space was illuminated by recurring high-speed flashes of purple light, accompanied by the sound of blank shots and a shower of light particles.


  “Hey, you crows here looking for rotten meat. I hope you have six garbage bags for six bodies.”


  I could feel the magical power building. It was so strong that it sent goose bumps across my skin as the six antagonists stood up quietly.


  They slowly made their way around Chris and surrounded her.


  Paying no attention to their movements, Chris looked blankly at Mule.


  “What are you doing there?”


  Mule opened her tearstained eyes wide and stared at her sister.


  “To think you would be kidnapped so easily and put up as if you were a prize. What are you going to do, put on a frilly dress and decorate the cover of some picture book? It appears to be great fun standing up for the rights of the weak and giving in to the strong as bait.”


  Ignoring the six who were readying themselves for battle, the older sister looked at her younger sibling.


  “You are no longer the age to be wearing diapers. Don’t come crying to your sister. Show me that you can stand on your own. Otherwise, I cannot acknowledge you.”


  The young sister pleaded with her eyes.


  “Don’t get smug. One can only use power as an excuse when they have the proper dignity. Don’t be a fox that borrows the authority of a tiger.”


  “Well, well, if it isn’t Chris Esse Eisbert. This, indeed, is throwing out a sprat to catch a whale. I couldn’t believe it when I heard rumors about a cold-blooded individual like yourself making efforts for the sake of your hopeless sister. But in the interest of pursuing our ideals, we, the demigods of the demonic cult, are going to take your life—”


  “Stop drooling with your filthy breath, trash.”


  With her eyes swirling violently, Chris glared at the cult member who interrupted her interaction with Mule.


  “I’m talking to my sister right now. Don’t think you slugs crawling around at the bottom of the lowest can speak to me. Stop spraying your filthy mucus around. Go away.”


  With furious rage, a reddish-black oral cavity opened up in the air.


  The big mouth appeared out of nowhere, giggling and exposing its sharp front teeth. It slid through the air, chattering away, attacked Chris…and popped to smithereens.


  Red-black blood splattered all over the couch, and the shattered teeth pierced the wall. The back teeth, caked with flesh, rammed into the goddess statue, and the torn upper lip wriggled, sending up a plume of blood.


  In a mere moment, the holy church was filled with the impurity of blood.


  The cult members’ mouths hung open. Perhaps they couldn’t keep up with what had just happened.


  Nothing else occurred.


  Having created a huge amount of gas in the gigantic mouth’s oral cavity and made it explode from within, Chris quietly stared at her sister.


  “Don’t disappoint me, Mule. You once illuminated me with your light; ever since that night we looked up at that starlight and found that first star twinkling in the sky—the star that guides the lost—your light has never once clouded over. So, Mule—”


  Just for a few seconds, Chris opened her heart to what it had been in the past.


  “Don’t ever make me go back to being that awful human again.”


  Mule opened her eyes wide. She stared at her sister, her lips trembling and tears pooling in her eyes.


  The sisters rapport was then broken by the sound of vulgar laughter.


  “Ha-ha-ha! Hey, what is this? Some stupid drama skit?”


  A Sanjo family swordsperson laughed as she struck the sheath of her sword.


  “I escorted that younger sister to this place and heard about some hilarious home melodramas on the way. Chris, the supreme handler of magic, alchemist, and child prodigy. I’m told that your beloved younger sister is a failure who can’t cast a single spell. I wondered what kind of monster would appear from the famous Eisbert family, but as it turned out, she’s just a foolish child who acts big as she wields a stick shaped like a wand.”


  Placing a hand on a colleague’s shoulder, the swordsperson continued her taunting.


  “Ha-ha-ha! Magical inadequacy, huh?! Oh my goodness, a piece of trash with no magic power! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! I’ve heard that you Eisberts have done a lot of things to maintain your bloodline and female lineage. That must be why you’ve produced such a failure.”


  Chris stood stock-still as the insults became worse.


  “And take those eyes of yours. The Eisberts are said to be a family of geniuses, but in reality, they have one type of physical defect or another. You can barely see, can you? That’s why you can only distinguish people through your magical power.”


  —So you’re Sakura Tsukiori.


  That’s what Chris said when we first met.


  She could tell by my voice that I was male, but she hadn’t been sure due to her poor eyesight. She had heard the name Sakura Tsukiori before and mentioned it then, considering the possibility that I might have been a girl.


  “I overheard you talking to your sister while I watched Hiiro Sanjo. Isn’t the reason you call her a failure because you’re worried that you might also be a failure? Weren’t you relieved to look down at your inferior sister? For you, your beloved sibling has been the best stress reliever. That’s why you went all the way to her dorm to complain to her. Isn’t that right? Hmm?”


  Seeing Chris cross her arms without a word, the Sanjo swordsperson clapped her hands and laughed.


  “Hey, say something. Your poor sister looks like she’s going to cry.”


  “Mule, you’ve been aware of this, haven’t you? It’s exactly like she said. I’ve been taking comfort in verbally abusing you. I’ve been tucking tail and running into a bottomless bathtub holding my breath.”


  Having been forced to chew on a piece of cloth, all Mule could do was stare at her sister through her bright-red eyes.


  Chris slowly looked up at the stained glass shaped as a goddess.


  “All along… All along, I’ve been scared… I still am…scared of continuing to be a toothless lion named Chris Esse Eisbert… I wonder where I went wrong…and why no one corrected me… All I wanted at first was to be a hero…the ideal existence that you envisioned…”


  A rainbow-colored light shined down through the glass at Chris as she continued apologizing to her sister.


  Squinting in the glare, she faced her true self.


  “Why couldn’t I have been like that foolish male…? When are there times that stupidity overcomes intelligence…? I should have brought her a birthday gift every year… I could have laughed innocently instead of being tied down by my talent… Isn’t that what I should have done, whether others called me a fool and talked down at me, whether my name became tarnished with insults, and whether I lost my place in the world…? Isn’t that right, older sister of mine…?”


  Chris turned toward the rainbow-colored light and smiled.


  “Is it still not too late now…?”


  “Hey, is she losing her mind—?”


  The six aggressors became speechless.


  Here was an endless corridor that went around and around, a spiral picture.


  The girl who was spinning a “banquet cane” with her eyes was enveloped in a pale-blue light and tossed the stick into the air, a horrifying smile on her face.


  Spin, spin. Round and round.


  The trigger on the cane was pulled as it drew an arc, and the owner’s fingers indicated a fault.


  “Shut up. I’m talking with my family member.”


  That moment, the compressed air, which had shrunk in volume due to the pressurization, turned into fistfuls of air and struck the vital organs of six human bodies in a mad frenzy.


  I wondered how many blows it had delivered in that single second.


  No one present, myself included, could have taken it.


  The six human bodies burst simultaneously, their pieces slamming into the walls, floor, and objects around them, crumbling down with reddish-black bloodstains that looked like works of art.


  Ding! Rang the pipe organ in a fortissimo.


  One of the pieces had landed on it, forcing it back to life for the first time in a while. It sounded like a powerful chord before falling silent again. No one cheered, and the place became hushed.


  Julie had grabbed me by the neck so I wouldn’t recklessly jump out. I was in a crouched position and felt my clenched fists slick with sweat.


  How had I ever beaten that girl…?


  Blowing away the obstacles with ease, Chris set out to walk up to her sister—and stopped.


  A cult follower drenched in blood was holding a blade to Mule’s neck.


  “Sorry to spoil your party when you thought you’d won. I don’t know if it’s because this is a holy church or that we’re devout followers or simply due to our good looks…but God has heard our prayers. Since the moment you set foot here, your dice were no longer going to win.”


  The other five, whose arms and legs were broken, started rising one by one, showing unimaginable strength. It was as if puppet strings were guiding them.


  A sound of a vibrating bowstring rang out, and a thick arrow pierced Chris’s shoulder.


  Her upper body swayed vigorously, and splattered blood wet the floor. With their crossbows ready, the Sanjos grinned and aimed to shoot their next arrows. Three were thrust into Chris’s flank.


  “Ngh! Ngh! Ngh!”


  Chris’s body was punctured all over as Mule struggled against her restraints.


  Some of them must have hit her lungs.


  Blood dripped down the corner of her mouth and formed red circles on the floor. Chris stood rooted to the spot, her supercilious demeanor unchanged.


  “Well, what a surprise. Chris Esse Eisbert excels at being a good target!”


  They were missing the vital spots intentionally, enjoying using a superior human as their target, laughing as they continued to cause her pain.


  “Ch-Chris! N-never mind me!!”


  Succeeding in removing the gag around her mouth by rubbing it against her shoulder, Mule shouted desperately in a hoarse voice, “K-kill them! Kill the worthless scum!!”


  An arrow pierced Chris’s thigh.


  “The worthless scum… You can kill them easily… Wh-why…? Why aren’t you doing that? Why…?! Dirty scum like them could never overpower you…!!”


  Chris just stood there staring at Mule.


  Mule swallowed hard and took in her sister’s gaze.


  An arrow penetrated Chris’s hip, and she staggered to her knees. That moment, Mule threw away the resignation of the weak and bit down as hard as she could on the hand holding the blade to her throat.


  “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhh!!”


  “Argh!! Wh-what the—? Stop it, trash!!”


  Her captor struck out with her fists repeatedly, and blood splattered from Mule’s nose. Still, she kept snarling and refused to let go.


  Chris saw that and laughed out loud in joy.


  “That’s it, Mule. Don’t worry about being a princess. Ha-ha-ha! Keep at it. Keep biting. Harder. Both you and that male are fools with no sense of their stations in life. So keep biting.”


  Covered in blood, Chris wobbled to her feet—and then punched herself in the knee.


  “I lost.”


  “Chris!!”


  Five arrows flew at her at once—but they fell to the floor, slashed and broken.


  “Sorry to do this when you sent me an invitation—”


  I landed in front of Chris and stomped on the remains of the arrows I had cut down. “But it isn’t possible to specify the time for me to appear.”


  “H–…”


  Mule’s face contorted as she bawled her eyes out.


  “Hiiro…!”


  Swaying unsteadily, Chris fell forward—and I caught her head with my shoulders.


  “Good job.”


  “…You,” she whispered with a sardonic smile. “You have no right to comment on what I do.”


  “Aw, come on. The two of you sounded like yuri sisters, good enough to mend a broken brain. I’m sorry it took me a while to get involved. The person responsible for my well-being is unusually particular about the timing of these surprise attacks. You and I have had some nice fights, so… Hey, I’m talking to you. Don’t faint.”


  I laid her down on a couch.


  The cult follower whom Mule had bitten was comatose after a long sword–type magic device I’d thrown from above smacked her dead center.


  Carrying a sword on my shoulder, I laughed like an idiot in front of the five attackers, who were stunned by the new development.


  “I hate to break this to you when you helped our heroines in their development event, but…”


  The smile disappeared from my face, and I narrowed my eyes and whispered, “Your prayers are no longer going to be answered.”


  So confident of their victory, until a few moments earlier, their faces twisted before me, the unexpected intruder. They immediately regained their senses, took a few steps back to create distance between us, and fired their arrows.


  I filled my feet with magic power and kicked the ground as hard as I could. With a roar, the debris at my feet blew away, a powerful light flashed before my eyes, and my body flew forward, turning into a bullet.


  Horizontal lines blurred my vision. I waded through a hail of arrows. My powerful sword sliced through their massive projectiles.


  A couch was slammed into me, and I plunged into it without slowing down. Airborne, I adjusted my magic line while glued to the couch, jumping onto each new sofa that came flying at me as I honed my blade.


  I could see why Julie held me back—so I wouldn’t recklessly jump into action.


  These people were strong. It took little time for them to regain their positions after being caught off guard, and they had plenty of magic power left after flinging a great number of couches at me.


  The long sword–type magic device I threw at them only hit them because they’d been distracted, absorbed in hurting Chris. If they had continued to be vigilant instead of showing unnecessary sadism, they might have noticed the fluctuation of the magic waves I’d generated and avoided it.


  It would have been tough to catch them off guard if I hadn’t been forced to stand back until that moment.


  The movements of the five who made space to intercept me when I ran into them were sophisticated, characteristic of the skilled individuals who lived on the battlefield.


  With a blissfully calm look on her face, the Sanjo family swordsperson kicked and pushed a couch forward. Maybe the coefficient of friction was being changed; the lump of mass slid like a round boulder sliding on ice.


  They were making me focus my attention on the decoy swordsperson and the couch while the remaining four spread out in crouching positions.


  Without losing either my stance or speed, I hooked my leg around the back of the couch and flew.


  Trigger, craft twelve. Invisible arrow: activate path before me!!


  And—my eye opened.


  A path opened across my field in an instant, and I fired a series of shots of my invisible arrow along its scarlet trajectory.


  With pale sparks, the invisible magic arrows slid down the route, and twelve arrows erupted from their ends.


  A crushing sound that seemed to shake the earth echoed.


  The walls and ceiling of the church were blown away, and my five adversaries were drowned out—or so I thought. Was that an anti-magic wall? With remarkable resilience and agility, they withstood the unseen arrows, and each of them came at me from a different direction.


  “…This isn’t good.”


  I had a bad feeling about this.


  A church that wasn’t supposed to exist. The endurance to withstand blows from Chris and me. The confidence in believing that their group of merely six could beat Chris Esse Eisbert… Warning lights burned a corner of my mind, and the flash of a sword I saw from a corner of my eye sliced through my cheek.


  “Let’s see how long a failure and disgrace to the Sanjo family can dance!!”


  “If that’s your idea of a pickup line, you’re third-rate.”


  I laughed as I matched my sword to my opponents’ blades and performed the dance of swordplay.


  “Find out for yourself whether I’m a failure.”


  In the midst of the noise of steel cutting through the wind, I covered the vital parts of my body as I replaced my console. I took a backstep to distance myself from my adversaries, and the sword of light I made rotated behind my back.


  Three o’clock, six o’clock, eight o’clock, ten o’clock, twelve o’clock— My eyeballs moved at high speed and caught sight of five blades coming at me from multiple directions. Metallic sounds echoed out like waves, and I turned the sword in my hand and intercepted them all.


  The Sanjo family members gasped as they saw the scarlet color stirring in the depths of my eyes.


  “Is that The Epic of Dawn?! Th-that can’t be. Has it already opened for you at your age?!”


  “Nope. These are colored contacts.”


  I don’t recall it opening for me.


  It wasn’t as if I had opened my Magic Eye naturally, so I couldn’t shut it off my own free will like Chris did.


  Alsuhariya wasn’t forcing it, either. It was reacting on its own as a result of its forced opening the other day, like an old wound reopening.


  I felt a pain so intense that it seemed as if my head had exploded, erupting from the spinal cord and slicing through my limbs. My vision turned bright red, and I crouched, unable to bear the sense that my organs were twisting and turning.


  Oh, dang. I screwed up.


  Blades were coming at me randomly from all directions, and an arrow came flying over and shot them down.


  “Don’t touch Hiiro.”


  A gust of wind blew.


  Lapis was poised on the level above, her bow at the ready. From the top of her brain to the tips of her fingers, she fired five arrows in a single line.


  The demonic cultists and the Sanjos jumped back.


  Thinking they had avoided being hit by the arrows, they were stunned to see them make a sharp turn before their eyes.


  Three of our adversaries jumped behind a couch and avoided arrows that were coming at them. The other two couldn’t, and they screamed at the sight of arrows piercing their thighs and shoulders.


  “It’s the Clouet la Lumet bloodline!! The magic arrows of the elves!!”


  Lapis floated down to our floor.
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  Not sparing a look at the hostiles who shot back at her, she flapped her skirt and wagged a finger.


  Vrrrmmm!!


  Magic arrows created pale-blue rays of light in the air and fluttered back to her like a loyal dog. They pierced the arrows targeted at their master, then waited above the elf princess’s head, waiting for her instructions.


  A gentle tailwind blew, and Lapis’s long hair flowed forward. A magical line ran down both her arms, three fingers from her left hand overlapped those of her right…and she pulled.


  In the strong gust, three arrows appeared between her fingers and became long and thick.


  Creak…creak…creak…!!


  The singing strings became taut in Lapis’s hand.


  Her golden hair danced in the air. An enormous amount of magical power occurred. Without a sound, she released the arrows.


  Glide.


  The long arrows cut through the air, grazing the floor, then skated forward. They drew a curve that transcended the laws of physics and targeted the three adversaries.


  With a roar so loud that it shook the church, the bodies of the three were slammed against the ceiling, and a flurry of dust rained from overhead.


  “Hiiro!!”


  Lapis rushed over to me, and I wobbled to my feet.


  I kicked away a cultist who attacked her from behind, clutched her in my arms, and breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Hey, your planning is so lax, it’s making me think it’s a laxative. Thanks so much for coming to my rescue, but if my master were here, she’d give you a citation for not watching vehicles coming behind you, and your life would be filled with attacks from behind. Incidentally, that’s already how it is for me.”


  “Okay. Got it. Scary. It’s very scary.”


  “What’s with the robot-like response? Don’t cling to me. Stop clinging while acting like a scared robot—yeah, that’s good!”


  I pushed Lapis out of the way as hard as I could and caught the blade that came swinging down. I fought back and made it a close contest with the Sanjo swordsperson, beaming at the aggressor.


  “Very nice…!”


  “Whoa! What is with this character? This sudden force…!!”


  My head creaked with intense pain, my vision shook with dizziness, and I felt the aftereffects of forcefully opening my Magic Eye.


  I began stepping backward, and a sneer appeared on the Sanjo swordsperson’s face.


  “You’re just a male, after all, defective just like those rotten Eisbert sisters. Give it up and enjoy spring in the afterlife, you zero-scorer. I’ll kill you, then I’ll dismantle that defective older sister in front of her defective younger sibling.”


  “…Alsuhariya,” I whispered, my head still turned down.


  “Open it.”


  My Magic Eye opened for zero-point-five seconds.


  I swung my head up.


  Using the simple output of magical power, I slapped away the sword I’d been pushing back and glared at my enemy through my scarlet eyes.


  The enemy looked like a cluster of scarlet tubes.


  They slowly wriggled and turned into the color of the setting sun. As soon as I swung my Masamune Kuki, the sword blade I’d been pushing back was obliterated from the base, and her second sword struck her in the side with a thud.


  She blew up in a cone-like motion, starting at the spot where she had been struck. Six rows of couches were mowed down, spraying wood chips all around, then crashed into the wall and crumbled.


  “Come back again after you’ve taken care of your bad breath. You stink from the bottom of your heart.”


  The sole remaining aggressor saw that the tables had turned and ran to the great doors of the church—and the doors, including the doorknobs, froze.


  “Oh dear. Instead of spring in the afterlife, it’s become winter in this world.”


  The center of the church had collapsed.


  Seated on top of a couch propped up on the floor, Julie smiled, her veil shining.


  “Where does today’s hostess think she’s going, leaving her guests behind? The bathroom isn’t in that direction.”


  “Hf.”


  That was all the girl could manage to say.


  The cultist who tried to escape was frozen with frost stuck to her eyelashes.


  A thin layer of ice shimmered on the surface of her glistening skin. To a passerby, she might’ve looked like a pale, sickly individual…but in reality, she was frozen inside out.


  “Mr. Sanjo. It appears that all of the day’s performances have come to an end,” our class president whispered, narrowing her eyes as she glanced at her watch after rescuing Mule and the student from captivity.


  “I hate to leave when the party is in full swing, but I think it’s time to go.”


  She didn’t really need to support me.


  But Lapis snuggled up to me, convinced that it was a legitimate act of caring for me, and I laughed as I thought about how to push her away.


  “Yeah, let’s go. We’ve been waiting for hours, but they aren’t even offering us a cup of tea.”


  “All right!”


  “…Stop it, you trash of the Frigience clan.”


  Chris was barely alive as she slid on the ice floor and passed in front of me. Julie had provided first aid, and she was well enough again to complain.


  “H-Hiiro Sanjo. I don’t mind sparing you my gratitude for your loyalty!”


  Mule strutted over in front of me and crossed her arms pompously.


  Cautiously watching my reaction, she slowly lowered her arms.


  “Um… H-Hiiro…”


  One minute, her arms were crossed; then she’d lower them the next instant. She would puff out her chest, then slouch. Next, she’d stroke her platinum hair back one moment and pull it back the next. A struggle unfolded both inside and outside our dorm manager, and she fidgeted as she bit her lip.


  “…Th-thanks.”


  Her face became bright red as she turned her head down and mumbled something.


  “Huh? What? What was that? You’re saying you like Lily? You love her?”


  “…N-nothing.”


  Then Mule glanced up at me.


  “H-Hiiro… D-do you…have any f-favorite…pastimes…?”


  “Yuri girls.”


  “N-next time!!”


  After suddenly raising her voice, Mule was mumbling again and looked around as if seeking help.


  Her face fell when she realized that her faithful servants were nowhere in sight.


  “I-I’ll…play with you… Ugh… I mean…m-maybe…I want…to…have fun…with you…”


  “You want to have fun with Lily?! Are you saying you’ll let me watch you in yuri girl action?! Since when had you become so considerate?! This isn’t like you. Do you have a fever or something?!”


  I beamed.


  “I would love to take you up on that. Who would have thought the day would come when someone would approach me and show that they understand my love for yuri girls…? Oh, wow!! It was worth beating that scary sister of yours to a pulp!”


  Having tilted her head shyly, Mule suddenly regained her composure and crossed her arms again.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha!! Hiiro Sanjo, I hope you can see the generous treatment I’m giving you! It’s an astronomical stroke of luck that you got to go out with Lily and me!! Savor it, clap, bow, and do whatever else required by etiquette!”


  “I understand. I’ll be courteous with a twenty-thousand-yen advance payment, rouse up the audience in two standing ovations, and pay ten thousand yen afterward so I can leave with a clean mind.”


  Mule’s cheeks were flushed as she listened to my response, and then she took off running.


  “Th-that’s a promise!! Forget it, and I’ll kill you!!”


  “Heh-heh-heh…!”


  I let out a chuckle and whispered to Lapis, who was standing beside me.


  “Did you see that, Lapis? She may be tiny, but she’s one fine specimen of a female. Now I wonder if it will be Chris or Lily who couples up with her and sits together at my dinner table—”


  I felt a dull pain in the shoulder.


  Lapis punched it and smiled sweetly.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Um, Miss? I think your fist just bumped into my shoulder—”


  Thud!! A pain resonated deep within my bones. The princess punched me again and smiled.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Eep…!! S-sorry…my shoulder bumped into you… E-excuse me.”


  Several more exquisitely painless fist-to-shoulder collisions (all due to my shoulders) followed.


  We finished restraining and disarming our main suspect without delay.


  We couldn’t contact anyone because neither magic power nor radio waves could reach the outside world at the lowest level until we returned to ground level. We decided to call for backup to clean up the mess and were about to leave through the back door of the church…when someone started laughing.


  “Heh—…! Heh-heh…! Heh-heh-heh…!!”


  The cultist, restrained on the floor, looked up to the heavens and burst into laughter.


  In that moment, I pushed Lapis hard.


  “Huh?! Hiiro—?”


  Lapis slipped to the outside and vanished, and the back door suddenly became black.


  I blinked.


  The sanctuary of purity turned into the color of sediment, the edges of a bright-red carpet appeared, and the scenery on either side of it sank into an abyss.


  I peeked inside.


  A magical power that seemed to chill me to the core crawled up from the bottom of the abyss.


  Goose bumps appeared on my skin, my brain became numb, and my limbs twitched.


  I had a feeling about this.


  An endlessly bad feeling.


  The pipe organ that should have died revived in the slimy darkness and began playing a Mass song out of tune.


  Gloria in excelsis deo.


  An out-of-tune melody filled the air, a child sang off-key, and the sound of the organ being tuned automatically echoed about.


  A spark ignited deep at the bottom of the abyss.


  The holy light represented an inverted cross. It shimmered as it showed the way, and the sparks blossoming in midair emitted a smell.


  A human body had its arm raised horizontally, and it burned with a roaring sound.


  Roar. Roar. Roar.


  I saw human candles, with their arms spread horizontally and legs upright in the shape of an inverted cross. The colors were orange, red, black, and in between; their organs reddish-black with shadows mixed in. The humans, young and old, had been crucified upside down, becoming darkened musical instruments that screamed.


  A beautiful girl slowly descended with her arms outstretched.


  Was she an angel or a fallen angel?


  Despite the long sleeves, her lustrous, milky-white shoulders remained exposed. She was a striking girl who stood out in her pure-black nun habit. A white wimple accentuated her beautiful, divine face as she prayed, tears streaming from her eyes, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


  “Oh, please.”


  I knew her.


  “Please, Lord of the Devils.”


  Her name—or rather, the name of this evil spirit was—


  “Please offer your prayers for the pitiful children who are dying, and above all, for me.”


  —Fairlady of the fifth pillar, representative of branding.


  Her presence overwhelmed me, and my body became rigid. In contrast, my brain began working at full speed so that it could live through this.


  Fairlady, Queen of Branding. She appears on the Mule Route as a believer in herself as God.


  In short, she was a narcissist of the very highest order.


  Fairlady called herself perfect and described others as “lacking.” Since she was an evil spirit, those she referred to as “lacking” were primarily humans. Still, she never doubted that she was indeed the original existence.


  The evil spirit, a mass of self-contradictions, tried to prove that she was “true perfection” and even attempted to rewrite her contradictions.


  The method was quite simple.


  She would manipulate her followers, cause an incident, and then come and resolve the matter.


  Players of the game called her “the evil spirit who adds fuel to the fire.” She caused all kinds of atrocities and set out to save the day despite her unfamiliarity with various impurities.


  In the original game, Fairlady never kills a human being. Like radiation that scatters and spreads, she is a reaper who scatters death and misery all around.


  Fairlady, Queen of Branding, believes it is natural that she, as a god, is loved and that happiness means making her followers unhappy.


  Fairlady wants to be the center of the world. The hero of the story.


  For her, the protagonist is the Mary Sue, a savior who rescues only the weak.


  That’s why she continued to create misfortune for one person or another. She would weigh misfortune and happiness and tilt them over with her index finger as she pleased.


  Like all other evil spirits, she had enormous magical power and could become invincible.


  She was neither ashamed nor repentant of her misdeeds until the very end, when she became an adversary on the Mule Route.


  She is a real she-devil who sees the Eisberts as a vessel of poison midway on the Mule Route, forces the families to kill each other, then cries in front of the piles of corpses, declaring that she “couldn’t save them.”


  She was an evil spirit I was no match for in my current state. Thus, there was only one thing for me to do.


  I exaggeratedly folded my arms, slowly kneeled, and shed an ocean of tears.


  “Oh, my beautiful evening star! Madame Fairlady, you have finally descended!”


  This silly aesthetic adoration was the tone Fairlady and nuns liked best.


  There was a time when such an aesthetic tone had been popular among ESCO players.


  When I greeted my fellow players on my account using Fairlady as my icon, followers who had the same icon would rush in and say, She has descended! and start stirring up trouble.


  That’s what’s called the Fairlady syntax.


  Was it because you were expected to say things with loads of emotion, like talking through tears, laughing, or trembling?


  Many emoticons often followed text like something a middle-aged man might type. That’s why Fairlady fans online were called “Uncle Aesthetic,” and these people who put Fairlady icons on everything they wrote would appear on the internet in huge numbers.


  Inwardly thinking I was dead meat, I looked up at Fairlady as she approached me.


  She was indeed gorgeous.


  A painter’s masterpiece made flesh.


  The beautiful girl who stepped out beyond the frame of her painting smiled, her hands still folded.


  “Oh, you, of my congregation! You poor, worthless child who kneels beneath my feet! I will not let the breath of welcome you say with your filthy mouth be wasted!”


  All right! Way to go, Hiiro!!


  With one hand clamped over my mouth, I feigned the appearance of a follower sobbing with emotion.


  “Even if my heartstrings should quiver with this thrilled passion, I will never understand the value of your beauty! Each time your slender white fingers sway in my sight, I am overcome with the sensation that my heart has stopped! Please have mercy on this poor child! Forgive me as I sail across the ocean filled with the rain of mercy and praise you beyond the horizon!”


  Smiling, Fairlady extended her hand to me…and stopped.


  “…I smell Alsuhariya on you.”


  Still grinning, I froze, and Fairlady looked at me and smiled.


  “You stink.”


  She bent her head, brought her nose close to my neck, and sniffed.


  “My dear lost lamb. Was it that sow Alsuhariya who fluffed and straightened your wool with her fingertips?”


  I shuddered and broke out in goose bumps all over. The murderous intent I felt from her was like having thousands of blades pointed at me.


  You could say the relationship between Fairlady and Alsuhariya was relatively good compared with other evil spirits.


  A “good relationship” between evil spirits equated to individuals who “weren’t killing each other.” Fairlady not only disliked Alsuhariya, but she detested her and would probably kill her if she had the chance.


  Now I knew why Alsuhariya stubbornly refused to show herself.


  If she had manifested near me, I wouldn’t have been able to bluff my way around it, and Fairlady would have burned me to death.


  “A-Alsuhariya…?”


  Questioned about Alsuhariya, I envisioned her in my mind.


  —How does it feel to hold a beautiful girl whose popularity has skyrocketed in your arms?


  The moment I held my head, creaking with trauma, in my hands, the rage and murderous intent I’d been holding back came alive again, and I growled in a seething rage.


  “Alsuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuhaaaaaaaaaaaariiiiiiyaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Alsuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuhaaaaaaaaaaaariiiiiiyaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! I will kill her, kill her, kill her!!!”


  I cried and slammed my fist on the ground.


  I thought of the shy look on Lapis’s face as she clung to me until a few moments ago.


  “Iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiif only! If only she didn’t exiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiist! That monster!!”


  Again and again, I slammed my fist into the floor and screamed until the skin on the back of my hand was torn and the muscle was visible.


  “If she hadn’t been around…I…I…I would have…”


  I hung my head helplessly and sobbed, and Fairlady smiled with satisfaction.


  “I shall pardon you to cleanse yourself with holy water. The devil has possessed you.”


  Playing the saint, the evil spirit placed her hand gently on my shoulder.


  “Your piety has brought you my sweet sympathy. Traces of the devil, Alsuhariya, that nestle in your foolish body will paint the aesthetics of destruction with the devotion of flesh and blood.”


  An evil spirit was being kind to me, a human being. Naturally, this was a scene that couldn’t possibly exist in the original game.


  Fairlady wasn’t particularly showing her compassion for trash like me.


  She just wanted to be nice to the unfortunate.


  I was a guy at the bottom of this world. Even my beloved yuri girls had been taken from me, and I was on the edge of despair. I doubted the existence of anyone who was more suitable as prey for this demon than I was.


  
    [image: ]
  

  “Ah…!”


  The evil spirit was so enraptured that she squeezed her neck in pleasure.


  “How merciful I am…! My lord…just how much love can I carry in these arms of mine…?! Oh, oh…! I feel the center of the world in my womb…!”


  That was Fairlady for you!


  The protagonist described her in the work as “a woman who hugged herself.” And here I was, watching her breathing heavily as she did just that.


  “Oh, hear me, my lord…! I—I want to save the world…humanity…everything…!”


  This heroism was also a death drive.


  It was a whopper of a self-contradiction.


  When you get down to it, the desire to save someone is a form of egoism. Egoism, which is innate in human beings by nature, becomes self-salvation the moment it is pursued to the deepest level.


  The concept of helping others while also taking care of oneself sits on a boundary that is too fragile to define.


  This represents the ultimate narcissism, where one views oneself as a hero from both one’s standpoint and the perspective of others. As I watched Fairlady in her euphoria, I was relieved, thinking that I could somehow manage to get through the situation.


  All I had to do was keep pretending to be a follower, and it would be okay—


  “M-Madame Fairlady!!”


  A cult member breathlessly got on her feet and pointed her finger at me.


  “Th-that male! Hiiro Sanjo is with the Alsuhariya faction! He’s our enemy! You must not let him deceive you!!”


  “The fool defiles the mouth with falsehoods, and the wise accumulate knowledge with falsehoods,” Fairlady said like a flower blooming as she blushed and laughed.


  “No lost child speaks falsehoods to me, one who shines with flawless beauty. Does this mean that you have lied to me…? Oh my goodness! How deplorable!”


  “…Huh?”


  A great, contradictory fastball flung through the air so quickly that I not only failed to see it; it never even entered my awareness.


  Without a glove (endurance), the cultist froze. I instantly heightened my misery meter and sincerely felt for the yuri-destroying evil spirit.


  “D-damn it…! A-Alsuhariya…! Th-these yuri girls…! These heroines around me are burning up the yuri world…! I-it’s getting distorted…!”


  “P-please believe me! We’re the ones who resurrected you! He’s the liar!”


  I moved to a spot where Fairlady couldn’t see me, grinned, and gave the cultist the finger.


  What an amateur. This Fairlady would never see things rationally. She’s a narcissistic lady who saves whoever she wants to save.


  The winner in the I’m-unluckier-than-you game wins, and the one who wins the game of happiness comes out losing.


  Sorry, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to lose when it came to boasting about my misery.


  “L-Lapis! It’s Lapis! She comes up to me and clings to my body! I—I wonder if she’s in love with me…? No, no, no! That isn’t how the story goes! She’s supposed to end up happily ever after with the protagonist!! She could never, ever fall in love with me! Never! Never, never, never!”


  I cried, screamed, and despaired.


  “Girls…should go out with girls… Aaahh…!!”


  Fairlady took me in her arms and closed her eyes dreamily.


  “There, there, poor child. How painful to see you in such misery. A weak fool like yourself could never be deluded. This is the ultimate result of a desperate struggle. Let me share my noble embrace with you.”


  You see, I had already read through the user manual for how to deal with Fairlady.


  In the game of “hit the contradictory woman with misery, punch her, and it’s rock-paper-scissors,” the cultist must have decided that she didn’t have a chance against me when it came to misfortune.


  Having lost the self-staged suicide battle, she shivered with fear as she tried to flee—and ran smack into our class president.


  She hadn’t gotten away.


  She’d been left behind in the church. She made a spur-of-the-moment decision, turned on her heel, and ran. But the cultist grabbed her and thrust the tip of her blade at the nape of her neck.


  “H-how ruthless!”


  Still holding me in her arms, Fairlady turned red in the face and folded her arms.


  “That poor child… Kill her…I mean, let her go…I—I mean, get a bit more violent… Oh, lord, what am I to do…? I can feel the fever of her cry for help, her desire to have me help her… Oh my, I am so beautiful when I am tormented…!”


  Restrained by Fairlady’s hold, I clucked my tongue.


  “Hey, I’ll give you time for salvation in place of your god. Let go of that filthy male.”


  Sofas were generated and combined in the shape of an octagonal pyramid. Chris was standing in the apex and smiling.


  “I’ve waited one second. Die, trash.”


  Gurgle, gurgle, gurgle, gurgle, gurgle!!


  Square-shaped wood pieces were generated, and they rippled as they attacked Fairlady. The evil spirit moved swiftly as if to protect me and caught the blow.


  “Enraptured, dazzled, and shaking in self-sacrifice…!”


  Her back was bent, and from there, a sound cut through the wind as steel wires shot out.


  The steel wires were not magical.


  It was an attack that exploited Chris’s weakness of visual impairment. They were too thin even for me to see, and they wrapped around her and tore her to pieces, splattering blood all over the place.


  Had she decided she was useless now that she was wounded and chosen to be a pawn to be discarded? Chris attracted attention by acting as a decoy, made her way through the gaps in the steel wires that were created as she fell, pushed the cultist who was restraining Chloe out of the way…and slammed her body against the floor.


  “Chris!!”


  “Oh, s-stop it! A pack of wolves should not attack a lone sheep!”


  A swarm of monsters summoned by Fairlady attacked Chris, who had sunk into a sea of blood.


  Trigger— I shook off Fairlady’s grip, jumped into the attack point, and shielded Chris with my body.


  Fangs, claws, and spines ate through my skin, slashed my flesh, and gouged the intestines beneath. In a few dozen seconds, I was a mass of blood, and with my right hand, cut from between my middle and ring fingers to my wrist, I drew my sword.


  Their attack stopped the moment the white blade ripped through flesh, and a swarm of monsters frozen in place entered my field of vision.


  “Don’t die, Hiiro.”


  The great door bulged from the outside and blew out.


  “Stay down.”


  Blades of ice swirled furiously, cutting into the floor and walls, staining the scene a pure white.


  Julie sat in the middle of the ice storm, slamming down her right hand, pale eyes fluttering, as the roof was obliterated with a thunderous roar, the peeling veneer bent and crushed, and the blowing snowstorm played Death and froze all.


  My eyes were filled with icicles, my clothes clung to my skin, and the cold air I inhaled burned my lungs. A wall of snow that had come crashing down swept away the monsters, covering Chris and me as warmth returned to our bodies.


  The ceiling was gone, the winter night had come, and the moon-white-tinted eyes gazed down at the evil spirit.


  “Hey, nice to meet you. I hate the color of blood, so freeze to death, will you?”


  Meeting and greeting her as well as saying good-bye at the same time, Julie shook off something clinging to her fingers.


  I couldn’t see it at first. Then I made it out. Circular ice blades shed of their impurities stretched thin, their refractive index adjusted.


  The invisible ice blades sliced the evil spirit into pieces, and her body twitched. Immersed in a well of self-pity, she formed a lattice with her index and middle fingers and covered her right eye.


  “Come now, into the dreamy mirage through my lattice.”


  It was her Adoration of the Magic Eye—Julie would die if it struck her!


  I clucked my tongue, seeing the frozen trigger. I wrapped my right arm with a magic line, stepped forward, and threw my Masamune Kuki with all my might—thud—and it pierced the center of Fairlady’s chest.


  “Keep it.”


  Wobbling, I pointed at her.


  “I will definitely…come back for it…!”


  Fairlady’s eyes lit up as a look of delight appeared on her face…and a wild blizzard separated spirits from humans.


  The veil of ice and snow made the evil spirit lose sight of its prey. Having reached my limit, I fell backward as our class president caught me.


  “Mr. Sanjo! Mr. Sanjo!”


  “It’s okay, he’s breathing. But gee, that evil spirit was something else… She opened her Magic Eye as soon as she revived… We would have been dead if Hiiro hadn’t distracted her. Okay, let’s pull back for now.”


  In my blurred vision, I saw the figure of the evil spirit.


  She appeared to be letting us go intentionally, praying as if she thought she had become our savior.


  “May God bless you in your death.”


  I lifted my shaking hand, gave her the finger…and lost consciousness.


  


  Lace curtains against a pure-white canopy—


  I gazed blankly at the view that jumped into my field of vision.


  It appeared that I had been laid on a canopy bed like a princess.


  My right arm had returned to its original shape after having been distorted into a grotesque form, and my entire body, covered in blood and wounds, was bandaged.


  Chris sat in a chair next to the bed, her arms and legs crossed, looking down at a paperback with a sullen look on her face.


  The book was titled The Monarch Theory.


  She was too deeply into her character. That was what I thought as I looked at her, when she noticed my gaze and clucked her tongue.


  “Tell me you’re awake if you are.”


  “I’m awake.”


  “Don’t delay the announcement, scum.”


  She got up and tossed me a pill wrapped in a PTP packaging sheet. After washing the same pill down her throat with mineral water, she threw me the remaining water as I sat in a daze.


  “It’s an antipyretic and painkiller. Swallow it.”


  As expected from a high-ranking handler of magic who has been through hell.


  I took the pill and soothed my feverish body, severely aching head, and parched throat with water and then picked up a sandwich from the bedside table.


  “So where are we? Even though this is a hospital, there’s this scary nurse who doesn’t seem suited for the role, acting like she’s the king and slacking off.”


  “I gave you a meal. It’s only proper to enjoy it instead of getting all excited. You could learn some manners if you figured out where you are and what your situation is.”


  Chris sat back down in her seat and pointed to the door with her thumb.


  The door was covered with 3R photos. On each layer of the overlapping images were shots of me, side by side with Fairlady, smiling lightheartedly.


  All the photos were of Chris, me, and Fairlady.


  I had shared irreplaceable moments with an evil spirit who couldn’t possibly be family, with emotions she could never understand. The narcissistic evil beast held my shoulder, looking like a saint. The photos contained an ocean of countless memories, showing various scenes…all of which had been fabricated.


  It appeared that Chris and I had been locked up in Fairlady’s lair.


  To be precise, we were standing on the brink between life and death. Fairlady’s Adoration of the Magic Eye had captured and lured us into a cage hidden in the depths.


  “Chris. This isn’t real.”


  “I can see that. I know this kind of magic when I see it.”


  “We’re probably in a near-death state in reality. She uses a unique magic that lives on weak people and sucks up their life force. It’s like quicksand that harms the mind. Our brains will dry up, and we’ll be found mummified if we don’t find a way out of here.”


  It was called her Adoration of the Magic Eye, but this world certainly wasn’t one to adore. It was Fairlady’s spiritual world, vast and empty.


  In this world, everything went as Fairlady wished. The more we got swept away by its laws, the more our sense of discomfort disappeared, and we would come to accept it as a matter of course. Like a pebble worn and rounded at the bottom of a river, one’s spirit would gradually be transformed.


  That was how Fairlady created faithful followers.


  This kind of forced brainwashing was only applied to her “favorites,” who were thoroughly weakened, both physically and mentally. Fairlady, a self-proclaimed connoisseur of good food, had approved of Chris and me and had forced us to dance on her tongue.


  At the moment, she was having her way, eating our spirits.


  I heard a knock on the door.


  Chris stood up quietly and signaled with her hand for me to stay seated.


  I shifted my gaze around the room. Pillows, chairs, photo frames, a stuffed bear… I finally reached for the soft stuffed animal.


  Since Chris’s magic device had been confiscated, she held her chair over her head and hid next to the door. She saw me holding the stuffed animal and widened her eyes.


  “Do you think pretending to be a naive child will save your life?”


  “No, this is good. Here, you take this one.”


  I took the chair from her and pushed the pillow to her.


  “Hey, stop kidding around—”


  “Here they come.”


  The door opened with a creak.


  “Good morning, my children,” Fairlady said, wearing an apron as she walked into the room with dainty steps.


  “Good morning, Mom.”


  I smiled briskly, basking in the light that seeped in through the window.


  “The canaries are singing beautifully in the blue sky with the morning mist.”


  “…Huh?”


  Fairlady smiled as she stood next to Chris, who was rendered speechless.


  “Oh, my beautiful child! The sun has risen again, the sky has faded, and the clouds are wrapped in the night! Let us pray together that this day will be a healthy one!”


  Too young to play the mother, she crossed her hands, tilted her head, and smiled sweetly.


  “Shall we have breakfast, Hiiro?”


  I shaded my eyes with my hand and squinted.


  “Uh-oh. Bathing in the morning sun has filled my heart. With these innocent eyes of mine, I cannot look you, Mom, straight in the eye. With maternal greatness greater than the sun, your warm love reminds me of the spring sunshine.”


  I cannot think of words to reciprocate my child’s love for me!


  Tap, tap, tap. Leaning forward with my back bent, I tapped the floor with my toes.


  Fairlady struck the same pose in front of me and tapped the floor in sync with my rhythm.


  We laughed together and opened our mouths at the same time.


  “Oh, what beautiful days—[image: ]”


  “I don’t get this. Die.”


  Chris’s right fist shot through Fairlady.


  With a startled look on her face, she balanced herself on one foot, and with an exquisite shift of weight, got back on her feet—and unleashed a spinning kick.


  The attack cut through the wind and right through the evil spirit.


  “Let us give a name to these pure three hundred and sixty-five days—[image: ]”


  Standing before a stunned Chris, Fairlady the mom sang a chorus and flipped her skirt.


  “Come, my children! Let us give thanks for the bread of the world and welcome our destiny!”


  Without waiting for us to respond, she picked up the edge of her skirt and ran downstairs.


  Standing still on the spot, Chris stared at me.


  “I told you it was better for you to hold that pillow.”


  “Why aren’t my offensive moves working? Our minds are mixed with Fairlady’s, and whether we like it or not, we should have an impact on each other. There’s no such thing as one-sided mind intrusion.”


  “Don’t expect an evil spirit to be reasonable. They have a different foundation. It’s like asking a bird why it can fly. The lord of this world wants to play house with us. Just open your arms, smile, and enjoy her scrambled eggs and toast.”


  Resting my heavy body on the bed, I collapsed on my back and whispered, “It can only be a silly plan from a frozen mind. The more we do what she wants, the faster she’ll take us into her. The theory is that when you’re under a spell of mental control, you have to show off your presence and rebel.”


  “Theories set in stone only apply to school education, where you can get a perfect score by writing down the same answers you find in the textbooks. The only people who can survive in this world are the honor students Madame Fairlady desires. The moment she puts an F stamp on us, our bodies in real life will cease to be alive.”


  “Are you saying we should continue to get A’s in the evil spirit’s report card while looking for a way to get out of this world?”


  I tossed the pillow in the air, caught it, and then twisted the corner of my mouth.


  Veins were popping out of Chris’s forehead as her cheeks twitched, and she ground her teeth.


  “What beautiful days, my ass. What is this, a musical, interrupting our daily lives by throwing in choruses here and there and dancing with emotion? What’s she trying to do, have us experience the pinnacle of embarrassment?”


  “My feet are so wicked, I can suddenly land a roundhouse kick any time of day. Dancing is as easy as—ow!!”


  A kick landed on the great handler of magic, who was known for her footwork.


  “There is no love or peace in my life if I don’t have song and dance. I am not going to allow any part of my life to be rhythmically stained, you trickster. Do not shorten your lifespan with your useless nonsense.”


  “It will only confuse me if you suddenly start spinning around with a smile on your face.”


  I got on my feet and took Chris’s hand…and her right fist slammed into my face.


  “Does my face look like an excavation site?”


  “Keep your hands off me.”


  “Keep your hands off my face. Fairlady, our self-proclaimed sacred mother of mercy, wants us to get along. In her mind, we’re probably brother and sister.”


  “Sister and brother.”


  “…We’d better show off our sibling bond (laugh) sometime soon. The more points we accumulate for being pals, the more she’ll appreciate us. You don’t seem good at making something up for the Fairlady syntax, so I think the best thing to do would be to smile arm in arm with me.”


  “You want me to lock arms with a male?”


  “Hey, Sister. I’m sure society has taught you how to be patient, hasn’t it? I mean, if your life depended on it, you could probably pick up a cockroach with your fingers.”


  Chris clucked her tongue and hooked her right hand on the end of my offered arm.


  “Huh? Can you possibly be that weak?”


  “Shut up and walk.”


  “I’m going to tell you this now, but whatever you do, do not go against Fairlady. Offending the god of narcissism will send you on your way to greet your ancestors.”


  She raised the corner of her mouth without even trying to hide her derision.


  “It may be true that it’s hard for an ignoramus like you to understand, but a high-ranking magic handler is a master of self-discipline. They’re in a different class from amateurs who aren’t used to tough situations. Whatever demands may come my way, my equanimity will not be shaken.”


  “Whee!! That’s one heck of a rare magic handler! You’re so cool! Totally different from an amateur like me!!”


  Believing what I just said, I proceeded downstairs with Chris.


  “Hiiro. Chris. I’ve come up with an idea.”


  Turning around with a smile, Fairlady welcomed us and clapped her hands once.


  “After breakfast, let’s take a bath together as the family we are—”


  Chris shook off my arm and took off. I leaped, tackled her sharply, and pushed her down.


  Fwump, we went, sliding on the floor, and I pinned her down.


  “Nice try, but what happened to your composure?! It’s shredded to pieces!!”


  “You…jerk…!!”


  After crawling around and becoming drenched in sweat, Chris finally gave up and slumped.


  


  The spiritual world created by the Adoration of the Magic Eye wasn’t easily shaken or broken, and it would eventually become impossible even to think that something was funny or off.


  As time passed, I expected that we would come to see Fairlady as our true mom.


  For example, take Fairlady’s house, where we were now living.


  Just going up and down the stairs, I saw that the furniture had been rearranged, the color of the wallpaper had changed from white to a cream color, and the number of rooms had increased or decreased.


  I was able to notice those changes, but a few seconds later, that sense of discomfort faded away.


  There was this huge Roman bath.


  A Fairlady goddess statue with a jug poured hot water into a bathtub covered with concentric circles of differently colored tiles. The boiling steam created a milky-white blindfold over the tub as the scent of herbs wafting from the water’s surface tickled my nose.


  The bathhouse was so huge that it was hard to believe it could fit in the small house. The sense of discomfort that had swirled around when we first set foot in the place was soon gone, and neither Chris nor I even attempted to voice our doubts.


  Chris had a bath towel wrapped around her body and stood with her feet firmly planted in front of the bathtub.


  Her face was contorted to the extreme.


  Wrapping a towel around my waist, I folded my arms beside her and stared at the Corinthian columns.


  The pillars were adorned with acanthus decorations, with gods dwelling in every inch of them. The more I examined them, the more they started to seem real.


  “My beloved children! Let us make a warm toast to our enriched lives!”


  Her body was lustrous.


  Fairlady showed off her flirtatious side, and it was as if she wanted to say, Attention! Laud my beauty! Her naked body, adorned with confidence and exaggeration, was a work of art. You couldn’t complain if someone said it was the embodiment of beauty.


  When someone was this brazen, you didn’t start feeling horny.


  Wait. Was it because I felt affection for her? Was I not lusting for her because I saw her as family?


  I turned around and stared at Chris’s peach-colored thighs.


  “…Pervert.”


  “Huh—?!”


  She grabbed me by my hair, slammed me into the water, and sank me to the bottom of the tub.


  I shuddered as I was finally released from having my face used as a scrubbing brush.


  “S-saved… I was about to start looking at one of the yuri sisters in a naughty way… Though there are different opinions on whether it’s okay to look at yuri that way… But I shouldn’t do that, since the Mule-and-Chris combination is a healthy one… Dang, I was about to violate the regulations… Thank you for saving me…”


  “Wake up.”


  After being slammed face-first into the water again, I counted to thirty underwater and regained my composure.


  So our three-member family soaked in the hot water.


  I stretched out my legs amid the steam and concentrated on the sensation of all the blood vessels opening up in my body.


  “……”


  I looked to the right and saw a beautiful, unguarded, naked girl.


  “……”


  I looked to the left and saw a beautiful, towel-guarded, naked girl.


  “……”


  Why was I sandwiched between an evil spirit and a girl who had tried to kill each other, and naked, at that?


  “…Hey.”


  I turned to Chris when she called out to me in a low voice.


  Her cheeks were flushed as she crossed her arms in front of her chest in a pompous manner, and I could also sense the shape of her crossed legs in the wavering water. Since it wasn’t clouded hot spring water, I could see quite a bit of her. Since I didn’t have inappropriate feelings toward this wholesome yuri girl, I opened my bloodshot eyes wide, formed a seal, and disabled them.


  “Face it! Resonate! Fight! The foe! The whole! Prepare! Focus! Exist! Forward! Yuri, yuri, yuriii!”


  Quietly becoming calm again, I smiled at Chris.


  “What?”


  “Y-you act as if nothing’s been happening… What are you going to do now?”


  It didn’t matter whether she heard me, since we were stuck here in Fairlady’s mental lair…but Chris whispered, “I’ve come up with a good idea while soaking in the hot water here in the musical fool’s bathtub.”


  I grinned.


  “Why don’t we kill her here?”


  Stunned, Chris froze, and then she peered over at the evil spirit who was admiring her reflection in the water.


  “Are you telling me that besides your veins expanding, you’ve also been enlightened? Weren’t we going to look for a way to get out of here?”


  “I never said that.”


  Wordlessly, Chris raked up her wet bangs.


  “…How?”


  “We destroy her spirit. We shatter this world to pieces. Like in the Japanese version of Tom Thumb where he gets swallowed by the ogre, there are times when small fry can overcome the big guys. Besides, Fairlady probably isn’t expecting a situation like that. I can’t imagine beating her fair and square in the real world, so I’m going to go around her back, find her weak spot, and torture her to death.”


  “Are you going to reenact David and Goliath in a place like this? That shepherd had pebbles, but we only have dreams and illusions. Besides, we’re up against an evil spirit, not a giant, and she has a bloated sense of self. I don’t see how that foolish mentality could ever be hurt.”


  As if to match our story, David with the Head of Goliath by Guido Reni appeared on the wall of the bathhouse, and its surroundings gradually shifted.


  Hiiro stared at Fairlady’s neck with a dreamy look on his face. It was an act of provocation, as if it were a prelude to a giant killing.


  Confident of her ability to win, the beautiful girl slapped down a challenge with a benevolent look.


  “How do we harm the heart of someone like that?”


  “If all we have are dreams and illusions…,” I (David) said, grinning as I put a hand on my chest and bowed politely to her (Goliath).


  “…I’ll follow David’s lead and throw that thing.”


  Smiling, Fairlady placed her index and middle fingers against her neck as if to cut herself.


  After getting out of the bath, I parted with Chris and took a look around this spiritual world.


  It had an ocean.


  Outside the house was a sea of recurring tides, and beyond the horizon, I could see the sun giving the world over to night.


  The sea was turning amber as night fell.


  The rusty red color was shining on the sea and became a mixed impression.


  I continued to walk earnestly along the beach.


  The scene that seemed to be copied and pasted went on and on forever…and when I realized it, I was staring at Fairlady’s house from the other side.


  A to B to A to B to A…


  The same scenery shifted continuously, and the connections between spaces became unrecognizable.


  Fairlady’s house had suddenly appeared in my field of vision where only the beach and the ocean existed, but not for a single moment had I thought that strange.


  This indicated the effects of a short-term memory impairment caused by Fairlady’s mental interference.


  When you think of the word magic, you may imagine someone creating a ball of flames and throwing it at an opponent…but a simple example like that is only one example.


  Various events occur through magic, and all of them follow regular procedures.


  For example, the magic that produces flames is merely fulfilling the orthodox redox reaction of combustion through particle (magic calculator) manipulation. The hydrogen present in the air is the combustion product, the electrostatic charge of charged particles (magic calculators) is the ignition source, and the oxygen supply is provided by manipulating the oxygen in the air.


  With a magic device, the three elements of combustion can be satisfied without having to think about troublesome details like that.


  Magic devices can skip the chemical reaction process by using energy known as magic power. It compensates for what may be missing in a situation and incorporates the user’s imagination into the triggering event.


  Apart from such apparently flashy magic, there is also the type of magic that manipulates endogenous magic calculators that exist in the human body, causing a decrease in neurotransmitters like acetylcholine, which in turn reduces the hippocampal function and causes short-term memory impairment.


  Indeed, the spiritual world in which I currently exist is formed by a series of detailed magic procedures like I’ve just explained.


  I’ve tried to figure it out by referring to a blog by the ESCO setting manager, but it remains unclear whether this mental world actually fits into the magical realm.


  After losing myself in thought, I started walking again.


  Spotting a warehouse next to Fairlady’s house, I decided to pull out a boat with an engine and try to reach the horizon.


  Remembering individuals driving motorboats, I gripped the throttle and started the engine.


  The boat launched with a light thud, cut through the waves…and the next thing I knew, I had reached land, and in front of me was Fairlady’s house.


  After running aground, I stepped out of the boat and went inside.


  “Oh, hi, you’re back.”


  Fairlady had been washing dishes. She smiled at me, and since I was posing as her friendly son, I responded with a wave.


  I opened a drawer, picked up a lighter, and went outside.


  I pulled out the gasoline for the boat from storage and sprayed it liberally around the house.


  I drew a fuse with the gasoline, and then I lit the fire from a safe distance.


  In a flash, a large mouthful of flames engulfed the house, and it burned grandly. With a clattering sound, the evil spirit smiled from inside the raging fire.


  “Stop playing with fire and come inside for a snack.”


  She called out to me in a tone that sounded like she was reprimanding a mischievous child, and I smiled back at her as she opened the door, which was scorched by the furious flames.


  Playing the role of the benevolent mother, the evil spirit slowly closed the door. The heat I had felt on my skin receded, the fire that had been flickering out of the corner of my eye disappeared, and the burning smell had faded.


  In the blink of an eye, Fairlady’s house regained its original appearance.


  Okay, so it was basically the same as the original game.


  “Hey, arsonist.”


  I turned around and saw Chris standing with a glum look on her face.


  “I already did that before.”


  “Well, the evil spirit’s irritating smile is priceless no matter how many times you burn it.”


  We went back inside the house shoulder to shoulder and sat next to each other like siblings who got along great.


  Pancakes loaded with honey were placed on the table, adding color to the artificial details of “a happy family at snack time.”


  “All right, then, let us pray before you eat your snack! Pray to Fairlady, your god!”


  Our pseudo-mother evil spirit folded her hands together and started praying to herself.


  The pseudo children—us, that is—followed her example and then stuck our forks into our pancakes.


  With a piece of pancake dangling from her fork, Chris moved in close to me.


  “So how did your tour around the beautiful, never-ending beach go?”


  “It was Fairlady through and through.”


  “I feel like a condemned individual crawling through the bowels of hell.”


  Chris shook her head in disgust and responded with a strained smile as Mom/Fairlady added ice cream to her pancakes.


  “As far as I know, there are three ways to deal with this kind of mental-grasping magic.”


  Using her fork and knife, Chris cut her pancake into three pieces.


  “One, to neutralize the handler of magic lurking within the spiritual world. Two, to find and widen a crack in the spiritual world. And three, to give up.”


  “Four,” I said, pointing to the ice cream on Chris’s plate. “We destroy the spiritual world.”


  Chris shook her head as she stared at the ice cream, which had melted into a thick goo across her plate.


  “I thought about what you’re saying…and even if it were possible, it wouldn’t work. This is a spiritual world Fairlady controls, and if her world collapses, so do we. If we can’t find a way out, we’ll have no choice but to die with her.”


  The color of Chris’s face changed as she noticed my silence.


  “Hey, are you suggesting—?”


  I brought the pancake I’d sliced to my mouth.


  “If we don’t bury Fairlady here, she might harm my mentor. She might also hurt Mule. If we leave this world without establishing our faith in her, Fairlady will definitely come and eliminate us. And when she does, you and I won’t be the ones who will be sacrificed. That evil spirit who thinks she’s saving the world will start by killing the people who are important to us.”


  Savoring the too-sweet honey, I swung my fork from side to side.


  “When she blasted us with that Adoration of the Magic Eye, she grasped control of our minds, and our weaknesses hidden deep within us were exposed to her as clear as day. It’s easier for her to harass us than top pancakes with ice cream.”


  I glanced at the silver fork’s surface, which reflected the light, and gazed at Chris’s reflection.


  “I’m sorry, but the scales are tipped more toward the future of those girls than our lives. Whatever happens, I am going to destroy Fairlady here.”


  Chris caught my gaze through the silver light.


  Chuckling, the natural-born warrior looked down at the ice cream on her plate, which had turned into a white puddle.


  “…I don’t like you.”


  “Well, I like you.”


  “But.”


  She stood up gracefully, washed off the ice cream with water, showed it off to me as it lost all traces of what it had been, and laughed.


  “I hate that character who’s laughing there even more.”


  “Oh my, you’re doing the dishes for me! What a kindhearted child you are, Chris! Raising a wonderful child like that, I am super great, as transcendent as the sun rising above the clouds!”


  Fairlady stood on her knees with her arms outstretched and soaked up the sunlight that streamed in through the window. She sang a ballad and shifted her weight to one knee in a theatrical style.


  I watched the stunning display of narcissism and held out a hand to Chris.


  “It looks like a temporary truce for us, Sis. Let’s kill that evil spirit in the name of love and peace.”


  Without delay, Chris shook off my hand.


  “Don’t get the wrong idea. You’ll be next.”


  Chris kicked the chair I was sitting in, crossed her arms, and sat back in her chair with a thump.


  “You’re the one who held out his hand and brought me to the brink of death. I hope you at least have a step in place for us to put our feet on.”


  “Heh-heh, hey, smile. Show me that lovely smile, and let’s pick up our lives.”


  Chris’s cheeks twitched as she laughed. She turned to Fairlady/Mom, who was now dancing with furniture that had a will of its own, and said, “Thank you always,” which was totally insincere.


  “There’s just one way to destroy Fairlady’s mental world,” I said and laughed. “You and I will defeat this evil spirit that exists in this world.”


  Once again, I held out my hand.


  “We work together in this game. Are you with me, Sis?”


  “Who do you think you’re talking to?”


  She laughed that off and again shook off my hand.


  “I am Chris Esse Eisbert.”


  Nodding in satisfaction, I held out my hand with a smile on my face.


  “Okay, then, let’s start by holding hands like lovers do.”


  “…Huh?”


  She stared at me, realized that I wasn’t joking, and—


  “Huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuh?!?!”


  Her face turned bright red, and she stood up, knocking over her chair.


  “Explain.”


  We were now upstairs in the children’s room.


  The canopy bed that had been there until the day before was gone, and in its place was a bunk bed, desks pushed together, and even matching pens.


  The room appeared to have been updated in line with the development in our relationship as close siblings.


  Chris cornered me into a wall, and I giggled when she began interrogating me.


  “Hey, don’t tell me the famous Chris Esse Eisbert has never held hands with someone the way lovers do… What? You haven’t?”


  Blushing, she snarled like a wounded beast.


  “So what if I haven’t…?!”


  “Huh?! That’s terrible!!”


  I spun around and shoved Chris against the wall, slamming my palm against the wall beside her face.


  “Didn’t you have sleepovers with Mule?! Huh?! People normally hold hands like this at times like that, clasping their hands together like they’re praying! Like a lovers’ bond! It’s expected that your foreheads touch as you fall asleep!!”


  “I would never have a sordid affair like that with my sister!!”


  Chris grabbed my shoulder, tried to switch positions with me, and I slipped my right leg between her legs, preventing her pivot foot from moving while putting my weight on it.


  Failing in her attempt, Chris clucked her tongue and lost equilibrium.


  I grinned and tried to slam my palm against the wall…and like a snake, she entwined her right hand with it and struck my chin with the bottom of her left hand.


  “Ow!!”


  I tripped her, and my vision rotated. She stepped in and grabbed my spinning leg. Using the ankle she held as the pivot point, she began swinging me around while I twisted my body in midair and halted her violent actions.


  I took a defensive position and landed on my feet, and without a moment’s pause, I struck out my right hand.


  Vroooooooooom!!


  My limbs swiveled with tremendous force, and our positions switched. With sweat flying everywhere, Chris and I became entangled in a life-or-death battle over who got the wall.


  Half an hour later, sweating profusely, I had pushed Chris down onto the bed as she breathed heavily.


  The beautiful girl’s skin was tinted a cherry color, and her ample breasts rose and fell as she looked up at me with dewy eyes. I put my hand on the side of her head and continued to huff and puff.


  H-how had this happened…?! W-was this the power of the Adoration of the Magic Eye…?!


  Chris lay on her back, one arm covering her face, and her whole body was vulnerable and exposed. I gently moved away from her and left the room without saying a word.


  I fixed my messed-up clothes and went back into the room after waiting a few seconds.


  “Yo, Chris.”


  I smiled briskly and waved.


  “Fancy meeting you here. I’ll start explaining stuff to you now.”


  “Don’t think you can reset the situation by coming in and out of the room, you animal…!”


  It didn’t look like the Adoration of the Magic Eye was on my side.


  With my back against the wall and my arms crossed, I tried to dissuade her from shooting me with her gaze.


  “First, let me explain. All I wanted was to see the beautiful sight of two sisters sleeping together, holding hands as lovers do. That desire was pure and innocent, without an inch of impurity thrown in. I thought I’d matured a little since then, but it turns out that I’m still an innocent child who wishes upon a shooting star… Won’t you consider that romanticism and let me get away with it…?”


  “Do you want me to consider that romanticism and tear you to pieces…?”


  “Sorry! Okay, um, listen! I was pushy! I apologize for the inconvenience my yuri express train has caused all my passengers by running out of control without stopping at every station!”


  After I expressed my remorse, Chris put down her hidden weapon (an alarm clock).


  “Don’t get the wrong idea, scum. You and I are enemies, and we just happen to be engaged in a cooperative effort. That’s all. Watch your mouth if you want to live peacefully in old age.”


  “Okay. Okay, okay, okay! I’m really sorry!”


  For some reason, I started explaining things to Chris with the alarm clock.


  “First, about Fairlady’s resurrection—”


  “Hey, are you going to start going over the entire history?”


  She turned a knob on the back of the clock and rotated the hands as she complained.


  “Get to the point. What are you trying to do by going that far back? It’s a waste of time. Fairlady exists, and we’re in the midst of an idealized game of playing house with her. Why do we have to keep talking about her resurrection like we’re chatting over tea?”


  “We wouldn’t have time for tea cakes otherwise.”


  I reached for a bag of cookies on a shelf. After taking an underhanded throwing stance, I thought better of it, walked over to Chris, and handed it to her.


  “You can barely see, right? We were in close combat when I found a chance to beat you, and you seemed to be just managing when we were fighting over that wall a minute ago.”


  Chris turned away and clucked her tongue loudly.


  “Let’s continue talking. What do you think caused Fairlady’s resurgence?”


  “You don’t even have to think about it. It was her followers’ doing,” she said, biting into a cookie. “It’s a simple matter of those cult followers giving her a guy who would go ahead and push her sister down on a bed as a gift.”


  “The question I’m asking you now is the how. How did they bring Fairlady back to life?”


  Chris opened her mouth…and quietly covered it with a hand.


  “……”


  “Do you know what it takes to resurrect an evil spirit?”


  “How could I ever be a handler of magic if I didn’t know that? The trigger for resurrection is set according to each spirit, and it’s known among magic handlers as ‘the Six Evasions.’”


  “Exactly. No wonder you’re a talented woman who’s been skipping grades. And for example, Alsuhariya’s trigger is her interests. What would the miraculous event that brought Fairlady to us be?”


  “…Bad luck.”


  Chris looked up slowly.


  “Fairlady’s resurrection had been completed inside that church. There’s no question about that. Maybe I can’t see, but my perception of magic is acute enough to make up for it. A fluctuation of magic power of that magnitude wouldn’t have been possible unless an evil spirit was being resurrected. I’m going to get right down to it—there was enough bad luck in that church to awaken Fairlady… What…was that…?”


  “Think hard. Bad luck for who?”


  “Of course, for Fairlady, being resurrected— Hey, wait. Wait a minute. For someone like her who wants to be the one who makes people happy, people’s happiness would be bad luck. That means…”


  I grinned and nodded.


  “Before Fairlady came back to life, someone in that church had been feeling an indescribable sense of happiness.”


  Rendered speechless, Chris shook her head as if to shake off her thoughts.


  “Wasn’t it one of the cult followers who was plotting her resurrection?”


  “The timing isn’t right. It was only after Fairlady came to life that the cultists would have felt happy, not before.”


  “What kind of happiness would it be…? Why would someone feel happy in that gloomy church…?”


  “The key to arriving at the right answer is to consider that those cultists kidnapped Mule to generate happiness for their target. They were clearly preparing to resurrect Fairlady. That church was built in the dark dungeon and has strong ties to her, and it was used as an element for resurrecting her.”


  “Who in the world is the idiot who brought Fairlady back to life…?!”


  I fell silent and slowly lowered my gaze.


  Chris’s face had been full of questions. But like snow that had been in the sun, the mystery gradually began melting away. Slowly but steadily, her expression changed, and she covered her face with her hands when she finally arrived at the answer.


  The emotions I’d been holding back exploded, and I beamed and whispered to her.


  “You know who that idiot is, don’t you…?”


  “N-no! It can’t be! N-no way! I—I don’t understand this!!”


  She staggered to her feet, her face bright red as she desperately tried to hide her blushing face between her arms.


  “Ohh? What can’t be? Huh? Why are you hiding your face? What’s the matter, Miss Alchemist? What are you doing, getting all red?”


  “Y-you jerk…!”


  “Do you want an average guy like me to tell you the answer to a tough problem that even a genius can’t solve?”


  Laughing, I pointed at her.


  “Chris Esse Eisbert! She was so moved by the situation that she went to save her sister Mule…and felt happy enough to resurrect an evil spirit!”


  “You no-good jerk…!”


  I pursued Chris as she fled to the bed and adjusted my vocal cords in front of her while she pulled the covers over herself.


  With a sparkling smile on my face, I walked around the bed, clapping my hands as I set out to corner her.


  “To think you would be kidnapped so easily and put up as if you were a prize. You are no longer the age to be wearing diapers. Don’t come crying to your sister. Oh, man!”


  “You worthless piece of trash…!”


  I put on a straight face in front of the wriggling pile of bedding.


  “What are you going to do, put on a frilly dress and decorate the cover of some picture book?”


  Hearing a moan that sounded like a trapped animal, I tilted my head back and cupped a hand around my ear.


  “Ohh? Chris? Weren’t you being rather harsh on her? But wait. Maybe you’d been longing for a certain type of sibling relationship. And maybe you found it. Then you felt so happy that you and Mule were pals again—”


  Thud!! The alarm clock hit me in the head as Chris looked as red as a boiled octopus, clutching a pillow to her chest with tears in her eyes.


  “I—I…am going…to kill you…!”


  “P-please, calm down… I’m sorry… It’s been a long time since I had a decent supply of yuri…after being deprived…!”


  “Die!! Die, die, die!!”


  Fwump, fwump, fwump, fwump.


  I curled up like a ball and endured her striking me hard with the pillow.


  Chris finally calmed down, her breath ragged, and she was covered in scattered feathers. As the goose feathers shone in the sunlight, I bowed in apology and wrote a will with the blood trickling down my forehead, addressed to the yuri sisters.


  Ten minutes later.


  After bandaging my head to stop the bleeding, I was made to sit upright with a thick encyclopedia in my lap and was looking up at the sister who had failed in her attempt to kill me using her pillow.


  “Let’s say the delusional speculations made with your filthy mind happened to be correct, despite an astronomical improbability rate. What does my fulfilling the requirements to be a trigger for Fairlady’s resurrection have to do with you and me holding hands like lovers?”


  I laughed and pointed to the door.


  “I’ll explain it to you since you seem to be clueless. Step outside. I’ll teach that sister-loving, selfish body of yours a lesson—ow! I’m never going to want to use an alarm clock again!”


  I blocked the alarm clock that was thrown at me with the encyclopedia I was holding and ran outside before she could crack my head open with it.


  Chris and I listened to the sound of the waves lapping on the sandy beach as we stood facing each other after getting ourselves ready.


  She had changed into a shirt and shorts, perhaps so it would be okay if she got wet. She looked younger than in her usual severe combat uniform, like a pretty girl who had lived a normal life, as fitting for someone her age.


  She held down her fluttering hair as the sea breeze ruffled it.


  “First, I need you to believe something.”


  “Believe what?”


  “That we’ll win. And believe in me.”


  The girl with the alchemist title shrugged, as if to say, You have got to be kidding.


  “Winning is fine. She is my good friend who has been a part of my life. But, Hiiro Sanjo, I do not intend to call you a friend. If I had to call you something, it would be an enemy.


  “Hey, wait a minute. Who said anything about getting chummy and playing on our occasional days off? All you have to do is trust me. I’m not asking for anything more. A businesslike relationship of trust with no emotional connection. You’re good at that, aren’t you?”


  “Then let me ask you this. What’s this silly nonsense about ‘holding hands like lovers’ you mentioned?”


  Water splashed on me, and I wiped my cheek.


  “Chris. What happened to your injuries?”


  “Huh?”


  “Your injuries. You and I should have taken antipyretics and painkillers.”


  I shuffled over and removed the bandage from my head, revealing that the wounds had disappeared.


  “Fever reducers, tablets for pain, and mineral water. These are the things you always carry around with you, right?”


  “Yeah, at all times.”


  “When you got changed, did you have the pills and mineral water on hand?”


  Chris gasped.


  “We’re starting to be swallowed up by this world. The wounds our bodies sustained are disappearing, and the fact that the things we carry around are disappearing is proof of that. We’ll eventually lose track of not only what we had with us but also who we are.”


  I smirked in front of Chris as she stood, shocked and still.


  “What that tells us is that Fairlady’s spiritual world isn’t perfect. Chris, you were the only one who knew about the antipyretics and painkillers. You were able to retrieve them. That means your will can be reflected in this world.”


  “Are you saying we can conjure up images of our magic devices and bring them to us if we want…?”


  “That’s not all. We should also be able to perform to an extent we wouldn’t normally be capable of. It means we can beat Fairlady here.”


  After a moment’s silence, Chris slowly opened her mouth.


  “…Impossible. Fairlady is the very foundation of this spiritual world, and she can rearrange it in any way she wants. All we’re allowed to do is to embody the things that are tied to us. I mean, I couldn’t attack her, could I?”


  “But you can.”


  “You’re the one who’s a stickler for proof. How can you support what you’re saying?”


  I couldn’t tell her I’d played the original game, so I bluffed and went on talking.


  “Fairlady’s spiritual foundation is much too firmly in place. Reason doesn’t work with evil spirits. Therefore, human beings who can’t understand how her mind works can’t even attack her. Something you can’t understand is no different from a dream. That’s why we have to understand her.”


  Chris raised her eyebrows, and I spread my arms.


  “We—”


  A wave rose high in the air. Particles of water trapped in the sunlight burst before our eyes.


  I smiled at Chris through the droplets of water that fell past me.


  “—are going to fall in love with Fairlady.”


  “Nonsense. Do you want to continue playing house and have us turn into real siblings?!”


  “It’s close combat. Eat or be eaten. Let’s see if our mentality can overcome her abnormality.”


  Chris kicked up the sand beneath her feet and growled. “What’s the use in us, the prey she’s digesting, talking about eating or being eaten?! That evil spirit became enchanted with us. How could we ever beat her?!!”


  “There is a way for us to win. We can create something she can’t understand.”


  “What?”


  “I told you we’d throw dreams and illusions about.”


  She looked suspicious, so I gave her the answer.


  “Love.”


  Finally understanding, Chris mumbled the word and smiled.


  “Okay, I see what you mean. That’s why you wanted us to hold hands like lovers. First, we’re playing house, and now you’re adding playing lovers? Just how fond are you of playing make believe? Don’t tell me you brought me out here hoping to build sandcastles.”


  She grabbed me by the collar.


  “Cut it out, idiot. Did you think for a minute that I would understand something dumb like that? If I had to think of you, that would be when I had the simple desire to kill you, to strangle you to death. Never mind love. I could never even accept familial love.”


  “You can do it. You managed to love the younger sister you detested just as much.”


  Chris’s cheeks were vermilion, and the strength left her arms.


  “I—I said you’re wrong about that!! I wasn’t trying to save Mule, and I never felt happy back there! All I did was go back to repay what I owed her!!”


  I smirked at her, and she turned red and shook me hard.


  “Stop making that freaky face, scum! You’re a prick! I could never play lovers with a creep like you! The mere thought of holding hands with you like we’re lovers makes me want to throw up!”


  I, too, became emotional hearing her feelings and grabbed her by the collar without realizing it.


  “Same to you! But you know what? I believe in you! After concluding you were ‘happy’ when you saved Mule, I thought that with you, we could play charades and never have to worry about things getting awkward or out of hand! Because I believed that, I was able to twist my beliefs and set out on the path that leads to brain destruction! I…I…”


  I moaned as tears streamed down my face, and I fell to my knees.


  The pants I wore soaked up the seawater, and I hugged myself as I shivered from the cold.


  “I—I… I want to protect…your and Mule’s…future…the future where yuri blossoms… F-for that, I’ll gladly accept this suffering… These dreams and illusions…they’re just an extension of a playful game… It’s all just an extension of a playacting game… Sorry… This…is a dream…”


  “Chris…listen to me… Fairlady likes us… We fit her definition of ‘unhappy humans’…and she wants to turn us into ‘a happy family…’ Can you understand…what that means…?”


  “R-relax. I hear you…so stop crying.”


  “Fairlady sees herself as the protagonist and storyteller of the tale of her family…and she’s trying to save us… So we can destroy that story from the opposite side…and become happy on our own… That way, her spiritual world, including the plot, will fall apart…”


  “W-wait a second… Are you saying…?”


  Blushing, Chris slowly backed away.


  “Are you saying I should convince myself that you’re my lover so we can be happy together?!”


  Trembling, Chris hugged herself.


  “Y-you animal! Wh-what the heck…? I-is that h-how…you’ve been seeing me as our lives are on the line? You creep!!”


  “I feel the same way with those conditions, jerk!”


  After slamming my fist into the sand, I dove into the sea.


  Tossed by strong winds and rough waves, I somehow managed to maintain my sanity, flailing about in the choppy waters. I covered my face with my hands and screamed as I let nature’s tyranny take control of me and quelled my ready-to-explode brain by focusing on performing the butterfly.


  Spent, I was washed ashore.


  “……”


  I slumped on my back and looked up at Chris, whose eyes had lost their light.


  “…Let’s be sweethearts.”


  “I—I have never had anyone say that to me and be so utterly unmoved…”


  Chris crouched and asked, “Isn’t there any other way?”


  “I wouldn’t be doing this if there were.”


  With trembling fingers, I drew a heart on the sand.


  In it, I wrote Hiiro on one side and Chris on the other.


  “Whooooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!”


  Red in the face, Chris quickly rubbed the heart out with her foot.


  “D-don’t suddenly get all cute without my permission, you scum!”


  “……” (I stopped breathing.)


  After losing consciousness, I came to when Chris kicked me awake. I turned to look at her, the girl who had suddenly taken off running for some reason.


  “W-was I dead…?”


  “Y-you really did stop breathing!! H-hey, don’t do stuff like that! For both our sakes, don’t do anything more than you already have… Hey!!”


  Laughing, I put my strength into my arms and tried to get up…but slipped and dove face-first into the sand.


  “F-forget it. We have to find another way! H-Hiiro Sanjo, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but you won’t be able to take any more of this!!”


  “But we have to… We have no other choice…!”


  I wobbled to my feet and held out a hand to her.


  “Chris, trust me. I realize that playing lovers means shame and humiliation to you, but it’s only a game. A fantasy. You only have to imagine this while we’re here. Because we are going to take Fairlady down.”


  Chris had turned her face away, but she glanced at the hand I held out.


  The arms she’d had crossed started to loosen.


  With flushed cheeks, she stared me straight in the face.


  She kicked the sand, snarled, let her eyes wander, repeated the process of looking at me and then averting her gaze…and finally uncrossed her arms.


  Bright red in the face with shame, she bit her lip, turned her face away…and took my hand.


  “…Go to hell.”


  I silently squeezed her hand back.


  It was more like she was pinching my hand with the tips of her fingers rather than holding it.


  “……!!”


  Chris clenched her teeth and stared down at an angle to the right, trembling with shame and humiliation.


  It was the third day after we started playing lovers.


  Chris still couldn’t do more than gently hold my pinkie. As for me, I was struck by the innocent air about her and was unable to take the next step you’d expect of lovers, and an awkward feeling was forming between us.


  “Ch-Chris. At this rate, it will take us a few years to get to the point where we can hold hands like lovers…”


  “Sh-shut up!! Are you going to laugh at my efforts?!”


  She was brilliant, a top-rate handler of magic at the supreme level. She was a genius who worked for the Magical Association’s Conceptual Structure at the tender age of nineteen. And here she was, her face bright red as she held my pinkie in her hand.


  Her attitude wasn’t surprising.


  She was the responsible second daughter of the Eisbert family and had worked hard to become a magic handler. She had never been sidetracked or taken a detour.


  She had sacrificed everything to keep going, and she likely had never needed or experienced a romantic relationship. Furthermore, she may never have been close to anyone other than family.
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  The Eisberts were a family where every member was isolated.


  By the time Chris and Mule were old enough to know what was what, they were separated and told that being together was detrimental to Chris’s education. They must have spent very little time together as sisters.


  Chris Esse Eisbert must have seen it all.


  She must have seen her sister being called a failure, oppressed, persecuted, abused, and abandoned, even by her own mother.


  The consequences of that had extended to Chris, resulting in her self-defensive reaction to everything. It is natural for a human being to try to protect herself by siding with “the instigator,” and you can hardly blame her for being driven to that point.


  Like Mule, the Eisberts put on a veneer of arrogance and try to make themselves appear bigger than they need to be.


  If they didn’t, they couldn’t protect themselves.


  Chris had had blind faith in herself and her talent, and with the path to turn back broken, she had turned nineteen, wearing an armor of loneliness.


  There must have been times when she suddenly stopped and looked back at where she was and felt empty.


  Then she experienced her first defeat, and the sister she had looked down upon had saved her life…and finally, the armor of falsehoods shattered to pieces.


  Mule had Lily.


  But Chris had no one to stand by her.


  I wonder how she felt when she saw Mule chasing after her, regardless of the terrible things she had said to her.


  With her strength, her will, and her emotions, Mule had saved her sister.


  Chris must have recognized Mule’s presence when she saw the star she had lost sight of.


  After missing each other for so long, the two girls had rekindled their sisterly bond they both desired. They were sure to get to know each other slowly now.


  In the original game, it was during Chris’s final moments that she acknowledged Mule.


  Driven to near-death at the hands of Fairlady, she looked down at her sister, who had become a blackened mess. Holding her sister’s corpse, which clutched a toy train she had given her long ago, she finally heard Mule’s desire to be together that she had left in the past.


  Let’s play…Mule…


  Chris had been in tears as she agreed to spend time with her, which she hadn’t done before.


  We’ll play…together…


  In the Mule Route, Chris is portrayed as a thoroughly hateful adversary, and the empty final moments of the hateful antagonist have a powerful impact on those who play the game.


  However, even though Chris is portrayed as a villain, she is only another victim. She had wanted to make up with her younger sister.


  Though, of course, in the Chris Survives Route, she’s hateful and unrepentant to the very end, and she continues to harass Mule. It’s a miracle she survived and built a sisterly yuri bond with Mule.


  And naturally, I wouldn’t miss an opportunity like that, would I?


  “Well, let’s just take it easy. Something like this has to be a first for you.”


  “…Shut up. Leave me alone. Keep quiet, scum.”


  She was mumbling incessantly, but I couldn’t feel her usual energy, and my pinkie was obediently clutched in her hand.


  I gently pulled my pinkie out of her grasp.


  I sat down on the sandy beach, tapped the spot next to me, and she clucked her tongue before taking a seat.


  “Hey, Chris, can you give me some combat training?”


  “…What are you thinking?”


  I shrugged. I guess I had lost all credibility during this short period.


  “I mean it verbatim. I’m not withholding information from you. It would be a tune-up for our upcoming battle against Fairlady.”


  “Any effort to struggle will end in futility. We’re in the palm of Buddha’s/Fairlady’s hand, and all our thoughts are wide open. She also knows we’re making an effort by playing lovers like this. Do you honestly believe that the kind evil spirit would put her precious life at risk and challenge us straight on?”


  “Yeah.”


  I started shoveling sand into a pile.


  I looked at her, letting my eyes prompt her for help. She sat down, frowning in disgust, and began to gather sand into a pile.


  “You have neither an argument nor evidence, do you?”


  “This is a game where she has all the information in her hands. As long as we’re in this spiritual world of hers, it’s natural that Fairlady can see right through our thoughts. But at the same time, the conditions are the same for us, since we’re also seeing her spiritual world with our own eyes. It will be a contest of who understands the other better and holds an advantage. And I understand everything about Fairlady. She will definitely take on our challenge.”


  I dug a tunnel in the sand pile with my hands.


  Chris copied me and dug a hole…and as the tunnel opened, our hands touched.


  “Oops. Sorry.”


  She quickly pulled her hand back and stared at me, holding the tips of the fingers that touched mine, and glared.


  “Y-you did that on purpose…!”


  “Yeah, I did. But you should have known our hands would touch if we kept digging. Why didn’t you avoid it?”


  “I couldn’t help it! I knew, but I couldn’t!”


  “That’s how it goes.”


  Chuckling, I brushed the dirt off my knees and stood up.


  Chris also got on her feet, mumbling complaints in a muffled whisper.


  “So, okay, you can act high-and-mighty and lecture me, but what about you? Do you have experience being in relationships? I can’t imagine anyone falling in love with a cheeky kid like you.”


  I snickered. “Hmph.”


  “How many times do you think I’ve watched over beautiful feelings of love being nurtured? This is easy for me. I’ve read countless books on love (only on relationships between girls), and I’m a higher primate specialized in love that goes beyond the average primate.”


  “Have you ever been with someone—?”


  “I’m more of a theorist than a practitioner. Unlike the child who has never read a single romance comic, I’m a wise man with experience covering every possible pattern of love.”


  “Shut up, dork. You could win the grand prix in a fast-talking contest for sore losers.”


  Chris smiled, looking pleased.


  “Hah. You have zero experience yourself. You’re just a fake blabbermouth. Don’t ever talk big again, you hear? You’re vulnerable when it comes to love, and you’re destined to be lonely for the rest of your life. I bet your heart was thumping hard when I held your pinkie.”


  “Huh? Who, me? Why are you acting so proud over a momentary victory, like I’ve fallen behind in the game of love? You’re older than me, but you can’t even hold my pinkie. It really is unbelievable.” (Laugh.) “Is that common in the United States?” (Laugh.)


  Chris took my hand. I felt the smooth warmth of her skin.


  Her mouth trembled as she stared at her hand, linked to mine, and then she laughed feebly.


  “H-how’s that, kid? I-I’m not like you…!”


  “……”


  “H-hey, say something— Aaahh!!”


  Stunned, Chris covered her mouth.


  I had linked my fingers between hers. Swallowing the nausea that welled up in the pit of my stomach, I stared at her as she turned bright red and grinned.


  “Oh? Ohh? Didn’t I just hear a cute little cry? I wonder who could have squealed sweetly like that. Surely it wasn’t some child prodigy who came back from the States without learning a thing about love?”


  “Y-you jerk…!!”


  I let go of her hand before she cracked my head open.


  Flushed to the neck, Chris moved away, swinging her hand like she was shaking off the sensation of linking fingers with mine.


  I grinned and spread my arms.


  “I guess that settles the competition over who’s more experienced with love.”


  “Wh-when we get out of here, I will crack your head to pieces and hand them out to the neighbors…!”


  “Hey, easy does it. Don’t get so mad. Look on the bright side. Now we’re clear on where each of us stands. I’ll handle the romance, you take care of the combat, and we can coach each other and make plans.”


  Chris gritted her teeth, raised her fist, and then lowered it.


  “A-all right. Sooner or later, I’ll turn this humiliation into killing intent. For now, I’ll bear it and let go of my frustration with a strong will.”


  Chris’s cheeks were still rosy as she rubbed her hand with care.


  “So anyway. What do you want me to teach you?”


  “Well, first—”


  A sensed a presence. I turned around and saw the evil spirit, stained with the darkness of dusk.


  “My, how beautiful it is to see my darling children playing in the setting sun.”


  Fairlady was in front of us with her arms folded, making reddish-black footprints with every step she took.


  “The sister’s red color and the brother’s blue mingle into purple. Are the hues that intersect complementary or opposite? How I wish my colors would also vary!”


  I smiled at her as Chris froze next to me.


  Fairlady had a habit of getting theatrical as she expressed her gratitude for everything. She hid in my shadow to bathe in the backlight and then reached out an arm from her body shaded in darkness and grabbed Chris by the shoulders.


  “Hiiro, my child. I revere the family relationship.”


  Running her fingers through her platinum hair, the enraptured evil spirit continued to spin her words.


  “Family never betrays. A bond that cannot be betrayed exists. From the moment we are born, we are cursed in the name of blood that follows us for a lifetime. No one can escape the bonds between parents and siblings. What deep, tender love and affection is that?”


  “What a surprise, Mom, hearing you mention the words ‘love’ and ‘affection.’”


  Laughing, I stared at Chris, who wasn’t moving an inch.


  “I thought that was a domain exclusive to humans.”


  “Oh, Hiiro! My lost child. How long shall you remain a lamb lost in the wilderness?!”


  Praying to herself, Fairlady peeked out from the darkness trapped under her wimple.


  “Humans float between God and the devil… We are undoubtedly human, aren’t we?”


  Frozen on the spot, Chris was staring at her waist.


  Was there something there?


  With trembling hands, she tried to stroke something…and I gripped Fairlady’s right arm.


  “My heart is bursting with jealousy. Mom, stop always worrying about Sis.”


  “Do you want me to play with you?”


  I responded with a big smile on my face as Fairlady peeked at my expression.


  “I’ll play with you.”


  In the blink of an eye, the view was sucked in.


  The seawater receded, the evening sky disappeared, the sandy beach was folded up, and I was pulled into the void.


  A huge hole appeared in space, and a Ferris wheel, a merry-go-round, a trapeze, and teacup rides were spit out one after the other. A giant paintbrush colored the sky black, and a flying colored pencil drew in the moon. Cheers sounded as soon as the volume knob in the air was turned.


  Bright lights shimmered, and I saw balloons flying into the distance.


  Suddenly, a deserted amusement park had appeared from nowhere. Julius Fucik’s “Entry of the Gladiators” resonated, and a translucent shadow entered the park.


  Fairlady let go of Chris’s hand. Chris returned to her senses and looked around.


  “…Wh-where is Mule?”


  As I thought, she’d been made to hallucinate.


  I leaned in close to her and whispered, “Chris. Get a hold of yourself. Mule isn’t here. We’re in the midst of a visit to Fairlady’s spiritual world. Remember?”


  “O-oh, yeah, right.”


  She smiled smugly.


  “We came here as a family to have fun at this amusement park, right?”


  I couldn’t help turning toward Fairlady.


  With delight in her face, the evil spirit touched a finger to her lips and tilted her head.


  “Wrong. You are Chris Esse Eisbert. You’re finally about to become sisters with Mule in the true sense. You can’t let some evil spirit confuse you—”


  Thud! I felt the impact of something crashing.


  I looked down and saw a little girl with platinum hair. She looked familiar and stared at me with hostility in her eyes.


  “Don’t pick on my sister!”


  In that moment, I understood.


  The darned evil spirit had abandoned consistency and introduced more characters to her story. She’d created Mule from Chris’s memory of the past.


  “It’s okay, Mule. Hiiro is my brother.”


  Chris cradled tiny Mule in her arms. After frowning the entire time she had been in this world, she finally wore a big smile on her face.


  I finally realized why Fairlady had chosen a family setting. That was what Chris sincerely wanted. She thought she could easily win her over by hitting that vital point.


  “Family… Yes, family… Mule and I were always close… The Eisberts… No… We were tight from the very first… Why can’t I go near Mule…? Why do I get in trouble when I play with her…? What do you mean, she’s a failure…? Why aren’t you giving Mule any toys…?” Chris whispered with vacant eyes.


  The spirit that had taken the form of her sister giggled and clung to Chris’s hand.


  “Chris, leave this guy alone and play with me—”


  I delivered a front kick to Mule’s stomach…and she stopped breathing, and our eyes met.


  “One—”


  Without a moment’s pause, I struck a second blow, this time to the side of her stomach.


  “Whether male or female, young or old, I don’t discriminate!!”


  I caught up to the little body that was blown away, crossed my arms, and landed a blow to her back as she floated up.


  “Two, a step to prevent Chris from being taken!!”


  I kicked Mule in the face as she hit the ground. She started wailing as blood spurted from her nose. I shoved my hands in my pockets and spat on her crying face.


  “Never come back, you third-rate jerk!! I hope you’re braced to take the consequences if you have the nerve to mess around with my girl!!”


  Chris rushed between us, her face as white as a sheet.


  “H-Hiiro, have you gone nuts?! Stop showing off child-abuse combos!!”


  “You’re the one who’s gone nuts,” I whispered to Chris as she spread her arms to act as a shield for the little girl. “Is it that crying kid you want to protect? Huh? Don’t get confused, Chris Esse Eisbert. It’s your precious sister whom you wanted to protect, even if it meant taking arrows all over your body. What do you think you’re doing, trying to defend a fabricated memory?”


  “‘A f-fabricated memory’…? Wh-what are you talking about…?”


  Her awareness was muddled.


  Deluded by Fairlady’s Adoration of the Magic Eye, Chris didn’t even question the existence of the Mule who had returned from her childhood. A convenient delusion had stirred her thoughts, and the groundwork had been created for her to accept anything that was fabricated.


  “You’re my lover, right?”


  That was why I lied.


  “M-me…? Y-your…lover…?”


  A crack appeared in Fairlady’s mask, and the smile disappeared.


  I stuck out my tongue, gave her the finger, and made a show of pulling Chris toward me.


  Although Chris was puzzled, she willingly stepped into my arms, and I goaded the evil spirit with my best grin.


  “Ch-Chris. You mustn’t believe the nonsense of such a jerk of a male!”


  “Hey, loser, stop yelping. Chris chose me. Now go home crying and catch a rerun of your favorite anime.”


  I stared at the evil spirit, and with a smirk on my face, I pretended to lick Chris’s cheek. It was a totally characteristic Hiiro Sanjo move that I repeated to provoke Fairlady, who stood frozen in place.


  “Did you think you could beat me in a contest of love?”


  I laughed.


  “You and I aren’t at the same level. Sorry, but…”


  With Chris still in my arms, I delivered my message to the evil spirit directly.


  “I’m the worst dude in the history of yuri games.”


  Steel wires were suddenly wrapped around my neck, and sharp blades started drawing red lines.


  They were the lines of death, floating in the darkness of night.


  Bathing in the light that came from the Ferris wheel that was going round and round, the steel wires sparkled. A shadow of the evil spirit who controlled a world that was nothing more than a dream and an illusion fell to the ground.


  I saw an inverted cross.


  Bathed in dazzling light, the evil spirit spread her arms, and her shadow was formed in the shape of an inverted cross.


  She looked up slowly.


  On the other side of the multiple layers of light blades were two black spots darker than the night.


  I smiled in front of the evil spirit as she stared at me.


  “Please, Mom, don’t kill me. You’re a wonderful woman, a chosen one, the star of the show who’s better than everyone else. You wouldn’t see a guy like me as a threat and kill me in a place like this, would you?”


  I continued speaking in front of the immovable evil spirit.


  “I know it’s easy for you to eliminate me here. I understand you, Mom. But if you erase me from your mental world at the halfway point, the drama will be lost forever. A boring ending like that isn’t befitting of a great mom like you.”


  The red blood that trickled down stained the witch’s fingers.


  “Isn’t that right?”


  The steel wires bit deeper into my flesh. Dripping reddish-black fluids, I laughed.


  “Let’s kill each other with some drama.”


  Whoosh!


  The steel wire retracted with the sound of the wind, and Fairlady, who had regained her composure and smile, took a praying posture and watched us.


  “I suppose it’s the responsibility of a compassionate mother to forgive her son for his rebellion. Remember, Hiiro, that I understand you as you understand me. The rat that steals cheese from the cupboard will be placed in boiling water and cooked until it melts into sludge. When that happens, I will laugh as if you were a part of a comedy show.”


  “That rat wouldn’t get caught if it were a slapstick comedy.”


  A couple of light taps on the shoulder brought the dazed Chris back to her senses.


  “Hiiro…Sanjo… Where am I…? Those wounds… What happened to you…?”


  “A cartoon cat has been giving me a lecture. Let’s go. It’s the whole family having fun at the amusement park.”


  The older sister, who had been drowning in an illusion, blinked as if searching for traces of her vanished sister.


  The family of an evil spirit and two humans went around the park as a unit and returned home exhausted.


  


  A system of grouping techniques exists in ESCO.


  When specific characters are in a party, they may engage in dialogue, and their popularity levels may sometimes increase.


  These grouping techniques are released when the popularity level rises above a certain level.


  The number of dialogue patterns with sub-heroines and sub-characters is so diverse that it can’t be covered in a normal game. The grouping techniques, too, including the detested character Hiiro Sanjo, are also available in almost every combination imaginable.


  When the grouping techniques occur, art of girls looking at each other, holding hands, or kissing are inserted.


  While there are no special computer graphics for grouping techniques between sub-heroines or sub-characters, they’re available for all such methods between the protagonist and the main heroines, sub-heroines, and sub-characters (which is insane).


  In the case of Hiiro Sanjo, he appears, looking prickly like he’s in a humiliation game, next to a blushing heroine. There have been many players who couldn’t set up computer graphic composites because it’s so ugly (as to computer graphics related to Hiiro, the computer graphic recovery rate is 100 percent, even if the player doesn’t attempt recovery).


  The grouping techniques are treated as a killer blow, and they’re particularly strong in battles against evil spirits.


  It’s because, since evil spirits are set up as “human-being replicas that can’t understand love,” the special effects of attacks by evil spirits are added on as rewards.


  About the only drawbacks would be that players are required to spend certain amounts of time to gain popularity, are unable to release triggers until their voltage has been boosted by passing through turns, and they can’t shoot early on since the level of magic power consumed is so great.


  I used to think I had no use for these grouping techniques.


  That’s because earning popularity among the heroines could potentially lead to the destruction of yuri girls.


  However, in the Adoration of the Magic Eye world, there’s no need to worry about your opponent’s popularity level going up.


  If things had gone according to the original game, everything that had happened in this world would never have happened.


  Even if Chris and I believed we were lovers, we would be back to our previous state when we awakened.


  It didn’t matter if I fell in love with Chris and she fell in love with me, since it would disappear as nothing more than a fleeting dream.


  For that reason, I was thinking of mastering these grouping techniques, which would be needed to defeat Fairlady, and focusing on my training starting on the day after we played family games at the amusement park. But—


  “Of course you can’t do that!! Stop kidding yourself, jerk. Scum. Die!! Die, die, die, die, die!! Don’t ever talk to me again!! Some training you want, you animal!!”


  I was harshly criticized the moment I mentioned that.


  “I can’t help it. It’s an emergency. Let’s brace ourselves and make love. Touching each other is essential for sharing our magic power.”


  What Chris and I were currently working on was “sharing our magic power.”


  It was nothing special. It was something we usually did when we used magic. For example, when a magic handler activates their magic, they share their magic power with their magic device.


  By linking the line they’ve created with their magic device’s line, the magic within the body and that in the magic device are shared, and that magic power repeatedly flows in and out based on MPPS.


  The sharing of magic power can also be done between humans or between magic devices.


  The process is called “synchronization” among magic handlers.


  Depending on the handler’s maximum magic power, it is possible to connect the conductors of multiple magic devices using the handler’s magic line as an intermediary, synchronizing the devices, and increasing the number of simultaneous connection frames.


  Synchronization between humans would enable them to share each other’s magic power, and they could also share the consoles set up in their magic devices.


  Because each individual’s magic power is similar yet varies slightly, sharing it requires conversions, much like the conversions between magic and electric power.


  Since individuals need a knack for grasping each other’s habits, conversion devices that are similar to bangles also exist. It has been considered highly difficult to share magic power without aids.


  In the case of humans, they need to connect their magic lines. However, since these magic lines are constructed on and within the body, there is no way to avoid physical contact.


  With family members or relatives, there are said to be many cases of the magic lines being similar and that it’s relatively easy to connect them, but between strangers like Chris and me, the accident rate will decrease if we increase the number of magic lines and expand the size of the contact area.


  Based on these theories, my suggestion to just hug each other for now was spot on. Yet this naturally born, terrible-when-it-comes-to-love maiden remained adamant about rejecting me.


  “Y-you moron!! Don’t lump me in with some young girl you find on the street! I am Chris Esse Eisbert! I’m the second daughter of the Eisbert family, and n-no woman has ever even touched me!!”


  “So?”


  “S-so… I—I refuse…”


  What had happened to her usual stout attitude?


  It seemed that she lost momentum in her cursing and rebuttals when she was attacked in unfamiliar territory.


  “Hey, you’re a magic handler who’s been lauded as a genius. You should be able to understand. I’m suggesting doing it through clothes that get in the way, while it would normally be done directly. You’ve played the selfish princess enough, so come to me now like a good, understanding dog.”


  I spread my arms, and with her gaze wandering, Chris moaned, “Aaahh,” “Ngh,” then mumbled, “I—I don’t need synchronization… W-with my power, I could take on that evil spirit…”


  “Think about our current situation. There is no way I could defeat Fairlady alone. Chris, you’re the key. Fairlady started playing house to exploit your weakness, to win over the goddess of victory, and to open up the Arc de Triomphe.”


  If you compare Chris’s overall strength with mine, you will see that she is clearly superior. Unfortunately, Fairlady was right to take control of Chris instead of me. In fact, I would lose if she took Chris away from me.


  “Hey, come on.”


  Again, I prompted Chris to come to me.


  After being confused for a while, she repeated the process of moving a little closer and then moving away again, and finally, she came into my arms.


  “……”


  We were close, but not too close.


  Chris placed her hands against my chest, and I could see the white nape of her neck.


  Normally, her slim body wouldn’t have settled in a guy’s arms. She should have been inviting her beloved sister into hers… Thinking that, I felt a tremendous pain pierce through my heart.


  “Ngh…! Oh… Ohh…!!”


  N-no. D-don’t think about it…!! I-in this world, the self was established based on your imagination…!! If I seriously thought I wanted to die, my awareness would be deleted completely…!!


  “……!”


  Silently, Chris put her ear to my chest.


  The scent of shampoo, the same one I used, wafted from her translucent platinum hair. Our thighs brushed against each other, touching faintly before moving away. I felt soft flesh against my chest. Her breath tickled my neck and turned into heat.


  The moment I hugged her small shoulders, she twitched, her whole body trembling, and the nape of her neck turned cherry pink.


  I held her tight.


  “…Th-that hurts.”


  “Huh? Oh. S-sorry.”


  I was slowly easing my hold when she said bluntly:


  “…You’re lousy at this.”


  My vision…became distorted.


  W-wasn’t this t-tone of voice different from usual…? Wh-why was she purring like that…? B-but wait, th-this was good…right…? I had to fall in love with Chris…and she had to fall in love with me… B-but I have to protect the world’s yuri girls… M-my ego…is getting h-hurt…!! I-it’s going to fall apart…!!


  “Wh-who leads?” Chris whispered, leaning against my chest and hiding her face. “Wh-who’s taking the lead…? Hurry it…up…”


  “Th-then I shall do the honors.”


  With no idea what I was saying, I constructed a magic line and linked it with hers.


  “…Ah,” she let out softly, then covered her mouth.


  She glared at me from below, her face bright red.


  “D-don’t listen…!!”


  “I hear you, ma’am, but my hands are tied, and it’s physically impossible for me to cover my ears.”


  “Then I’ll cover them for you!”


  Chris covered my ears with her hands.


  We were in closer contact as she leaned in toward me, but she was too desperate to notice that.


  We spent dozens of minutes slowly connecting our magic lines.


  Ours varied significantly in width, thickness, contours, and qualities.


  We had to give in to each other in constructing it so we could be linked in the best possible way.


  “H-hey, what’s with this phony magic line? How have you managed to survive to date when you’re like that?”


  Well, a convenient mechanism called the “Alsuhariya system” does cover stuff for me.


  Something was writhing inside me. It was probably Alsuhariya protesting my acceptance of Chris’s magic.


  I ignored it and continued the setup to share our magic.


  “That’s the wrong way to link the lines! Don’t pour in so much magic power all at once! I told you to think about the MPPS, you fool! If it hadn’t been me you’re linking with, the person would have exploded, and blood would have splashed all over! Pull yourself together, idiot!!”


  “S-sorry…”


  Maybe it was because my kind and patient master, Astemir, usually coached me, but Chris’s impatient tutelage was quite refreshing.


  With her gentle ways, Astemir would have said her achievements would become globalized if we reached another continent and left her apprentice (me) in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Well—I guess Chris was a hundred million times easier on me than that gorilla with a brain made of pure muscle. But I liked my master and her ways.


  Five hours later. Sweating and breathing hard, Chris and I finally moved away from each other.


  I flopped down on my bottom where I’d been standing.


  “I-I’m going to die… My dripping sweat will create a river and become a myth…”


  Chris kicked me. Thud.


  “What do you think you’re doing? We’re going to run. Hurry up and hold my hand. We’ve finally managed to link our magic lines, and we have to check the kinematic performance as we’re synced. Come on, get up.”


  She pulled my hand. I shook my head with tears in my eyes.


  “Nooooo!! You can’t take my wrist away from me! Nooooo!!”


  “Don’t ‘nooooo!’ me! Who needs a filthy wrist like yours?! We won’t be able to save Mule if we give up now. Are you okay with that?”


  “Let’s go.”


  “……”


  I held hands with Chris, and we took off running along the beach. Fairlady watched us, smiling thinly in amusement.


  We’d been trapped in the evil spirit’s world…for a month.


  Grainy sand was making noise in the surf.


  Clad in a bright-white summer dress, Chris hooked her flip-flops around her fingers and turned, holding down her fluttering hair. “Hiiro.” The soft, dreamy skirt danced in the breeze.


  Her bare feet were exposed through the fabric, which became transparent in the sunlight. Her hair had grown a little, and she waved to me with a smile on her face.


  She slowly started walking toward me when I didn’t respond.


  The lapping waves took away traces of her as they made the footprints she left disappear.


  “Hiiro, your hair.”


  Chris stroked my windswept hair.


  With her smile still in place, she fixed my hair and snuggled closer.


  “It’s about time you learned to fix your hair on your own. You’ve been having me do it all the time lately, but one can only be so lazy.”


  She took my arm in hers like it was totally natural and squinted teasingly.


  “Are you going to make me do this for you forever?”


  “No, it’s about time we put an end to this,” I said firmly, and that brought a change to the color of her eyes.


  “Tomorrow, we’re going to settle things with Fairlady.”


  Chris stood up as if she’d been slung back to life, her gaze wavering, indicating her confusion. The look on her face asked me why I was saying something like that, and she backed away as if in denial.


  “Chris. That’s what we planned to do from the outset. In just under a month, you and I will have finished the process of sharing our magic. We’re ready to beat Fairlady and say good-bye to her world of dreams and illusions. Our relationship will be back to the way it was before, and you’ll be able to see Mule again. It will be a happy ending. Right?”


  “No… You’re wrong, Hiiro… I can only find my happy ending here… If we go back… If we do that, you’ll forget all about this past month, won’t you…? And…Mule…I don’t feel like I can be a family with her… I’ve done many terrible things to her… How could I face her now…?”


  How did Chris know we’d forget everything that happened here…? Oh. It had to be Fairlady’s doing.


  I clucked my tongue, then took a step forward.


  “Chris.”


  I took another step. She backed away, shaking her head.


  “N-no… No… Not me…!! I want to stay here with you, Hiiro… I…I want a family…a family that won’t do terrible things to me…a family I won’t have to be cruel to… H-Hiiro, weren’t you going to save me…?”


  Seeing that I wasn’t willing to respond, Chris became tearful and continued pleading.


  “No! I don’t want to leave!! This is the only place I can be happy!! I don’t want to be trapped under the Eisbert family curse! I don’t want to go back to being my old self!! No one can save me!! The only thing I can do is stay here with you!!”


  “Think of Mule. You have her.”


  “Mule… What can she do…? She’s so small and weak…!!”


  “That small and weak girl saved you, remember? And—”


  Chris slowly opened her eyes.


  “You’re the only one who can save her.”


  I saw a whirlwind of doubt in her eyes…and then the tears came.


  “You guys are family. Not make believe, but a real family. Stop playing with me, and let’s go back to your sister, who’s worried sick about you.”


  “I refuse.”


  Barefoot, she moved away from me.


  “I—I will not fight. So give it up. P-please, let’s stay here together. Please, Hiiro. If we do, I promise I’ll make you happy.”


  “Your magic device. You have a matching cane with Mule, don’t you?”


  She clutched her flip-flops and stared back at me.


  “So what?”


  “Why do you think a girl like her, who isn’t capable of using magic, carries it around?”


  Looking confused, she shifted her gaze away from me.


  “Do you know what she always said to me? She said I could never beat you and that you were amazing. It was always Chris this, Chris that… For her, the cool hero she adored—the only hope for that girl whom the Eisbert family traps—”


  Holding her trembling arm, I whispered to her while she averted her red eyes.


  “Don’t you think that’s you, the only sister she has?”


  “…Shut up.”


  “Didn’t you come here to protect her? Don’t you want your soul back? Your beliefs? The things that are important to you? You don’t want to get stuck in a place like this—”


  “Shut up.”


  I stared at her.


  “Chris Esse Eisbert. Just how long are you going to stand there doing nothing?”


  “Shut up, shut up, shut up!! For Pete’s sake, shut up!!”


  Exclaiming and gasping for breath, Chris glared at me through moist eyes.


  “You… I thought you were the only one who understood me…! So you’re going to betray me after all… After what we did together… Are you going to run from me without taking responsibility…?!”


  My heart skipped a beat, and I looked into the wild blue yonder.


  “Wh-wh-what are you talking about?! Th-th-th-that was like an a-a-accident!! B-besides, y-you’re the one who made the first m-move!!”


  “H-huh?!”


  Chris blushed, grabbed a handful of sand, and threw it at me.


  “Y-you’re the one who looked like a lost dog! Th-that’s why I accepted you! That’s all! You coward! B-be responsible!!”


  “D-do you realize how I’ve been feeling this past month…? Ow! Stop that! Never mind the sand but don’t throw stones at me! I’m bleeding! It hurts a lot!”


  “Die, die, die, die!!”


  She threw sand, stones, and shells at me as she gasped for breath and screamed.


  “Wimp!! I waited for you for so long! You were too chicken to do anything after that time!! Don’t you even have the guts to cross the line?!”


  “O-on my part, I did my best for dear life!!”


  “That’s just the start in a relationship, and you could have gone further!! ‘Cross the line,’ my ass!! S-stop making fun of me!!”


  “But…further…?”


  Crying, Chris clutched her chest and raised her voice even more. “What it boils down to is that I’m not what’s most important to you!! Th-that’s why you didn’t cross the line! When you really wanted to!! Fool! Jerk! Nincompoop!! You’re nice! Even when you knew we’d eventually wake up from this dream, you didn’t do anything to control my mind! When it would have been easy to cajole me, a girl with zero experience in relationships, into doing what you wanted!! What a softy!! Being considerate till the very end! Die, die, die!!”


  Grains of sand overflowed from her hand and fell to the ground.


  Large tears streamed down her cheeks as she contorted her face and sobbed.


  “S-stay with me… Even if it’s just a dream…”


  “…Sorry.”


  I was aware I was being cruel, but all I could do was laugh.


  “I’m the protector of yuri girls.”


  After brushing off all the sand from her body, Chris turned her back to me and walked away.


  Fairlady appeared in one form and then another, with calculated steps like an actress who had been waiting for her cue.


  “Aaahh! So tragedy has ensued! It’s sloppy and clumsy compared with Shakespeare’s plots, but that is undeniably human love! The starring male and female are ugly and stupid, and a melodrama ensues! But even this rotten script can be saved if Fairlady appears in the leading role!”


  With calculated camera work, Fairlady made a crying face and folded her hands in prayer.


  “Oh, please don’t wilt with tears of tragedy! The glittering star that shines in the center of the world has come to save you!”


  “Okay, okay, thanks for coming.”


  I sat down on the beach and tossed a stone into the sea, while Fairlady stood motionlessly beside me.


  Slowly, I opened my mouth.


  “You knew this was going to happen. Is that why you didn’t stop Chris and me from getting close? I knew something was up.”


  “That’s right, oh, helpless shepherd! Unlike a perfect being like me, you frail mortals are much too ugly and vulnerable! The only thing you can do is to step aside and wait for the star to make her appearance!”


  “And what’s the script like, and what kind of performance will that star put on to entertain us?”


  “Why, of course, I will save you.”


  She peeked at me with a hideous smile on her face.


  “A certain villain will appear, and Chris Esse Eisbert will be forced to choose between two terrible options. She can choose either her lover or her sister. It’s a tragic choice she has to make, and depending on what she decides to do, we will have you die. It’s all right. I will be there with you then. Oh! Ohh!!”


  Fairlady clutched her chest and wailed in lament.


  “Oh…! Ngh…! Mmm…! Poor, poor Chris… But it’s all right… I’ll take plenty of time…to save her from the misery she will be faced with…”


  “Sorry to interrupt when you’re having a ball, but…”


  “Oh, how sweet is the tragedy I behold in my arms! I shall raise my voice of salvation!”


  “You’ll be gone tomorrow, okay?”


  Snap. Fairlady stopped laughing, and she looked up slowly.


  A dark shadow appeared on her face. A dark void—not human—was hidden in that shadow. A jet-black hollow opened up, and a voice crawled out.


  “What did you just say?”


  “Couldn’t make out the supporting cast’s line, huh?”


  I placed my hand against Fairlady’s cheek, which I stroked with the tips of my fingers as I whispered, “Tomorrow, you’ll be obliterated. To reword that so even your rotten brain can understand—”


  With pity on my face, I whispered, “Are you ready to obliterate yourself on the stage you’ve set…you fire-igniting spirit?”


  The evil spirit caressed my cheeks as if we were lovers.


  “Chris Esse Eisbert won’t come to you… Hiiro Sanjo, you’re the one who will disappear.”


  “Oh, I get it. I guess you don’t understand.”


  We both laughed and stared at each other.


  “I have faith in Chris. That’s why you’re going to lose.”


  “Heh…! Heh-heh…! Heh-heh-heh…!!”


  Fairlady clapped her hands as she laughed and choked me with one hand.


  “What a happy-go-lucky ape. That inadequate brain of yours seems to be filled with the brain juices of comedy. That human is brokenhearted. Sh-she’s, heh-heh! She’s abandoned you. N-no human can resist happiness. Oh, how sad! How sad! Sad! Sad!”


  I smiled at her as she choked me with both hands.


  “Poor spirit. You can only trust yourself, huh? That’s why you can only act in line with your script. That’s so unbelievably boring, and all you can do is play the savior as your script says, laughing, flipping over happiness and misery. So, evil spirit, let me tell you something.”


  I stood right in front of her and beamed.


  “Let me tell you something that isn’t in your script… Defeat.”


  The human and evil spirit felt sad for one another…and waited for the next day to come.


  The time limit was approaching.


  Less than thirty minutes remained until my decisive battle with the evil spirit.


  Fairlady, Queen of Branding, didn’t think for a moment that a mere human could defeat her. She believed that happiness and peace had crushed Chris’s heart, and she wouldn’t be in the fighting arena.


  Fairlady would gladly accept if I suggested fighting the next day, and we would start playing house again as the sun rose, as if nothing had happened.


  If that occurred, we would be finished.


  No matter how thick-skinned I may be, I would end up falling into a world of dazzling happiness.


  I mean, my mental-pollution guard, supported by my absolute love for the yuri domain, was reaching its limit. I wanted to give myself a pat on the back for keeping myself under control while I played lovers with a beautiful girl like Chris for more than a month.


  Fairlady had an excellent understanding of human psychology.


  To be precise, she was skilled at toying with human vulnerability.


  Over the past month, Fairlady may have come to pester us at times, but she never once spoiled the mood between Romeo and Juliet.


  Reflecting on it now, that was merely one of the threads in her scheming plan that she had established.


  From Fairlady’s perspective, the only thing that mattered was to avoid having Chris and me fight together as a unit. It didn’t matter whether it was through playing house or being pretend lovers.


  And as she had intended, Chris was adamant about maintaining a romantic relationship with me.


  Maybe it was better to say she depended on it.


  She had lived alone since childhood, without relying on or trusting anyone else. The affection she was bathed in from someone she could trust must have been overwhelmingly sweet.


  Over this past month, I have loved Chris in my own way. But the more time went by, the greater her love for me had become.


  She became sloppily addicted to the relationship.


  Mule was the same way on her route, and it seemed that the Eisberts were inclined to get sweet with someone they had crossed the line with.


  Chris was now acting so lovey-dovey, like a monster hungry for love, that I wanted to tell her she’d probably want to strangle herself when she regained her senses.


  Her savage cursing had gradually shifted to love so strong that she would even love the roof of my house.


  Maybe it was the physical contact, the touching, that did it.


  On that note, that was a bit of a misjudgment on my part.


  I had assumed Chris would be able to control herself, given that she hated me. However, as she had no tolerance for receiving love, it created a poison that completely affected her mind.


  Even if it’s a guy you abhor, being alone with him, holding hands, looking into each other’s eyes, and so on…it’s hard not to fall for him.


  The situation had been too convenient for the girl with a strong sense of pride, as there was no one watching us in this world.


  Just the two of us for an eternity. I had engaged in a substantial amount of sweet talk, and Chris appeared to be indulging herself in that sweet trap.


  Under these circumstances, I couldn’t take any other course of action but to continue playing lovers with her.


  If that had been the trap Fairlady had initially set for us…which it was, nine out of ten, you had to hand it to her.


  Having reached this point, there was nothing more I could do.


  The only thing left was to have faith in Chris Esse Eisbert.


  I was in Fairlady’s house and glanced at the hands of the clock on the wall.


  It was twelve minutes to seven. I got up and headed upstairs to make one last effort to talk to Chris.


  I knocked on her door, and—


  “…A guy who betrays can’t come in.”


  —she was quick to reject me.


  Chuckling, I leaned against the door and sat on the floor.


  “Okay, then just listen to me where you are.”


  The door creaked, and I could tell she’d taken a seat as I was doing.


  We were back-to-back, separated by a single door.


  There was no way I could have felt her warmth, but that was what I felt.


  “I’m going out to clobber Fairlady now. I can’t force you to go along with my selfish plans, and you don’t have to go if you don’t want to. And when I really think about it, I can handle an evil spirit of that caliber on my own.”


  I could hear the sound of her breathing through a gap in the door.


  “You accused me yesterday of having things that were more important to me than you are. Well, you were right. There’s something more precious to me than my own life.”


  —Ii-kun.


  I closed my eyes and smiled at the faint sound of a familiar voice.


  “It’s the end when you start getting unsure of yourself. It is for me. Once I neglect a vow I’ve made, I won’t be able to get back on my feet. I’ve only been able to stick to my beliefs this past month because that core had me skewered from my brain to my toes.”


  I looked down at my hands and continued to speak softly.


  “There’s something I’ll risk my life to protect… That includes your sister… All I want…is a happy ending that I once saw… The one that was as bright as the sun.”


  “…Even if it hurts you?”


  “Well, yeah.”


  “Even if you might lose?”


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s—,” she said in a muffled voice. “That’s scary… I’m scared… Yeah, I’m scared… I finally have what I wanted…so why do I have to let go of it…? I…I just…want to be with you… I don’t want to see people die anymore… I don’t want to go back to that darkness…”


  I slowly looked up at the ceiling.


  I saw the wood grain looking down at me and kept my eyes locked on that spot.


  “A-at the Eisbert house… If I do anything wrong…like not score a hundred on a test…or make a mistake in activating magic…or lose to someone…I—I get locked in the dark basement… It’s pitch-black there… I can’t see a thing… It’s dark… I have bad eyesight…a-and I’m always scared… I worried that I’d eventually lose my eyesight like I have now…that I might become like my sister Syria…and be left alone in the dark… I-it makes me feel like I’m going insane… B-but I can’t be allowed out, no matter how much I cry or scream…”


  Chris sobbed as she revealed her innermost feelings.


  These were in the inner recesses of her psyche. The back of her mind. Deeper than that, with feelings she could never confide to anyone.


  “I-it’s at times like that when a light goes on…,” Chris whispered. “A small light…in the darkness… I can see again…s-see my sister…my sister Mule smiling… She always helped me when I was crying…with her warm light… That star… She lit the star we all saw that night…”


  Her heart was lit amid her cries.


  “B-but I…I didn’t do anything…when she was locked up… Nothing… I couldn’t do anything for her… When I knew she was being abused…and terrible things were being done to her… When I should have been with her…I—I didn’t do a single thing for her… Just called her a failure…and even broke the thing she treasured… So it’s too late… I can no longer be her hero…”


  I turned around and placed my hand on the door, where I knew Chris’s back rested, as she sobbed.


  “Chris,” I said. “I believe in you.”


  “Don’t… D-don’t believe someone like me… I-I’m weaker than you… You beat me mentally… Y-you know that, don’t you…? I lost because of my weak mind… You’re strong…so…don’t believe in someone like me…”


  “So what if you’re weak?”


  I laughed and stood up.


  “Admitting your weakness and still pushing forward is a strength. You risked your life to go to that church to save Mule. That was cool. It was undeniably Chris Esse Eisbert who brought light to that girl’s darkness. So I believe in you.”


  I stepped forward and stomped noisily onto the floor.


  “H-hey, where are you going?!”


  “It’s obvious,” I said, laughing. “I’m going out there to beat up the individual who made you cry.”


  “D-don’t!! You can’t beat Fairlady! You know that, don’t you?! I’ve come to understand her over the past month, and I get it now! We can’t defeat her! The human mentality can’t overcome an evil spirit! So—”


  “So—”


  I stuck my hands in my pockets and headed out to battle.


  “—I’m going out there to do just that.”


  I went down the stairway…and the view changed.


  The seven PM bell rang.


  Night fell with eerie tones, and the curtains rose for the final act performed by humans and an evil spirit.


  The cold air cut through my body as I saw the deserted amusement park shrouded in darkness. Joyful music played, and the giant Ferris wheel stood still. As the massive rotating device began spinning without guests, I saw a figure at its peak—


  Standing on one leg with arms outstretched.


  Supporting themselves with their right toes while their left toes retreated backstage.


  The evil spirit stood like a taut string and tilted her head in welcome.


  It was a thread of destiny that was stretched out and spun.


  Acting like the Three Fates in Greek mythology rolled into one, wriggling the steel wires bound around her ten fingers, Fairlady laughed.


  “Oh, oh, the night sky is letting out its first cry of tragedy! Come, my poor child, to tonight’s tragedy! What do you walk alone searching for?!”


  I chuckled and responded, “Your ungraceful death.”


  “Hah…! Poor lad… Poor, poor boy… Abandoned by Chris Esse Eisbert, goddess of victory, walking the lonely path of death… Have you come prepared to be lured in to the afterlife in the arms of your mother of mercy…?”


  “You’re the one I hope has come prepared.”


  I pointed my thumb at the center of my chest and sneered.


  “I’ve come to take back the blade I’ve left with you. Your heart must have ached to this date… Imagine…the cold pain that pierced your ugly heart… Think back and remember…that a mere mortal gave you that major blow…”


  Fairlady slowly opened her eyes…flick! And my Masamune Kuki grew out of the center of her chest—


  “Ngh…! Ngh…!!”


  —as if it had a will of its own.


  The Masamune Kuki fell from her chest…and I retrieved it.


  “Thanks. You’re more considerate than the coin-operated lockers by the train station, holding onto it for me for free.”


  “H-heh…! Oh, you pathetic human being… Indeed, your mental capacity is so tremendous that it’s hard to believe you’re human… Your determination has been unshakable over the past month… But your fate remains unchanged… Oh, poor child… Why have you come here, knowing you are going to die…? Why didn’t you choose to live with the woman you love in an ideal world…?”


  “That’s a stupid question,” I answered. “It’s because there’s nothing in the future in that ideal world.”


  “Oh, how foolish! When you know you will be betrayed! When you know you will die without doing a thing!”


  “Let me tell you something, evil spirit… A fool—”


  I raised my voice.


  “A fool is a guy who can’t risk his life here! One who can’t believe in that girl! Someone who can’t protect anything!! How could I protect yuri girls if I can’t even save that one girl who’s crying?! That’s why! That’s why I’m going to beat you to a pulp on the spot! Then I’ll proceed to the other side of the dreams and illusions!! So, evil spirit! You shut up!”


  As I shouted, I held my Kuki Masamune in position.


  “Let your phantoms kill you!!”


  “Fool!!”


  Our gazes crossed…and the human and evil spirit started moving.
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  The ground below my feet exploded as I stepped through the web of steel that had been wielded.


  Fairlady, Queen of Branding, was good at coordinating combinations of steel wires and traps. She must have chosen an amusement park as our venue because it was convenient for her to set her specialty traps.


  Fairlady’s lips twisted when she saw my legs burning from the explosion. And as I continued to move forward with my right foot, charred black from the heat of the flames, the smile disappeared from her face.


  I let the magic flow through me to shake off the intense pain.


  I reinforced my useless right leg with a magical wire. A pale-white reinforcement wire wrapped itself around the leg to form muscles and bones, and I began maneuvering it according to the magic power that gushed out from deep inside me.


  I stepped forward with my right leg, then ran with my left.


  The moment the shadow accelerated, the ground popped, and land mines exploded.


  “Alsuhariya!”


  My scarlet eyes opened up, and I grasped the best possible chance that had nearly melted in midair.


  I kept going, scrambling through the midst of flames and clawing away to dispel the black smoke.


  I jumped onto the stage, a nest of steel wires Fairlady had prepared, and still kept going despite being shredded all over.


  The evil spirit waited for me atop the spinning Ferris wheel, striking with her arms to the sound of the wind.


  Failing to avoid a strike, I had a pinkie blown off. But I sprinted higher and higher into the sky without even being equipped with wings of wax.


  I saw blue and white.


  Conforming to the dress code with an excited reaction of magic power, sparks and reddish-black blood danced in the moonlight.


  I kept sprinting, following a single wire among the spiderweb of steel.


  Fairlady clucked her tongue, shot out her ten fingers, and the wire I rode on became distorted as I jumped.


  With the full moon as my backdrop.


  Hiiro’s eyes glimmered in the moonlit night as I opened them and held my blade beneath the dimly floating dawn sky.


  “Hey,” I whispered, expressionless. “Are you ready?”


  I swung down.


  Our gazes overlapped, and purple lightning bounced and jumped.


  Layers and layers of steel wires nimbly caught my strikes.


  “Ah, the moon is beautiful again tonight.”


  Fairlady was now before me, smiling…and came at me!!


  Her pinkie, her ring, middle, index fingers, and her thumb!


  They moved with tremendous force, and the wires tied to them responded. I caught them all with The Epic of Dawn…and sliced them off.


  The sound of steel echoed, and I continued swinging my sword as I leaped through the air, matching my steel blade to the steel wires that came at me from above, below, right, and left.


  My entire body turned red as I plunged into the storm of steel. Ignoring the intense pain that pierced through my brain, I continued slashing at the evil spirit in front of me.


  “Fool…consumed by your beliefs…!”


  There was a blind spot below.


  Fairlady jumped, drove her knee into my solar plexus, and caught my breath.


  Whoosh!! Lethal wires came at me, glimmering in the moonlight.


  Breathe.


  Staring at death, I cried out to myself.


  Breathe!!


  Gasp!


  Just in the nick of time, I managed to breathe and simultaneously pivoted and flung away the wires.


  I laid my sheath under my body, slid down the taut steel wires, and dropped into one of the spinning gondolas.


  “Cough…! Gasp…! Huff! Huff! Huff…!!”


  I spat blood in the gondola and plopped down into a pool of blood.


  I heard laughter.


  Fairlady was looking down at me, laughing like she was having the time of her life.


  “Oh, how cruel! The life of a maggot, wriggling in garbage! Oh, valiant barbarian who believed he would win! The blind man who chased after his ideals! You sleepwalker who continues to look down on his death! Don’t bask in the tragedy! Call it courage to admit defeat! Hang your head and ask for mercy!”


  “Shut…up…”


  On the verge of death, I wobbled to my feet and laughed.


  “You…third-rate actor…how incompetent, only able to read the script you wrote… We’ll see now if you can ad-lib…”


  With both hands covered in blood, I held up my Masamune Kuki.


  “Keep standing in your illusion forever…”


  Fairlady’s face became distorted with glee… Thud!!


  I stepped forward, swinging the gondola vigorously, and used the rotating attraction’s constant spinning as a foothold to close in on Fairlady.


  Her arms were crossed when I did.


  “Oh, how beautiful…is the composition of the conflict between evil and justice… The pitiful quality of an innocent light… A monster seeking my body… Be crushed from the head and bloom as a bright-red flower…”


  The Ferris wheel was sliced without a sound and transformed into a mass of steel, singing a tune of destruction.


  As I was thrown into the air, I switched consoles.


  Console: Connect—Operation: Gravity, Change: Gravity. Activate: Gravity balancer.


  Drop.


  Drop, drop, drop!


  With The Epic of Dawn, I envisioned the best possible image, used all my fingers to manipulate the parts of the crashing Ferris wheel and the gravity of the gondola and also lessened my weight.


  It was like putting together a puzzle.


  Since I lost my right pinkie, I was using nine fingers. Using Fairlady’s handiwork as a reference, I created a Hiiro Route.


  The materials that altered the gravity fell onto my right foot before floating upward. Using it as a foothold, I executed a powerful leap.


  Blue-white light beams flashed from my legs, and I used the numerous materials crashing and the gondola as footholds and plunged straight into Fairlady.


  “Wh-what the—…?!”


  Fairlady was stunned. Her eyes opened wide, and then she waved her ten fingers.


  The flying gondola slammed into me with great force—crash! I dove into the gondola, split in half, kicked the seat inside, jumped out, and held my white blade at my waist.


  “I told you,” I said, capturing the evil spirit with my Magic Eye.


  “You just stand there.”


  Fairlady swung her arm to the right as I guided the blade up with the back of my left hand…and the evil spirit’s arms were blown away.


  Her expression slowly changed.


  I struck again, slamming the blade into her brain…and she opened her mouth with a sneer.


  It was bright red inside.


  Trap wires were stretched out inside, drawing bizarre, intricate mechanisms. A bowgun was shaped with the steel wires hidden in her mouth, and the evil spirit moved her tongue seductively, pulled the arrows…and they pierced my right breast.


  My strength left me, and I stopped breathing.


  “Hiiro, oh Hiiro! Wherefore art thou, Hiiro?”


  The evil spirit opened her mouth to speak, and her arms were regenerated…and she delivered a blow. A second blow. A third. A fourth. A fifth and a sixth.


  Before I knew it, steel wires were digging into my arms, and I was beaten badly and vomited blood…and my vision spun around with great force.


  “Bye, Hiiro!”


  And I flew.


  Spinning madly, I was slammed into the house of mirrors.


  I crashed through the exterior wall and made a mess of the interior.


  I was half conscious, and I saw how messed up I was in the mirrors all around me, smashing layers of them with my body while being tossed around…and discarded.


  My head, shoulders, back, arms, legs, feet, belly, and head.


  Every part of my body hit the ground as I tumbled until I finally came to a stop.


  “……”


  Breathing slowly, I stared at the sludgy red liquid that flowed.


  That evil spirit was certainly powerful… I hurt all over… I might have had a chance if I were a little stronger… But I suppose I couldn’t defeat the Buddha if I were in her grasp…


  “But…still…”


  I put all my strength into my arms and legs.


  Blood dripped from the pieces of glass that pierced my entire body, and I stood up laughing.


  “I’m not…going to let you…defeat me…”


  My vision spun again.


  I was slammed into the merry-go-round and rolled on the ground after destroying all the wooden horses.


  “……”


  I stared at my hands, which were stained bright red.


  My hands trembled slightly as I attempted to get to my feet and fell. Hitting my face repeatedly, I ultimately managed to stand.


  Even my vision was tinted red.


  I wobbled around, keeping the evil spirit in my narrowed view.


  “Oh, how foolish!”


  Fairlady folded her hands as she cried.


  “Why are you getting on your feet?! You are a minor player in this world! You are a lowly servant lurking in the shadows of me, the main character!”


  With a sneer, Fairlady whispered, “No one wants you in this world… You’re an intruder. Do you understand that?”


  “Ha…! You’re telling me that now…?”


  Both my feet were slick with pools of blood, but I struggled to remain standing.


  “Give it up and get comfortable. There is no need for you to be on your feet. You will never be rewarded in the days to come. What could you possibly gain by being treated like trash? Remember—”


  Fairlady smiled like she was enjoying herself.


  “Chris Esse Eisbert left you. You remember that, don’t you?”


  Stepping on her toes and spreading her arms grandly, Fairlady was enveloped in the moonlight.


  “You poor thing. What you need is the spirit of charity and my wonderful sincerity. Come now. I will ensconce you with love. Then you will be on the path of salvation, and the world will be filled with radiance. Come now! Come into my arms and be happy…”


  “Pfft…! Ha…!”


  I couldn’t help but burst out in laughter, which had Fairlady tilting her head suspiciously.


  “…What’s so funny?”


  “This whole thing is funny… Don’t talk about love when you’re nothing more than a replica of a human being… You don’t even understand why I’m standing up… You’re a terrible actor who says vulgar lines…and you don’t have any talent…or a knack to write scripts…or to play a leading role…”


  I pulled out a piece of wood stuck in my side, and a massive amount of blood spilled out with a gurgling sound. Placing a hand against the wound, I turned bright red as I sneered at her.


  Even while tormented by extreme pain, I kept believing—


  I kept believing in the type of love the evil spirit could never understand.


  “Okay, I’ll tell you something… Listen carefully, evil spirit… Maybe you’re the main character in this story… Of course it isn’t me, a guy who’s like a pebble along some road…facing their weakness…just continuing to go forward in the darkness…getting back up on his feet…over and over…never giving up… There’s no plot there… I’m strong enough to keep going in the dark… A character like you, someone on a nicely paved road, could never understand it…so I’ll tell you…evil spirit… A hero…”


  “Enough.”


  The evil spirit looked at me and gave me my sentence.


  “Die.”


  


  They were so strong, I thought the fingers would break.


  Such small hands that would probably fit comfortably in the baby clothes she wore.


  The baby crinkled her face—so tiny, it would fit in my palms—as she desperately grasped my hand.


  The index finger she clutched felt hot, and the heat from the baby’s body seemed to be transmitted into mine, turning into the beating of my heart.


  Stunned with surprise, I looked down at her as she shook her little feet and stared at her hand, which refused to let go of me for hours.


  They were smooth, shiny, and warm.


  So small and fragile that I was afraid I’d break it.


  Mother held me by the shoulders and whispered.


  “Protect her, Chris. From the many rationalities of the world. Protect her from the cruelty that abounds in the world, the sadness that swirls. Protect this child from it all.”


  Mother had been watching over the baby, but her expression gradually clouded over.


  Her hand fell from my shoulder down to my arm, and before I knew it, she was on her knees, shaking.


  “Why…?” she murmured in a nasal voice. “Why her…? Why…? Why couldn’t it have been me…? Give it to this one…take from me if you must… Why must you take…from this innocent child…?”


  The sobbing mother clutched the cradle, and the baby swayed up and down in her bed.


  The baby had been staring at me…and she laughed.


  Mother, appearing ghostly with her head hung low, staggered to her feet and gazed down at the baby, who opened her tiny mouth and chuckled.


  “She’s laughing…”


  Mother’s cheeks trembled. Tears streamed down her face as she laughed.


  “Sh-she’s laughing… This child is laughing…l-like she’s enjoying herself…yes…she’s laughing… Oh, yes…yes. Yes…she was no mistake… Sh-she isn’t unhappy… Nothing…nothing has been taken from her…”


  Mother covered her face with her hands and cried with joy.


  “This is how this child was born…yes… Isn’t that right, God…?”


  “Mommy? What’s her name?”


  “Mule,” my mother said, hugging me by the shoulders and rocking me. She looked happy, although she was crying.


  “Mule… That’s her name, Mule… She’s… She’s your only…”


  That was when—


  “Sister.”


  —I swore I’d protect her.


  “Aaahh!!”


  I pointed to Mule as she gnawed at a toy train.


  “Syria!! Mother!! It’s Mule!! Mule’s in trouble!!”


  My older sister and my mother came rushing over when they heard me shouting.


  “Oh no! Mule! You can’t eat that! That’s a no-no!!”


  No sooner had Mother taken the drool-covered toy train from the baby and stroked her chest in relief than the happy baby’s face contorted, and she began crying in a loud wail.


  “There, there. It’s okay. Don’t cry.”


  Syria began soothing her right away, and this time, it was my turn to start crying.


  “Sh-she ate the train!! After all the trouble I went to to make it for her! Waah!! I did a really good job of it!! Waah!!”


  “Come now, don’t cry. You’re Mule’s big sister. She’ll start laughing at you if you keep crying.”


  “I don’t care if she laughs at me!! I worked really hard to make it!!”


  The toy train I made during arts and crafts was coated in slick saliva and was but a shadow of its former state.


  I’d cry and would be comforted. I would cry, then be scolded. I would cry and be soothed.


  I finally stopped crying on my mother’s lap, sniffled, and rubbed my sticky face against her chest.


  “Have you calmed down now? Oh no, you have a bruise on your neck. What did you bump into? You’re still such a big baby; I don’t know what to do with you. None of your friends are like that.”


  Mother patted me on the head and kissed it.


  “Say, Chris? Why don’t you give this train to Mule as a present?”


  “…No.”


  I shook off my kind sister’s hands and escaped into my mother’s bosom.


  “A-all I did was show it to her… I—I don’t like her… Mule’s always hogging Mom to herself…and she’s always crying, always noisy… So I’m not giving it to her…”


  “But you made this train for Mule, didn’t you?”


  I turned my back on my smiling sister, tugged on my mother’s skirt, and fell silent.


  “I think Mule would be happy if you placed it somewhere she could see it. It would be a shame to keep it to yourself instead of letting others see it.”


  “……”


  “You’re a good girl.”


  Syria patted my head.


  “You can be a good big sister, can’t you?”


  My eyes were bright red as I moved away from my mother.


  I wiped the drool on the train with the hem of my shirt (Mother screamed) and offered the toy train to my little sister, who wasn’t crying anymore.


  “…You can have this.”


  “Yes!! Oh, Chris, that’s so nice of you—”


  Mule suddenly grabbed the train from me and put it in her mouth.


  “Oh!”


  She started chewing it as I prepared to cry…


  “Aaahh…!”


  “M-Mother… Please don’t start crying with Chris…”


  The train became Mule’s favorite toy, and we were going to keep it in a place where she could see it but remained out of reach of her mouth.


  A sudden spurt of water hit a girl in the face.


  She fell on her bottom and started crying loudly before you knew it.


  “A-aren’t you ashamed of yourself, having your big sister protect you all the time?!”


  Covered in mud behind me, Mule jerked…and the jungle gym began shaking.


  “…Shut up.”


  It was beside her head.


  I had bent the iron bar with a kick, and Mule, who had been crying sour grapes, turned blue in the face.


  “You girls are trash, always picking on your classmate. Aren’t you ashamed of yourselves? The next time you show your filthy faces to my sister, I swear I’ll use a pencil sharpener to scrape your facial features off and give you all facelifts.”


  The bullies took off crying.


  “Huh… Are you okay, Mule?”


  Smiling, I reached out to Mule, whose hair was caked in brown. She tried to take my hand but then pulled back.


  “What’s the matter? You aren’t scared of me, are you?”


  “I-I’ll get your hand dirty. I-I’m full of germs. Everyone says I’m sick with a disease that makes me useless trying to use magic… S-so… Oh!”


  I grabbed her hand and pulled her up.


  I gave her a pat on the head and then gripped the bent iron bar and straightened it back to its previous form.


  “There. I did that without using magic…so does that make me a gorilla or something?”


  Mule finally laughed and shook her head.


  Raindrops began to trickle down from the previously cloudy sky, leading to a torrential downpour in no time at all.


  We ran inside a semispheric piece of playground equipment and huddled together in the dimness. Wiping the dirt and moisture off Mule’s head, I whispered to her.


  “…Have you made friends?”


  “Yeah… Um, we were just playing out there… We talked it over and decided on who’d be the target and then created balls of mud and hit the target with them… S-so…”


  “Was it fun?”


  The smile on her face hardened.


  “Was it fun playing with those girls? Being their target?”


  “…But everyone enjoys it.”


  Mule looked away as she played with her fingers.


  “They look happy every time they sling mud at me… They smile…and even a girl like me can join their group… Even a girl like me can be useful… That’s why I was elected class president…and…I have to do my best…”


  “You’re doing well enough. Mule, you’re too nice. They’re hyenas who take advantage of you. You don’t have to keep trying so hard anymore.”


  “I—I don’t want to be a burden to you…”


  Mule clutched her knees and became a ball as if trying to escape the cold outside.


  “You’ve changed since I started going to school… The way you think, the words you use… Some people say you’re violent and heartless…when you’re really super nice… It’s my fault… S-so a failure like me has to try to do my best… Much harder… Much, much harder.”


  “Mule—”


  “Chris, I want to be like you,” Mule said with a sparkling smile.


  “I want to be a strong, kind, and cool person like you.”


  I clammed up, unable to say anything when I saw the look of hope and longing on her face.


  Under the semispheric roof where the rain continued to echo, Mule pulled her schoolbag closer and took out a notebook from among scraps of paper with words like creepy and you’re sick scribbled on them.


  “I—I draw cartoons!!”


  “…Cartoons?”


  She handed over her notebook, and I flipped through the pages.


  It must have been because she had never had friends and had drawn pictures to pass the time since she was young. The drawings were impressive for a grade schooler. They showed a tale of good triumphing over evil, with the hero wearing a purple cloak and wielding a cane to achieve victory.


  The hero looked familiar. I widened my eyes.


  “I-is this me…?”


  “You’re my hero, Chris.”


  With a big smile on her face and not a hint of sadness, my younger sister beamed with pride.


  I held a hand to my mouth as I blushed, feeling dizzy with embarrassment.


  “I-it’s true that I use a cane as my magic device. But I don’t wear a cape. I mean, a purple one? Really, Mule?”


  “Purple looks best on you! And a cape is the sign of a hero! It’s really the best for a hero like you!! Lily said she liked this!”


  Well, of course she would. That servant adores you, I thought as she smiled.


  “This is amazing. It’s excellent. It’s a testament to your hard work. You’re certainly no failure. I wonder if you’ll turn out to be a painter or a cartoonist. I can’t wait to see what the future holds for you.”


  “But I’m not very good. When I do the four-panel cartoons for the school newspaper, everyone tears them to pieces. The teacher got mad at me for filling up the trash can. So this isn’t amazing at all.”


  “……”


  I wondered if I should kill one of the bullies to see if that might change things. No, the issues that have been ingrained in our society for a long time wouldn’t go away that easily. If we really want to resolve the problem, the only way would be to kill everyone other than Mule. The world was such that even if you killed one, there would be two more.


  I mulled over the unrealistic and laughed.


  “So I’m your hero? Then I’m going to have to behave myself.”


  “The hero always gets back up on her feet.”


  Unperturbed by the dirt stuck between her fingernails, Mule looked happy and drew her ideal protagonist on the ground.


  “Help the weak and discourage the strong! That’s your way! You never make mistakes!! No matter how many times you may be disheartened, you always get back up in the end! That’s what’s so cool about you!!”


  “Hey, aren’t you mixing up reality with your ideals?”


  “Here comes the bang!! Your buddy’s train goes boom!!”


  A familiar wooden train came to the hero’s rescue, and she got back on her feet and went with the train to the site of the final battle.


  “I remember that train. Did you still have it? I thought you’d thrown it away a long time ago.”


  “I—I would never do that!! It was the first present you gave me, and it’s the most precious treasure in the world! I’ll have it placed in my coffin with me when I die so we can be cremated together, and I’ll take it with me to the afterlife!!”


  “Ha-ha-ha. It’s going to be a nuisance for the train if it has to tag along with you to the afterlife. Okay, give me that. I’m its first owner, and I’ll show you some of my moves.”


  “Tracks! I’ll draw tracks!!”


  Mule came up with the magic for creating a variety of colors and drew a train track in the middle of our refuge. I moved the train over it like it was running full speed ahead.


  “Ha-ha-ha! How’s that, Mule? Pretty fast, huh? This train can go anywhere.”


  “But this is where the boss comes out with a bang!! Thin steel wires will appear and block your way!”


  “Ha. Creeeaaak! I’ll cut it off with my sharp wheels!”


  It stopped raining, a light shined through, and the sound of joyful laughter echoed in the air as night approached.


  “Whoa!! Hey, hero, come to my rescue!”


  “Mule! Are you okay?! I’ve come to save you. I’m here now!”


  Mule and I kept playing forever…and finally, it was time to go home.


  “…Chris?”


  We were heading home. Our two small shadows overlapped under the stars.


  “Will you play with me again? Just the two of us, the way we did today?”


  I nodded, although I knew, according to the Eisberts’ family policy, our time together would be reduced.


  “Yeah, we’ll play again. Just the two of us.”


  “That’s a promise!”


  We held hands, and Mule’s pinkie was hooked around mine.


  “Cross your heart and hope to die!”


  I smiled and crossed my heart.


  “Ch-Chris…”


  I’d been checking the documents spread out on my desk and clucked my tongue at the sight of the last person I wanted to see.


  “Why didn’t you knock? Do you want to be kicked out?”


  My foolish sister shuddered at the harsh words I spat out at my assistant.


  The glances my small, frail, and untalented sister sent my way intensified my irritation, and I crushed the note I held in my hand.


  “Go. I have no words for an incompetent like you.”


  “I—I know you’re busy. B-but just this once, I think you’ll be pleased with what I do. P-please give me one more chance.”


  “Another chance? Is that what you just said?”


  I scoffed at my assistant, and that was when Mule stopped playing with her fingers as she always did and looked around.


  “Do you realize how many times I’ve given you a second chance? Your useless brain doesn’t even know how to remember things. What am I supposed to expect from a piece of trash like you who betrays me after the attention I’ve given you and loses herself playing with a servant of mine you like?”


  “P-please, Chris. Please forgive her.”


  I looked down at the teary-eyed assistant, bowing on her hands and knees, and looked up at the ceiling in dismay.


  “How many times must I tell you not to show your filthy face in front of others, you rat? Go ahead, do what you want and go away.”


  My sister’s face lit up with joy as I continued to look disgusted, and she pulled out a piece of paper.


  I took it through my assistant. It told the story of a hero who saved the children of the world wearing a purple cape and wielding a cane.


  “M-my cartoon!! My cartoon, with you as the hero, is going to be published in a flyer! I-it’s for a local shopping mall, but they noticed my work and approached me!! I thought it was silly having a tiny shopping mall use my cartoon, but! Finally, someone has discovered my talent—”


  I ripped the paper into pieces and shouted at her assistant while Mule looked stunned.


  “Delete her social media account. Immediately.”


  “Oh, oh, oh…! Ch-Chris! P-please don’t do that! Th-there are people wh-who look forward to the next installment—”


  “Done. It appears she was using your birthday as her password, as you said.”


  “You don’t have to give me an explanation. Who does this maggot think she is, writing trashy stories modeled after me? She really is a genius at causing trouble for people.”


  As I went back to work, Mule was about to leave my office with her head hanging and then turned around timidly…


  “Chris…”


  I looked up from my file, spared her a look, and saw the toy train she held in her hand.


  “Chris… Will you play with me…?”


  “Hey. If that thing is finally broken, then throw it away. It gets in my way.”


  “I—I heard you fell ill from too much work the other day… You’ll exhaust yourself working all the time… Y-you need a break now and then…and…w-we…promised… Y-you… You promised…,” Mule whispered in a trembling voice. “You…are my hero…”


  “Crush it.”


  Mule flung her head up. My assistant had already taken the toy train from her, and she threw it as hard as she could at the floor.


  The smokestack was broken off, but most of it remained in one piece.


  Clucking her tongue, my assistant pulled her trigger, and when she was about to crush it with her heel…she broke Mule’s fingers as she reached for the train.


  “Eep…!!”


  The pale-faced assistant took a few steps back and turned to me, and I rose to my feet in anger.


  “You…!”


  “I-I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!!”


  “You’re fired!” I shouted to my assistant as she fled from the room, and I looked down at my sister as she covered the train with her twisted fingers, which were turning a bluish-purple.


  “This train runs…,” she whispered with unfocused eyes as tears and sweat poured down her face.


  “It runs on and on wherever I want it to go…with my hero… You promised…we’d play again… We promised… S-so…I can’t break it…”


  —Sorry, Mule, not now.


  I gave myself the excuse that our reputation was faltering within the Eisbert family and that Mule would get involved.


  —We aren’t children anymore.


  I’d been avoiding Mule since that long-ago day, and I hadn’t played with her again.


  —Make more of an effort if you have time to play.


  I wondered if she’d been waiting all this time.


  I wondered if she’d been looking forward to playing with me again, if that thought had kept her going.


  Had she been hoping for the day to come when we would play with that train again? Had she been enduring the abuse she received, waiting for me to rescue her?


  —Whoa!! Hey, hero, come to my rescue!!


  Since when—


  “I’ll call the doctor. Clean up that mess by the time she arrives.”


  Since when had I stopped being her hero?


  “Chris…”


  Dazed and sweaty, Mule smiled at me as she trembled.


  “Thank you…f-for saving me that day…for playing with me… I-it was so much fun… I—I was so happy… S-since that day, you’ve always been my—”


  She smiled with joy as I stood in shock.


  “No one else’s hero…but my own…”


  I opened my trembling lips…but without a word, I called the doctor and went back to work.


  Back at that park, Mule and I were laughing together, sharing a story.


  “Okay, Chris, listen. As my hero, there’s a vow you must keep.”


  “I know. The hero gets back on her feet again and again, right?”


  “That isn’t all. There are many more things besides that. She’s cool because she fights while keeping those vows!!”


  “But you know, I’m just a human being. There’s no guarantee that I can keep all my vows. Maybe I’ll get sidetracked or become someone way different from your hero. What should I do if that happens?”


  “It will be fine! I believe in you!!”


  “Hey, what the heck is that?”


  “No matter how tough the going gets, how many mistakes you make, how lost you become! You will always, always come back as my hero! Besides, here’s another vow the hero makes.”


  With an innocent smile, the younger sister, who trusted her older sister completely, said, “A hero is someone who—”


  “A hero is someone who—”


  The evil spirit swung her arm…and I laughed.


  


  “Someone who comes in the nick of time.”


  


  A cane was thrust between Fairlady and me.


  A crack appeared in the ground, wires tore into pieces and flew, and the impact made the evil spirit raise her arms.


  Caught by surprise, Fairlady contorted her face.


  A full moon glowed in the sky.


  A figure gently descended from above.


  Her purple cloak swayed, and her platinum hair shone in the moonlight.


  She was a handler of magic and an alchemist of the supreme rank. A child prodigy who belonged to the Magical Society Conceptual Structure at the age of nineteen.


  She had left all those titles behind, and she was now Chris Esse Eisbert in her bare bones… And with a will of her own, she had descended onto the stage.


  “Sorry,” the star of the show whispered as she landed in the darkness.


  “I’m late for our date.”


  I responded with a wry smile.


  “You really are late… The star of the show shouldn’t be tardy.”


  “What are you talking about? You’ve been the star of the show from the beginning.”


  She pushed back her hair, smiled beautifully…and offered me a hand.


  “Can you manage, my boyfriend?”


  I took her hand and laughed.


  “You’re the one I hope is okay, my girlfriend.”


  “Who do you think you’re talking to?”


  She answered with a big smile on her face.


  “I am Chris Esse Eisbert.”


  “That’s the woman I love.”


  The lovers of dreams and illusions stood together, laughing and holding hands.


  “Okay, then, it’s about time we beat the crap out of that evil spirit and foil all her shenanigans!”


  “Yeah!”


  Connect— I extended my magic wire and connected it to Chris’s.


  Change— We adjusted the magic input and output.


  Synchronize— Chris and I shared our magic power.


  We completed the entire process in a few seconds. Chris’s magical power began swirling around inside me, and I could feel the source of the energy flowing through her in my gut.


  This past month—


  I had felt Chris Esse Eisbert with my body, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, and her warmth circulated with my beating heart.


  “I’ve come…prepared,” she whispered.


  “I’m still scared, though. I am scared. That darkness keeps coming back to me, and I almost lost my nerve a number of times until I got here. I didn’t think I’d ever get here. Nothing had changed since I was a little girl who was trapped in a dark room. No, that isn’t right. I hadn’t tried to change.”


  She held my hand tightly…and smiled.


  “But I think I can with you. If I can see the star my sister lit up for me and if I’m the hero she made me out to be, I think I can go on. So,” Chris Esse Eisbert whispered, “that’s why I came.”


  “Yeah.”


  I responded with a chuckle.


  “You are Chris Esse Eisbert.”


  “We shall see a funeral procession for these fools!”


  A grieving nun shed tears and folded her hands, bathed in the white light that emanated from a cluster of playground equipment.


  “Oh, so the tale has begun to unfold! Must fools always be led to the road of death? Such pain is caused to the heart of the saint who controls their salvation! The circle of tragedy keeps turning! Where shall I offer my hand of salvation?! Oh, please, do not lament! For I—”


  Looking ecstatic, Fairlady looked at her reflection in a piece of broken glass and shed tears.


  “I shall save you…”


  “Chris.”


  Chris slowly opened her Magic Eye.


  The spiral started turning…


  “We’re going to end this dream.”


  “Yeah.”


  Generate.


  She swallowed up my magic power through her left arm, high-speed generation occurred in a swirl, and a crystal sword was produced, scattering shards coated in seven colors.


  The evil spirit also began to spin.


  Pulled by a steel wire, she soared into the night sky, her thin body floating against the backdrop of the full moon.


  With a beautiful smile on her face…she launched a vicious attack.


  Chris and I pushed each other away, and as soon as we were apart, the ground below was obliterated.


  My head felt dizzy. Tormented by intense pain, I channeled magical energy into my weakened mind and body, racing through my red-tinted vision.


  “Chris!!”


  Thud!! The moment I called out to her, the ground inches ahead of where I had stepped loomed, and my entire body was blown forward with tremendous force.


  Jump. My blade glinted. Hiding my face with my arm, I pointed the blade downward and made it spin around.


  React.


  The evil spirit waved her arms.


  “You’re too late.”


  I cut off her arms and slashed off her legs.


  I felt something against my back.


  It was the palm of Chris’s hand. We synchronized in an instant, boosting the output of our light-embossed sword and cut away… Pivoting, I gently touched her arm…and the bottom of her palm, now replaced, connected with the evil spirit’s jaw.


  “Blow up!!”


  Generation!!


  Crystal flowers created from Chris’s fingers blew off the evil spirit’s head, and a bright-red flower bloomed.


  The evil spirit wobbled backward like she was drunk.


  “Chris!”


  “Hiiro!”


  Bang!! We pushed our hands together, pivoted, and I landed a spinning kick to the spirit’s stomach.


  She lost her balance, and Chris and I moved furiously to our next move.


  Entangled, the male and female danced under the stars.


  We struck each other’s hands, touched shoulder to shoulder, and leaned back-to-back.


  We unleashed a barrage of relentless blows as the evil spirit screamed. The blows and kicks chipped away at her as Chris and I covered each other.


  The evil spirit’s body regenerated, and a red flower bloomed at the point of regeneration, gradually transforming her body into a flower.


  Regenerate. Generate. Regenerate. Generate. Regenerate. Generate. Regenerate. Generate. Regenerate. Generate!!


  It was an endless spiral and a whirlwind of beliefs that never stopped.


  I killed; Chris gave birth.


  Our eyes met. Our Magic Eyes overlapped. Scarlet swirled, killing and then creating once more, and the evil spirit began to lose her identity.


  As Fairlady turned into a crystal flower, she let out a breath of anguish for the first time.


  “Ngh…! Ngh…!!”


  We could do it.


  I’d taken care of most of the steel wires and traps Fairlady had set before Chris arrived on the scene. After being on the offensive for some time, I had a pretty good idea of how fast the evil spirit regenerated, and I was ready to seize our victory.


  We could win.


  I was sure of it. Then the evil spirit grinned.


  The smile scared Chris, and her generation stopped. As she did, she saw a young Mule offering her a toy train.


  Red flames surrounded the phantom of her sister, and she wept as she turned blackened and charred.


  “You aren’t my hero.”


  Chris held her breath and stared at the illusion with her eyes wide open—


  “Chris! Don’t look!!”


  A red line ran across her eyes.


  With a feeble scream, she retreated, and I caught her and jumped back.


  “Chris… Chris…!!”


  “I—I can’t see… I can’t see a thing…”


  Red tears streamed down her face as she shrank in my arms like a child.


  “H-Hiiro… I’m scared, Hiiro… I’m sorry, Mother… I’m sorry… Please let me out… M-Mule… I’m sorry…for doing terrible things to you… I—I… I’m n-no hero…”


  I held her head in my arms…and glared at the evil spirit.


  “You evil being…!”


  “Oh, the poor child! The little girl is frightened!”


  She threw away the crystal flower that bloomed in front of her head, and Fairlady’s face regenerated beautifully.


  She laughed as if she were in full bloom.


  “Children, your cooperation has been brilliant. Your tactic to collect my scattered magic power and use it to generate and transform me into a crystal flower was amazing. You designed this strategy to fight against evil spirits, and your sneaky practices over the past month almost paid off. You gave me a bit of a scare. Hiiro Sanjo, you came up with this plan, didn’t you?”


  Fairlady curled the corners of her mouth upward and grinned.


  “I respect you for it. You may be a supporting actor, but you deserve to take on a crucial role.”


  Whoosh! The evil spirit waved her fingers, and I covered Chris…and my left shoulder was blown off.


  Blood dripped to the ground as I covered Chris with my body.


  The pain seemed endless. Every conceivable point of my body was slashed, and I was cut with red lines all over.


  I was a mass of reddish-black.


  “……”


  From within that darkness, I looked out at the evil spirit.


  “Your obsession is terrifying… Your mentality is akin to that of a nonhuman… Battles in my spiritual world are biased toward the imaginary… Had we been in the real world, you never would have cornered me to this point…”


  Her steel wires traced my body.


  I focused on enduring the pain and continued to protect Chris. Avoiding fatal wounds with my Epic of Dawn, I whispered to her.


  “Chris.”


  “I’m scared…”


  “Chris… Have faith in me…”


  She followed the sound of my voice and looked up at me.


  I knew she couldn’t see, but I smiled at her.


  “Trust me.”


  “But…I can’t see anything… I’m scared… I—I…I made a big mistake… I…couldn’t believe my sister… I couldn’t see the light of that star…when she… When she’d been waiting for me all that time…”


  Sobbing, she curled up like a little child and confessed.


  “I—I…abandoned her…for my own sake…just like those lowly individuals who abused her…”


  Choking up and clutching me, Chris spat out her regrets.


  “I…used her…as food for my growth…!!”


  “But you came here, didn’t you?”


  I smiled at Chris as she looked up at me.


  “You came here on those feet of yours to be a hero. So you could get back on your feet as the sole hero. You came here to fulfill an important vow. You worked hard to keep your promise. That’s why you can stand up. You can stand on your feet. You can get up on your feet and keep going.”


  With both hands coated in blood, I held her right hand.


  In that hand, she held a cane that matched Mule’s, and she rubbed it with a trembling hand.


  “Get on your feet, hero.”


  Slowly, the light returned to Chris’s eyes.


  I looked deep inside her…and she disappeared from view.


  Suddenly pulled back with violent force, I was slammed to the ground, splattering blood and vomit. I was slammed to the ground again and again, and I sank into a puddle of blood, convulsing…and got up again.


  “Why do you get on your feet?” the bewildered evil spirit asked, and I smiled as I staggered.


  “Because I know… Everyone… Everyone knows…a story of dreams that only you don’t know… A fairy tale filled with love and hope… No matter who laughs at you… Whether you find out the painful truth… Even if you try to make yourself believe that no such story exists…!!”


  Laughing, I slammed my fist into the side of my head.


  “I remember it here!! That’s where the hero remembers!! Heroes will keep getting back on their feet as many times as they need!! They’ll get up and go forward on the path they believe in! Because that’s their vow! Because that’s a promise and what they must protect!! As long as they have something they want to protect, human beings will stand up again and again in the name of love!!”


  In a pool of blood, I screamed, “Isn’t that right, Chris Esse Eisbert?!”


  “I—I… I…”


  With red tears streaming down her face, Chris punched the ground with her clenched fists, got up on her shaky legs…and the evil spirit’s steel wires caught her and threw her to the ground.


  A sticky sound accompanied the impact.


  Still, she focused all her willpower on her body.


  She pushed herself when her body convulsed, telling her she could no longer take more. Shaking away the flowing tears and fear, she put strength into her legs and squeezed out the words “A hero… I wanted to be a hero… Since the time those small hands… Her hands grabbed me by the heart… When I gave her that poor reproduction of a toy train… She’d been all alone, abused by everyone, yet she never lost hope… Since that moment when she drew my hero picture in her notebook… I…I… I, Chris…Esse…Eisbert…”


  Supporting herself on her legs, crushed and bent, pushing up her red-stained body, standing up in the dazzling starlight, Chris Esse Eisbert proved her will.


  “I…am…her own…hero!!”


  Forward.


  Farther and farther forward.


  Sobbing and stumbling, with a battered appearance that in no way suited the girl whom everyone praised as a child prodigy.


  For that one person, Chris Esse Eisbert was going to be a hero.


  “I won’t think of you as my sister.”


  “You kept doing terrible things to me. You called me a failure.”


  “You’re no hero. You can go ahead and die.”


  Not lending an ear to the visions of her sister, who came swarming around her, Chris, no longer able to see, kept running through the darkness.


  To look for the star of light that would illuminate the darkness.


  Dragging her broken legs, letting out cries of anguish, she continued her lone search.


  To protect.


  To fulfill her vow.


  To keep that single promise.


  “Mule…!!”


  She kept searching.


  “Mule…I’ve figured it out… I finally know…why that hero you drew…that lonely hero kept getting back up again and again… That hero…the one you believed in…”


  Sobbing and splashing bright-red tears around her, she kept on running, squeezing out her words. “Mule… I’m here… I’m here, Mule…!!”


  After searching and searching, she finally found it.


  “Oh…!”


  Distancing herself from the group of fakes, a little girl was all alone, drawing something on the ground.


  Slowly, Chris approached her and squatted next to her.


  “…What are you drawing?”


  “I don’t know.”


  They were crooked lines, nothing you could call a picture.


  Chris looked down at the lines, smiled, and started adding memories with the cane she held.


  She couldn’t possibly see it, but she continued to draw as if she could see perfectly well.


  The lines connected to form images, and she added colors, making them a dream.


  A magic cane, a purple cape, and the faithful train.


  A cute, brave hero was created, and the girl who had been watching smiled happily.


  “Cool!”


  Seeing her smile, Chris looked away, her face contorted.


  The tears flowed as she clutched the soil at her feet.


  “Sh-she’s cool, huh…? Sh-she’s…the coolest…in the world… A purple cape looks good on her, like you said… She’s the number one hero in the world…which is natural…totally natural…b-because…”


  Crying, Chris patted the girl on the head.


  “Because…I’m your big sister…”


  She patted Mule’s head again and again.


  “This time… This time, I’ll protect you for sure… I won’t make any more mistakes… I’ll get up as many times as I need… I’ll always…always protect you… S-so, Mule…”


  Crying while smiling, Chris handed Mule a toy train with trembling hands.


  “Mule…let’s play…”


  She was in tears as she poured out her emotions to her younger sister.


  “Let’s…play…”


  As if allowing the feelings she had never conveyed to seep into her words, she said, “I’ll always…be your hero…,” she promised her precious sister.


  The little girl beamed and accepted the train…and put it in her mouth.


  Mule flashed Chris an innocent smile, and the wish Chris had wanted to fulfill vanished into thin air.


  “Whoa…”


  Having finally fulfilled her promise, the hero looked up to the heavens and cried.


  “Aaahh… Ah… Aaahh… Aaahh…!!”


  The fake Mule I had been pushing back crumbled into pieces, turned into sand, and disappeared.


  Using my Masamune Kuki as a walking stick, I staggered over to Chris and pulled her into my arms.


  “Let’s go. Let’s go home, Chris. Home, where the sister who always believed in her hero awaits. Where you’ll find the person you want to protect. To fulfill your important promise. Go home with me. It’s okay. You can do it. You can go on. You know why?”


  I smiled.


  “You’re a hero who looks great in a purple cape… The coolest hero in the world.”


  A transparent color began mixing in with her red tears.


  She was laughing and crying as she looked up at me.


  “Are you going to believe in me…?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m…weak. I might make more mistakes… Will you still…believe in me then?”


  “Yeah.”


  I held her cane together with Chris.


  “I’ll get you a ride.”


  A steel wire came flying at us…and I grabbed it with my right hand.


  Fairlady’s eyes bulged open in astonishment as I clutched the wire as it continued shaking…and I got on my feet, together with Chris.


  “Listen to that voice, even if you make a mistake.”


  I smiled at Chris as she got on her feet.


  “We’ll go beyond that open door together.”


  “Yeah…”


  Chris wiped away her tears and gripped her cane.


  “I… I’ll…”


  She looked straight ahead at the path opening up before her, the path she knew she should follow.


  “I’ll believe in you…and myself…”


  “So are you saying you have conveniently twisted my world around to suit your…and Chris Esse Eisbert’s minds…? Her soul…her love…have exceeded my script…? That Chris’s and Hiiro’s thoughts…and their trivial pipe dream…have swallowed my spirit…?”


  The evil spirit gritted her teeth and turned her bloodshot eyes on me.


  “Hiiro!!”


  She collected the steel wires I set free and shouted as she waved her fingers, “Saaaanjoooooooooo!”


  “Let’s go,” I said, laughing and offering Chris a hand.


  “It’s time for the finale.”


  She responded by squeezing my hand…and a gigantic dimensional door was generated. The steel wires pushed against us popped off, the evil spirit’s feet were buoyed by the impact, and shattered fragments of playground equipment tore through the night sky.


  I closed my eyes and grasped the sword in my sheath.


  Slowly, I lowered my weight and pictured in my mind the path we needed to open up.


  It was a journey through layers that seemed endless just beyond the dimensional door.


  A path that continued straight below the evil spirit. Reinforce. Multiple layers of blue-and-white magic lines intertwined to reinforce my charred and torn legs.


  Open Magic Eye. I opened my eyes and captured The Epic of Dawn that illuminated the gap between light and dark.


  I observed the cause and effect, represented in scarlet colors, and the end we were to reach.


  Chris gently touched my back.


  “Hey, Hiiro…? The joy I had with you wasn’t fake… I may never be able to remember those days again… The time we spent together may disappear as a dream illusion set up by the evil spirit…a fairy tale that only lasted for thirty days… Perhaps it was a misunderstanding by a naive young girl who knew nothing… But I was happy… You…you gave me these feelings… So I’ll remember…everything…everything… I’ll remember it all in my heart as I go on… So… So, Hiiro…”


  Chris cried and laughed…and pushed my back ever so gently.


  “Tear it all apart…”


  I diligently kept going forward…and my vision opened up.


  The ground was enveloped by a flash of light created by an explosion, the playground equipment creaked and tilted in the aftermath of traveling through the air, and the human bullet that left everything behind became a bolt of lightning.


  I went through the dimensional door.


  I collected the magical power that filled the otherworld and ran. The door was shattered into pieces. With tremendous force, the shards burst and leaped, cutting through the evening darkness that filled the heavens and lit up a glimmering light.


  Dive. Dive. Dive!!


  An enormous amount of magic power was stored in my body, the power accumulated in the sword’s scabbard was tinged with blue-white lightning, and my right hand took on a blazing red heat and turned azure and white.


  Brilliant, magical lights sparked.


  Bathing in the light of the explosion, I ran, and the gaze of a human and an evil spirit met.


  “Screw you…”


  Run. Run. Run!!


  I increased my speed with every step, and the world I passed through turned blue and white and then disappeared.


  The glitter was sprayed all over my body, blood splatters popped out and became scorched, and my throat, swallowing bloody vomit, raged.


  “Here I coooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooome!!”


  Steel wires were wielded, cutting away at my flesh. The door I passed through was blown away, distorting the face of the evil spirit.


  “Screw yooooooooooooooooooooooooooouuuuuuuuuuuu!”


  Magic power accumulated within me as I held on to my beliefs.


  The palm I’d felt on my back came to life, and I ran single-mindedly toward the evil spirit.


  Fairlady had decided we would fight till the end, and her steel wires jumped about and filled my field of vision.


  A storm of slashes that would destroy the entire world ensued; wires filled every little space around me, and cracks appeared, shifting heaven and earth and turning them dark.


  The path that should have existed vanished; the evil spirit smiled in satisfaction…and I stepped into the darkness.


  Tracks were created ahead, and I stepped into the darkness that followed.


  They were generated in vivid colors at high speed to carry my thoughts forward. I became a single ray of light—a shooting star that cut through the darkness of night—and sprinted on the path that led to the future.


  Make one mistake, and I would vanish into the void.


  Take the wrong path, and if Chris didn’t generate on time, everything would come to an end.


  But I believed in Chris Esse Eisbert…the hero.


  So—


  “Screw you, human!!”


  So I ran, carrying her thoughts with me.


  “Go…”


  Her voice reached my heart.


  “Go… Go…”


  It was the voice of a girl who wished to protect her only little sister.


  
    [image: ]
  

  The voice of a girl who had hidden in the dark. Who had been afraid of her weakness.


  It was the voice of the girl who sought strength to advance on her own two feet.


  The girl who had vowed to no one but her own heart…her heart, soul, and her love…in a shout.


  “Go, Hiiro, goooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!!”


  Past the vanished dreams and illusions, I caught up with the evil spirit…and a flash of light burst from my sheath.


  Steel wires strung up in multiple layers caught my blade, and the purple electric power blasted up furiously and dyed the space around them.


  The evil spirit’s face became distorted with impatience.


  “What stirs you so much, human?! The heart? The soul? Love?! In my world, silly things like them could never outdo my script!! I am invincible! I will never admit defeat!! These wires!! They must never be cut!!”


  My vision became stained with a pale-blue glow.


  Like a collision of stars, the source of the blue light melted with the white light and exploded, dying the human and evil spirit at the center.


  As they fought, their wills and intentions sparked.


  “I can cut you!! I can!! No way could I not cut you!! I have a heart filled with our feelings!! The soul that promised to fulfill a promise!! I’m carrying with me the love dedicated to that small body!! That’s why!! That’s why—”


  Pouring every ounce of magical power conceivable as every inch of my skin bubbled and popped, as I was stained in every drop of blood I had, I laughed, putting everything into this wish.


  “This dumb wire of destiny you’ve spun has to be cut!!”


  “I-it could never be cut…”


  Snap, snap, snap.


  “It could never… The wires… I spun…”


  One by one, the wires of destiny came apart—


  “They could never be cut…”


  “Vanish into your dreams and illusions!!”


  Snap.


  “Never… Oh my god…”


  Fairlady, the Queen of Branding, contorted her face with pity for herself. Pushed by the emotions conveyed on my back, I swung hard.


  The scattered blue-white light concentrated on the tip of my sword, scorched the evil spirit inside out, and blew everything away as I had envisioned.


  Enveloped in blue-and-white light, the evil spirit snorted.


  “This is ridiculous… You give everything you have, not for yourself but for another…? Undermining yourself with falsehoods like heart, soul, and life…dedicating your life to morality and ethics…isn’t that a dream and illusion in itself…?”


  “It doesn’t matter if it’s a dream or an illusion. It doesn’t even have to be there. There’s no need for meaning. Each of us only has one vessel, which is why we need something to dedicate it to.”


  Soaked with blood, I laughed.


  “How’s that, evil spirit? It’s a combined work of love.”


  “Ridiculous… ‘Love’? That’s foreplay for such filthy copulation… Face it, humans are no better than animals… But… Oh, but…I have been defeated… Has my truth been defeated…? My spirit, mixed with humans, admits that you people are right… Wasn’t love for oneself true love…? But Chris Esse Eisbert was able to get on her feet because she loved herself… Ah, I see… It was neither a dream nor an illusion… Nothing could be created nor spun… Yes… Yes, something was there… What I…wanted to love…and save…was beyond that…”


  In the twinkling lights, surrounded by joyful music, the evil spirit danced, surrounded by the playground equipment that would disappear with her, and vanished.


  “Reflected in the eyes of those who go about their daily lives…is a commonplace thing called love…”


  She stood in the light and reached out her hand to the night sky.


  “If love be blind, it best agrees with night.”


  Staring at Chris crawling around looking for me, Fairlady slowly began to dissolve, guided by the thread of fate.


  “Oh…I see. So this is love… How…”


  She smiled and started melting into the light.


  “How revolting…”


  Fairlady, Queen of Branding, was gone. I knelt on the spot.


  “Hiiro!!”


  Chris had been on all fours exploring the ground, tracing my magic power. The moment she embraced me, the spiritual world Fairlady had nurtured began to collapse.


  A crack appeared in the air, a fissure ran through, and the exit from this world became evident.


  Still in Chris’s arms, I watched the spectacle with eyes that had become mostly blind.


  “I guess it’s good-bye till we meet again in real life.”


  “Yep.”


  “Hiiro,” she said in a muffled voice, still embracing me. “Even if I forget… I’ll… I’ll…” She stroked my hair with tears in her eyes. “I’m sure I’ll fall in love with you.”


  “……” (I couldn’t exactly tell her not to do that in a situation like this.)


  “Because look.”


  She fixed my hair and laughed.


  “You can’t even fix your bed head by yourself.”


  My consciousness was starting to drift away from this world.


  At the last moment, I felt a soft touch on my lips, and the story the evil spirit had created shattered into pieces.


  Then as we were ensconced by darkness, I heard Fairlady’s voice.


  “Oh, man, you guys are high-maintenance,” I heard the familiar voice say.


  “You said yourself that if my spiritual world collapsed, your minds would also collapse, since you’re riding on my foundation. This is no time to run out of steam—you should be focusing on escaping, not taking advantage of your final moments here to get mushy with your girl. Well, anyway, it’s been fun.”


  The voice slowly began to fade away.


  “I suppose a follow-up scene like this can be expected between partners… I’ll forgive you.”


  Then everything was gone.


  I wondered what would change and what wouldn’t when I awakened.


  I had no idea, but…it was about time I woke up.


  ###


  
    

    AFTERWORD


    Hi, I’m Ryo Hazakura.


    Thanks to all your support, this work is now in its fourth installment.


    I wrote in the afterword for number three that the third volume was the toughest for me to write to date, but this latest volume easily surpassed that. In Japanese, we call this struggling shiku-hakku, which literally means “four to eight pains.” Well, this time around, there were at least eight to sixteen pains.


    When I got to my third draft for Chris’s recollections, the hard-boiled part of me began whispering that it looked like I was at the end of the line… But I somehow managed to drive myself forward.


    If it starts to look like I’ll be able to release another installment, I’m going to do a bit more planning with my writing.


    In this volume, I aimed to provide answers to Chris’s questioning herself about her narcissism, as we began to see in the previous installment, and regarding Fairlady’s self-absorption.


    I intended to focus on themes such as the self, which these women had been after, and whether love would become complete within one individual. But I ended up crying, left with only an impression of Hiiro Sanjo’s smug and bloody face, thanks to this self-destructive machine existing at the opposite end of narcissism.


    I hope you enjoyed this volume. As a battle against an evil spirit, its structure was similar to Volume 2, leaning more or less toward the serious.


    Of course, you can forget about structure here since my work is based on the trackless web version, with no limitations on the number of words, but I hope to explore the right balance when reproducing it as a standalone book.


    Here are my acknowledgements:


    hai, handling the illustrations. Thank you for the wonderful illustrations you provide for each volume. Both Fairlady and Julie were designed wonderfully, and they certainly expanded my imagination.


    M, the editor in charge. Yet again, I must apologize for the delay in submitting my manuscript. Thank you for your endless follow-ups.


    And my dear readers. It’s because you’re enjoying this work that I can somehow manage to keep writing. My sincerest thanks for reading every volume.


    I want to express my sincere appreciation to everyone who has been involved in the publication of this work.


    So, people, until we meet again,


    Ryo Hazakura

  

  
    
      
        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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