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        Chapter 1 - The Miracle Begins


        
      


      
 Lilies: the maidens of war.


      They stand as champions against the gargantuan monsters known as the Huge. With their potent weapons, CHARMs, they bring swift death to those Huge who draw too near. They are humankind's symbols of hope, and young girls dream of someday joining their ranks.


      Those who would be Lilies themselves speak often of the deeds of Lilies past. And it's one historic battle, in which many a Lily forged her legend, that always comes first.


      The Odaiba Counteroffensive.


      Just how did that group of first-year Lilies, hastily self-organized into five divisions, repel the enemy? How did they confront "The Nestless Ultra" and slay it? How did this Wunder, in which not a single Lily nor a single civilian perished, come to be?


      It is time to witness this unforgettable battle—in which love bloomed, in which miracles happened—from a certain girl's point of view...


      
~ ~ ~
 


      There wasn't a cloud to be seen in the sky above Odaiba. The sun's light shone down with blinding intensity, reflected by the surrounding water. Amidst it stood a single girl, hands on her hips as she gazed at the stairs before her. They lead up to a gigantic building.


      The girl was halfway through her teens, but in some respects, her face was still that of a child's. She wore an ornate school uniform, black and white in color, and had a large bag slung over her shoulder. Her long ponytail swayed in the breeze behind her.


      Her name was Kondo Misaka. She was a first-year high school student at Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, a famous Garden located in Kamakura.


      "So this is Tokyo Big Sight, huh?"


      Looming above Misaka, at the very center of Odaiba, was the Tokyo International Exhibition Center—or Tokyo Big Sight, as people more often called it. Built in the shape of an inverted pyramid, it had once been an emblem of the city. But that had been a long time ago. The building was decrepit now, and parts of the exterior had crumbled away with the passage of time. The interior, meanwhile, had been renovated for use as a training facility for Lilies.


      This had been once the open sea. Long ago, the island of Odaiba had been reclaimed from that sea, and a bustling city built upon it. Buildings and places of play had lined the streets, making it a place of joy.


      The Odaiba of those days was no longer.


      Odaiba was now a critical location for defending Tokyo from the enemies of humankind known as the Huge. Little of the neighborhood that had once been here remained; it had been replaced by defense installations. On the original coastline of Tokyo, opposite the coast of Odaiba, rose the many towers that together composed the Light Wall System—a barrier which blocked the Huge from invading Tokyo from the sea. It was a formidable shield, able to stop even mighty Huge such as large-types and gigant-types.


      It was this Odaiba on which, upon that very day, the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference was set to take place.


      "I can't wait to see what sorts of Lilies will be here," Misaka said, a smile rising to her face. Her excitement spurred her heartbeat faster. For at the top of the steps before her, countless Lilies from famous Gardens were already assembled.


      Lilies are those girls who wield CHARMs, weapons built from a union of technology and magic that can contend with the mysterious monsters known as the Huge. And Gardens are the places that teach Lilies how to fight.


      That girl, Kondo Misaka, would later become captain of Legion Sanngriðr—the "Uncontrollable Legion," famous for its deeds throughout the entire country. But at that time, she was nobody. Just another one of the Lilies who had come to Odaiba to participate in the technical conference. She was far from the only Lily from a famous Garden who was present; the majority from the Kanto region that had adopted the use of the Neunwelt Tactic had sent Lilies here.


      "I'll make waves at this conference and show them I'm a top-notch Lily!"


      Misaka dashed up the steps before her, without a moment's pause. After she'd finally mounted the long flight of stairs, the Tokyo International Exhibition Center lay before her, and inside it mingled a great crowd of girls.


      "Now that's something!" Misaka exclaimed, her breath taken away by the sight.


      The black uniforms of Yurigaoka Girls' Academy were in abundance, but they weren't the only color to be found. Some girls were dressed in white uniforms, others in blue ones, and yet others in brown—all melding together into a pattern much like that of a dazzling flower. Their CHARMs slung over their shoulders in bags, the girls chatted amicably with each other. For they were no mere girls, but Lilies from all of those Gardens renowned as Kanto's finest. The Lilies attending the technical conference were, on average, still in their first year of high school. But that didn't mean there weren't plenty of famous faces from each Garden.


      "Look at all these Lilies from big-name Gardens! This is the real thing, all right!"


      As Misaka gazed in fascination at the sea of colorful uniforms, she noticed two familiar faces among them. They were those of Kiko Totori and Hasebe Touka, first-year Lilies at Yurigaoka Girls' Academy just like her.


      "Gosh, Misaka. You're late, you know?"
 "We were just coming to look for you."


      The two of them had been friends with Misaka since before they'd entered high school. Unlike Misaka, who still had the look of a young girl about her, the two of them had the kind of beauty befitting of maidens of their age.


      Misaka slapped her hand to the side of her head and let out a hearty laugh. "Ahaha! I, um, kind of overslept," she explained.


      Excited by the famous Lilies she'd get to spar against and trade combat tips with, Misaka hadn't slept well the night before. Thanks to that, when she'd thought to get in a short nap as she dropped off her luggage at the lodgings near Odaiba, she'd slept right up until the very beginning of the conference.


      "Unbelievable. I'd have really given you a piece of my mind if you hadn't made it in time, Misaka," Totori began to chide in an exasperated voice, but Misaka paid her no attention—she was already gazing, rapt, at another of the Lilies nearby.


      "Hey, she's from Mercurius, isn't she?"


      The Lily that had caught Misaka's attention was dressed in a white uniform: that of St. Mercurius International School, the so-called "School of Royalty and Nobility." Based in Yokosuka, they were one of Kamakura's "Big Five Gardens", and every bit as world-famous as Yurigaoka was. Just as their name indicated, most of St. Mercurius's students came from abroad. Their white uniforms presented a sharp contrast to the black ones worn by Yurigaoka's Lilies. The two Gardens were spirited rivals, oft described with the phrase "The white of Mercurius, and the black of Yurigaoka."


      "Hehe, and look over there. She's from Ludvico," Misaka heard Touka say, from beside her. Upon being prompted, she turned her attention to another Lily, this one wearing a uniform with a corset and checkered skirt.


      Ludvico Private Girls' Academy, often known simply as Ludvico, was a missionary Garden with its campus in Shinjuku Gyo-en. It was famous for its custom of baptizing all of its students with a Christian name when they entered high school and officially became Lilies. Ludvico's national defense area covered a large portion of southwestern Tokyo, including Shimokitazawa, and was one of the battlefronts against the Huge seeking to invade the city.


      A smile rose to Totori's face as she clapped Misaka on the shoulder. "Look, there's an Odaiba Lily over there, and right over here's an Irma one," she said.


      "The Three Houses of Tokyo are all staking their claims, huh!" remarked Misaka, gazing in the direction of the two Lilies.


      True to its name, Odaiba Girls' School had its campus here in Odaiba. It was founded upon the legend of Beowulf, somewhat akin to Norse mythology. Odaiba—as it was often known—was a Garden famous for the strength of its Lilies, who were all clad in navy-blue uniforms.


      Irma Girls' High School for the Arts was a Garden located in Kiyosumi-Shirakawa, elsewhere in Tokyo. Its Lilies didn't just learn how to fight, but applied themselves to mastering a wide variety of artistic disciplines, such as painting and the performance of music.


      Irma, Ludvico and Odaiba were together known as the "Three Houses of Tokyo," and the defense of the entire city relied upon those three Gardens.


      "It's amazing to have all of the Three Houses here."


      Unable to contain her excitement, Misaka she scanned the crowd for Lilies from other Gardens. "Those two are from Alchemilla and Nakaogushi... and those girls are from Kanba and Herensuge, right?" she exclaimed.


      There were ten Gardens represented at the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference. From Kamakura, Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, St. Mercurius International School, and Alchemilla Girls' Academy had all sent Lilies. The Tokyo Gardens present were Irma Girls' High School for the Arts, Kanba Girls' High School for the Fine Arts, Ludvico Private Girls' Academy, and Odaiba Girls' School. Nakaogushi Girls' Academy, from Ibaraki, had sent Lilies too. Finally, there were Lilies from Herensuge Girls' Academy, and even a few from Ryuto Girls' Academy in Niigata. Each and every one of those Gardens was famous, and there were over fifty Lilies present in total.


      "This is the first time I've ever been somewhere with so many Gardens. I seriously can't wait to see what kind of battles we're gonna have!"


      "Do stay in control of yourself. We don't want anything like that happening again," Totori cautioned her with a sigh.


      "No need to fret. I really do want to get along with everyone this time!" Misaka said, with a cheerful wave of her hand. No sooner had she done so than they were interrupted by a loud voice from nearby.


      "Shirai Yuyu! I would test myself against you!"


      When she heard that voice, all other concerns departed from Misaka's mind.


      "...Huh? What's going on?"


      A throng of people had turned in the direction of the voice. When Misaka looked that way as well, she saw a pair of Lilies. One of them was a Yurigaoka Lily, like Misaka herself, and the other was dressed in a uniform of red and blue. Misaka peered at the latter, and muttered, "Is she from Nakaogushi?"


      Nakaogushi Girls' Academy was from the town of Ogushi in Ibaraki Prefecture. Said to be the strongest Garden in Ibaraki, it contributed to the defense of the entire Hitachi area. And it was a Lily from that Garden who was pressing the Yurigaoka Lily for a response.


      "My name's Senda Koume. I've been wanting to meet you, Shirai Yuyu. Enough that I would've done anything."


      The Yurigaoka Lily who she'd called "Shirai Yuyu" was a girl with beautiful black hair who looked quite mature for her age. But her expression, impassive at all times, radiated a coldness that seemed to put distance between her and everyone around her. She obviously had no interest in Koume, but the other Lily didn't care, and kept on talking.


      "You're the whole reason I came to this conference. I've heard how strong you are. You've been racking up victories all over the place with your legion, Álfheimr, isn't that so? Now duel me, and we'll find out which of us is the better AZ Lily!"
 "......"


      Her words drew the attention of the onlooking Lilies to Yuyu.


      Álfheimr was a legion at Yurigaoka Girls' Academy. They'd formed one year ago, mostly from junior high school Lilies who had been present at the Koshu Withdrawal, and had since been undefeated on the battlefield. There were even people who called them the "strongest of all legions." Álfheimr had twelve members, and most of them were at the conference, but Shirai Yuyu was particularly famous for the sheer number of Huge that she had personally put an end to.


      Yuyu answered the other Lily in a voice that held no trace of emotion.


      "I will not fight you. Might I remind you that this is a technical conference about the Neunwelt Tactic? It is a place for words, not for weapons."


      Her firm response dissuaded Koume not at all.


      "Oh, but that won't do. If I beat you—a member of Álfheimr, the legion everyone waxes all lyrical over the strength of—it'll prove that me and my legion, Thrymheimr, are the real strongest. That's the only reason I'm here right now!"


      "...Did you truly become a Lily so that you could prattle on about who's the strongest?" Yuyu replied.


      The Yurigaoka Lily's rejoinder only caused Koume to raise her voice further. "You call this prattling? I'm saying all this from the heart!" she shouted.


      A smaller girl from Nakaogushi, with a flustered look to her, tried to step in. "Now, now, that wasn't a very nice way to introduce yourself, Koume," she said. "She's the one who's not being very nice to me, Shinano!" Koume replied to the girl—Noguchi Shinano, from the same Garden as her.


      "Being a Lily means I'm risking my life fighting out there, you know!" Koume continued. At this, Yuyu's impassive expression sharpened, ever so slightly.


      "If you're stronger than me, what of it? Will that give you more power to defend others? Everything that you've said to me amounts to no more than a declaration of how shallow you are. People like you don't deserve to be known as Lilies." Yuyu's voice remained quiet, but there was no mistaking how upset she was.


      Yuyu...


      Misaka knew the reason why Yuyu was upset. Every Lily from Yurigaoka knew better than to speak of that to Shirai Yuyu which might remind her of the past.


      Álfheimr's first battle had been the Koshu Withdrawal, and in that battle, Yuyu had lost the one who was like a sister to her. Ever since then, she'd withdrawn and kept her distance from everyone except her companions in Álfheimr. Lilies from Yurigaoka knew that—all of them. Koume didn't, and she was furious.


      "What was that?! Say it to me again!"


      When Koume reached out a hand to grab Yuyu by the shoulder, Misaka darted between the two of them. "Hold your horses, now! I've been listening, and you're quite the bold Lily, aren't you?" she exclaimed to Koume, who was rather taken aback at finding Misaka suddenly in front of her.


      "...And who are you? I believe that I was talking to Shirai Yuyu," she replied.


       

      
 Misaka put her hands on her hips, looking as if nothing could wipe the grin off her face. "I knew you'd ask," she exclaimed. "I'm Kondo Misaka, from Yurigaoka! And my legion, Sanngriðr, is the strongest of all—even stronger than Álfheimr is! So you'd better remember it!"


      "S-Sanngrith...? I can't say I've heard of it."


      Koume looked quite amazed, up until Totori spoke up from further back in the crowd. "Well, that's because it's not an official legion yet," she explained.


      "What? You're not official? At least leave that kind of talk until you've been approved! You've got some nerve for a Lily who isn't even in a proper legion!" exclaimed Koume.


      "Ooh, I get it," said Misaka. "You won't see the truth of my words until I pummel them into you, will you?"


      Before a fight could break out between the two Lilies, a new voice suddenly resounded through the plaza. "Stop right there, the two of you!" Koume and Misaka's fists dropped back to their sides as they turned towards the source of the voice. Standing in the center of the plaza was a mature-looking girl, who was none other than Takegoshi Chihana herself.


      Chihana was both the captain of Legion Álfheimr, and one of the Lilies who had been chosen to preside over the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference. She was known for her beauty, but her face as she glared at Misaka and Koume could have been carved out of ice. Her presence, that of the captain of the strongest of all legions, was remarkable. Neither of the other two Lilies were foolish enough to continue their squabble with her looking upon them.


      "To your places. The technical conference will begin soon," Chihana announced in a calm voice, and the Lilies in the plaza swiftly began to filter inside. Misaka and Koume continued to glare at each other, until Totori urged her friend onward with a murmur of "Let's go." Koume kept up the glare for longer, not even stopping when Shinano grabbed her arm and pulled her away. "I'll settle things with you later," she told Misaka.


      "And I'll show you what I'm made of. Make sure you pay close attention!" Misaka struck a pose, framing one of her eyes between her thumb and index finger, before she whirled around and headed to the meeting place.


      Soon, all the Lilies taking part in the technical conference were gathered together. In front of all the others, who were well over fifty in number, stood the three elite Lilies presiding over the event.


      The first of them was Takegoshi Chihana, from Yurigaoka.


      Although only in her first year, she was a famous Lily and peerless commander who was considered a trendsetter with her innovative strategies revolving around the Neunwelt Tactic. She was one of the Lilies who, at the Koshu Withdrawal, had begun to forge the legend that would later be known as Legion Álfheimr.


      The second Lily was from St. Mercurius: Altea Alessandrini.


      Born to a noble house from Italy, Altea's refined beauty, accented by her magnificent white uniform, made her a captivating sight. She too was famous, as one would expect of anyone known as the "Tyrant of Mercurius."


      The third Lily presiding over the event was Tiuccia Paumgartner.


      She was from St. Mercurius as well. Although her attire and the black parasol she always carried in her hand made her seem eccentric, she was an exceptionally talented Lily, said to be the kind of prodigy that arises only once in each century,


      Chihana was the first to speak.


      "Good day, everyone. Allow me to thank you for joining us here at this Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference. Together, we will spend three days here, and together we will further our knowledge of the practical applications of the Neunwelt Tactic."


      After sweeping her eyes across the crowd, Chihana continued speaking.


      "Since the Koshu Withdrawal, our war against the Huge has intensified with each and every day that passes. The focus upon dueling we have had up until now will soon become inadequate to repel the Huge. To ensure our victory in the future, we Lilies must fight not as many, but as one."


      In recent years, special-type and gigant-type Huge—enemies that had rarely been sighted in the past—had begun to appear in greater numbers. The past approach taken by Lilies, in which individual strength was paramount and tactics focused upon one-on-one dueling, could not contend with such foes.


      "In order to defeat the Huge, and moreover to do so without sacrificing our lives, we must become as adept in the use of the Neunwelt Tactic as we can. And teamwork is fundamental to that."


      The Neunwelt Tactic is a technique that begins with one Lily loading a special bullet into her CHARM, then charging it with her magie. She passes the bullet to her companions, who do the same, creating a sphere of concentrated energy known as a "magiesphere." After nine Lilies have charged the magiesphere, the final one fires it at the enemy Huge.


      After proving its worth against the mightiest Huge such as gigant-types and ultra-types, the Neunwelt Tactic was considered the strongest weapon that Lilies had available to them.


      Altea Alessandrini was the next one to speak.


      "By studying the Neunwelt Tactic together with those from other Gardens and other legions, we'll be able to further the power of our own. That's why I expect each and every one of you to cooperate with one another, as a minimum."


      Altea's meaningful smile made Misaka let out a choked sound akin to an "erk." She glanced over at Koume, who was over with the other Lilies from Nakaogushi, and saw that she looked embarrassed as well. The smile lingering upon her lips, Altea continued.


      "But that's not all I want to get done at this conference. Over the past few years, Caves have begun appearing in Tokyo more and more often. Yet it falls to Ludvico to defend most of the city, and it's no small burden on them. I hope that Gardens from not only Tokyo itself, but the whole of Kanto, can work more closely together to defend Tokyo and face this challenge together."


      Ludvico Private Girls' Academy played a key role in the defense of Tokyo at that time, but increasingly powerful Huge were emerging from the wormholes known as "Caves" that the Huge used as a means of travel. Even Ludvico's most elite Lilies, the Temple Legion, could no longer fight them alone.


      The last of the presiding Lilies, Tiuccia Paumgartner, began to speak.


      "Therefore, at this technical conference, let us strive together without regard for the different Gardens from which we hail, and apply ourselves to training alongside all those present here over the three days to come."


      Misaka grinned, with unbeatable confidence.


      "That's how it's going to be, huh?" she said. "Can't wait to take on every Lily, from every Garden, who's game for a duel. I want to see what they've got. All of them."


      "When you get like this, Misaka, I can't help but feel like there's going to be trouble again," Totori said, with a quiet sigh.


      Up front, Chihana was making her final address to the assembled Lilies. "Then let's get right to training," she announced. "First, we'll divide ourselves up according to..." But she got no further before it happened.


      A shrill alarm sounded from the direction of the Odaiba coastline, followed by countless others from all along the coast.


      "What? Are the Huge here?!"


      As she glanced around, Misaka saw that all the Lilies had been startled by the sound of the alarm. Then Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie, from Ludvico, pointed up at the sky. "Look at that! All of you, please!" she exclaimed.


      Misaka looked up, and saw that dark clouds had suddenly begun to cover the sky, coming from the direction of Tokyo Bay. The assembled Lilies hurriedly looked that way, towards the part of the coast nearest the International Exhibition Center. In that direction was the northeastern part of Odaiba, known as Wakasu.


      As if a sudden squall were taking place, they saw repeated flashes of light, each one accompanied by a thunderous roar. The dark clouds, akin to storm clouds, rushed over the sky and soon covered the whole of Odaiba.


      Misaka furrowed her brow at the dark clouds and the flashing light within. "I've got a really bad feeling about this..." she muttered.


      What looked like lightning was in fact the light of magie. It was a known phenomenon when massive Caves formed. If on this occasion, it was fierce enough to change the weather and generate lightning, it was possible that a veritable disaster was upon them.


      Suddenly, Tsukioka Momiji from Odaiba Girls' School widened her eyes in realization. "Don't tell me..." she murmured.


      "Momiji-san, has something occurred to you?" Chihana asked her, and Momiji nodded.


      "Yes. A while ago, we had a Cave in that area, and from out of it came ant-like Huge we hadn't seen the like of before, in large numbers. It's possible that the same thing is about to happen once more."


      Kawamura Yuzuriha—also from Odaiba Girls' School, and standing by Momiji's side—had a troubled frown on her face.


      "Large numbers? More like absurd numbers. If those things show up again, we've gotta smash the Cave that's letting them through, or we're in for another doozy of a fight."


      The Area Defense system that was set up throughout Tokyo was potent; it usually prevented the formation of large Caves in the city itself, but it didn't cover the offshore areas. That was why the Light Wall System existed, as a barrier to Huge trying to come from the sea. It was the duty of Odaiba Girls' School to block gigant-types from entering Tokyo with the Light Wall System, and that of course also meant protecting the system itself.


      Staring at the distant Cave, Hishida Haru of Odaiba muttered to herself, "But that Cave was nowhere near the size of this one..."


      The sight of the Cave left everyone without words. Lightning crackled around it, and a dreadful roar resounded from its direction. The sound was like that of the earth quaking, the wind howling fiercely, or a great crowd shouting in excitement.


      "J-Just what... is that awful noise?" asked Fujita Asagao of Odaiba, worry written on her face as she beheld the Cave. Peering down at the tablet in her hands, Tono Natsuki of Yurigaoka answered her.


      "I've just received information from the military, everyone! They've detected the ant-like Huge near that giant Cave, as well as stronger signals. It's entirely possible that large-types and gigant-types are coming through that Cave!"


      "Oh, no... and it's when none of the older Lilies are here..." said Kuroki Francisca Yuria, gazing at the dark clouds above in trepidation.


      At the same time as the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference was taking place, second and third-year Lilies from a number of Gardens had departed to Chiba in force, in order to recapture the Makuhari area.


      Shirai Yuyu of Yurigaoka addressed the others. "Words will do us no good here," she declared. "We must destroy the Cave before further Huge emerge from it."


      Standing next to Yuyu was Yoshimura Thi Mai of Yurigaoka. "Hold up, Yuyu! It's dangerous to race out there before we know more about the enemy!" Mai cautioned the other girl.


      "Wouldn't the best course of action be to wait for orders from our Gardens?" suggested Tada Shiera of Yurigaoka to the gathered Lilies.


      "We don't have time for that. We need to go stop those hordes of ant-like Huge at once," Saigo Kurena of Odaiba argued.


      Everyone could feel that a disaster was upon them, but when they knew so little about the enemy, it was clearly suicidal to confront them without a plan. Moreover, with only first-year Lilies present at the technical conference, many of them had little combat experience. As it became obvious that nobody knew what to do, unease settled in, and the murmurs built towards a cacophony.


      Misaka looked around at the others. She took the deepest breath that she could, then let it out in a shout that resounded throughout the entire plaza.


      "HEY! LISTEN TO ME!"


      The sheer volume of her voice caused everyone's eyes to snap her way. Misaka grinned powerfully back at the dumbfounded Lilies.


      "We can do this! We've got plenty of Lilies here who can handle a fight like this. As long as we all work together, we'll pull this off somehow. I just know it!"


      Next to her, Totori looked exasperated, while Touka wore an amused smile.


      "Gosh, Misaka, do you ever think before you open your mouth?"
 "Now, now. Sometimes it's nice that she doesn't."


      A smile rose to Altea's face, and she turned to Chihana. "Misaka said it well," she remarked. "If we can't face a challenge like this and prevail, are we truly Lilies?"


      "......"


      Gazing in the direction of Wakasu Park, Chihana was deep in thought. She suddenly called out to Tono Natsuki. "Natsuki, I want you find out everything you can about that giant Cave," she instructed. "Momiji-san, you and your classmates contact Odaiba Girls' School. See if they can send out a sensor drone to fly over that Cave for us."


      "Understood!" replied Natsuki with a determined expression, and Momiji and her companions from Odaiba likewise got to work. With a final glance at them, Chihana turned to speak to Altea and Tiuccia.


      "I've reviewed what we know about those ant-like special-types... let's call them 'Soldier Ants.' They're fierce fighters, but they can't jump or fly, and they dislike the water as well. If the bulk of our enemies are Soldier Ants, we can expect to be attacked only by the land routes. And if that's true, we'll be able to keep them at bay."


      "From the sounds of it, you have a battle plan coming together," Tiuccia said. "Would you care to let us in on it?"


      Chihana obliged her and Altea with an explanation. "With those Lilies we have here, let's form five divisions," she said. "The first division and the fifth division will mount assaults upon the Cave from the north and south. Meanwile, the second and third divisions will help the civilian population in central Odaiba get to shelter. Finally, the fourth division's role will be to provide backup to the others as needed."


      "I take it you've got the makeup of the divisions in mind already?" Altea asked with a smile. Chihana nodded. "Of course," she replied, and turned to the others.


      "I will now announce the members of the five divisions," she declared, and the Lilies gave her their full attention.


      "The First Division, which will be tasked with destroying the giant cave, will be: From Yurigaoka, Shirai Yuyu, Izumi Botan, Taniguchi Hijiri, Sono Mao, Mozuna Noa, and me. From Ludvico, Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie. From Irma, Ichinomiya Himari and Hibino Waku. And finally, from Odaiba, Kawamura Yuzuriha."


      Chihana thus stated, in rapid succession, the names of the ten Lilies who would be in the First Division and tasked with destroying the giant Cave.


      Among them, Takegoshi Chihana herself, the commander of Álfheimr—and Shirai Yuyu, who had slain countless Huge as part of Álfheimr's AZ. Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie, the famous Lily from Ludvico known for her beautifully elegant manner of fighting, and the others who she'd named were all Lilies with considerable combat experience.


      "Next, the Second Division, which will assist civilians in evacuating," Chihana began. "From Yurigaoka, Amano Soraha, Kiko Totori, Hasebe Touka, and Kondo Misaka. From Irma, Tejima Komachi. From Mercurius, Altea Alessandrini. From Ludvico, Seto Veronica Ichika. From Odaiba, Tsukioka Momiji. From Ryuto Girls' Academy, Sengo Yuna and Amatsu Marei..."


      When she heard her name called, Misaka mumbled, "Huh?"


      "H-Hey, hold up, now! Why didn't you put me in one of the attack squads?!" she interrupted. Misaka had been certain that she'd be given a heroic task like destroying the Cave or facing off against the Huge. It hadn't even occurred to her that she might be sent to evacuate civilians instead.


      Unfortunately for her, Chihana wasn't willing to hear her objection.


      "This is an emergency. Keeping civilians safe is of the utmost importance. We have little idea what situations we'll have to contend with in this battle, and that is why I am assigning our most adaptable Lilies to the Second and Third Divisions," she informed Misaka bluntly, then continued on to listing the members of the Third Division.


      "The Third Division will also assist civilians in evacuating. From Yurigaoka, Banshoya Ena, Watanabe Akane, and Akashi Manaka. From Odaiba, Fujita Asagao and Hishida Haru. From Herensuge Girls' Academy, Serizawa Chikaru..."


       

      
 When Chihana simply ignored her complaint, Misaka let out a big sigh. "I thought she could tell how strong I was..." she muttered. "I know how you feel, but you just have to wait until you get your chance," said Totori from beside her, trying to soothe her.


      "I know, but still," Misaka said, her cheeks puffing out in a pout.


      "It's an honor to be given the duty of escorting civilians to safety," said Touka encouragingly. "It isn't being on the front line and fighting the Huge that makes you the most important Lily on the battlefield. Besides, we don't know yet how the battle will evolve, do we?"


      "Suppose you're right. Then I'm gonna do the best darn job of getting people to safety you've ever seen," Misaka replied, with determination. Touka gave her a smile, murmuring, "That's the spirit."


      "The Fourth Division shall be: From Mercurius, Tiuccia Paumgartner and Lialidell Eschenbach. From Ludvico, Kuroki Francisca Yuria. From Yurigaoka, Yamanashi Hibari and Imagawa Homare. From Odaiba..." Chihana listed the members of the Fourth Division, and then finally the Fifth.


      "Like the First Division, your mission will be that of destroying the Cave. From Nakaogushi, Noguchi Shinano, Senda Koume, Sasaki Yasuna, and Danzuka Erisa. From Yurigaoka, Yoshimura Thi Mai and Tono Natsuki. From Odaiba, Kawabata Hotaru..."


      Chihana had chosen Lilies from Nakaogushi to make up the core of the Fifth Division. She turned to Noguchi Shinano and addressed her personally.


      "Shinano-san. Our divisions shall mount a pincer attack on the Cave together. I have faith that Ibaraki's strongest will be able to see this done with us."


      "...We won't let you down. Let's all end this together," Shinano replied, her determination clear in her voice. By her side, Koume pumped her fist, exclaiming "Yeah!"


      "I should've been chosen to help attack the Cave," Misaka muttered, gritting her teeth and clenching her fists when Koume gave her a triumphant smile.


      Chihana addressed all the Lilies. "Now let us prepare for battle," she declared. At her words, every Lily took her CHARM out from its bag.


      Some of the Lilies were determined to do their duty. Others were excited by the formidable enemies they were about to face. And yet others were trembling in fear and dread. Misaka clutched her CHARM tightly in her hand, the thrill of the battle that was to come surging through her.


      But at that moment, an earth-shaking roar sounded through the whole of Odaiba.


      It was beyond comparison with the ongoing roar of the Cave, instantly drowning out every other noise that Misaka and the other Lilies could have heard.


      "What now...?"


      "Wait, wait, WAIT. Don't tell me that's..." Kawamura Yuzuriha shouted, staring in the direction of the giant Cave. Misaka turned towards it as well, and was hardly able to believe what she was seeing.


      "What... is that?"


      Wreathed in lightning, a monstrous figure with a vaguely humanoid shape was becoming visible in the depths of the Cave. It was hard to make it out with the way that Caves distorted space, but it was likely over a hundred meters tall. It towered over the nearby Tokyo Gate Bridge that crossed the sea and connected the island of Odaiba to mainland Tokyo.


      When she caught sight of the monster, even Chihana's eyes grew wide in shock.


      "Could that be..."


      It was far larger than even a gigant-type, and the center of its body glowed fiercely with the light of magie. Upon the very sight of it, everyone understood that the changes in the weather must have been the doing of that creature. There was only one type of Huge which had that degree of power.


      Tono Natsuki and Tsukioka Momiji, who had been tasked with investigating the giant Cave, suddenly returned on the verge of panic.


      "Your attention, please! That's an ultra-type! I repeat, we have confirmed that is an ultra-type!"


      "An ultra-type Huge?!"


      The color drained from everyone's faces upon hearing those words. Even Misaka stood dumbfounded, unable to believe what she'd just heard. And as they looked upon the monster that had emerged from the lightning, each and every Lily there found herself shivering in fear.


      
~ ~ ~
 


      "You're absolutely certain it's an Ultra-type?" Takegoshi Chihana asked Tono Natsuki, and the other Lily nodded.


      "There's no doubt of it. Our sensor data on it matches up with an Ultra-type in every regard. But also, when I consulted the cloud database in my Magi Crystal Core, it didn't correspond to an Ultra from any Nest we have on record. And that probably means it's..."


      Chihana's voice dropped to a quiet murmur as she finished Natsuki's thought for her.


      "A nestless Ultra."


      The eyes of every Lily there shot wide open upon hearing those words, and Kondo Misaka was no exception.


      A nestless Ultra? Are you kidding me?!


      Misaka cast her thoughts back to what she'd learned in her classes at Yurigaoka Girls' Academy. Ultra-types were the largest of all Huge, and served as their queens. They had the key role of building the places known as "Nests," from which a variety of Huge spawned to menace nearby regions.


      But when for some reason an Ultra-type lost its Nest, they began searching for a place to build a new one. When that happened, people called them "nestless Ultras."


      Rumor had it that nestless Ultras were so ferocious that when they encroached upon human cities, they caused damage on the scale of a natural disaster.


      That monster wreathed in lightning, over a hundred meters tall, could easily destroy the whole of Odaiba were it to go on the rampage.


      "Why is a nestless Ultra here?" whispered Honma Akehi, from Kanba, as she stared at it.


      Kawanabe Nazuna, from Odaiba Girls' School, wore an unusually grim face. "We've never had anything that size show up on Odaiba before," she muttered.


      Her face equally grim, Tsukioka Momiji continued her report. "We can't be certain, but there's a possibility that the nestless Ultra was attracted to the negative magie lingering at the remains of the Soldier Ants' nest on Wakasu, and chose that spot to create a giant Cave for that reason," she explained.


      Between the Soldier Ants, the Ultra-type, and the other Huge that would likely emerge from the Cave, Odaiba faced a disaster unlike any it ever had before.


      "Chihana, this changes things," Altea Alessandrini said urgently. "If we're up against a nestless Ultra, the Lilies we have here are no match for it. Wouldn't it be better to retreat to safety?"


      When Misaka looked around her, she could see nothing but uneasy faces. While some strong Lilies such as those from Legion Álfheimr and Nakaogushi Girls' Academy were present, the majority of Lilies around were first-years with little combat experience. Sending girls like those to fight a nestless Ultra was the height of absurdity.


      Chihana, her eyes fixed upon the nestless Ultra like all of theirs were, spoke quietly in response.


      "If we fall back now, not only will Odaiba be utterly destroyed, it's quite possible that the Light Wall System will be as well. Should that happen, it will place the entire city of Tokyo at grave risk."


      The Light Wall System that bordered Odaiba was designed to stop Gigant-types at most. There was no telling whether it would be able to withstand the fury of a nestless Ultra. If it could not and ceased to function, the Huge would then be able to invade Tokyo in force from the bay, causing an unfathomable amount of damage to the coastal areas.


      "And if we call for reinforcements, it will be some time before they can make it here from Makuhari..." remarked Banshoya Ena of Yurigaoka, gazing at the distant Cave.


      At that very moment, most second and third-year Lilies from the Tokyo area and Kamakura Prefecture were away on the Makuhari Recapture Expedition. All the Lilies on Odaiba knew that the Ultra-type would begin to move long before anyone came to their aid.


      With a dour expression, Tiuccia Paumgartner remarked, "If Odaiba falls, it won't be possible to liberate Makuhari either."


      "If Odaiba falls, it will stir up the Huge enough to put the Lilies over at Makuhari in danger as well," Taniguchi Hijiri of Yurigaoka said in agreement.


      "......"


      Chihana had spend some time deep in thought, but in time she raised her head, her expression resolute.


      "We must stop the nestless Ultra. Right now, there are none except for us who can protect Odaiba, Tokyo, and our sisters-in-arms at Makuhari."


      "B-But, how can we possibly do that?" asked Serizawa Chikaru of Herensuge in a trembling voice. Chihana gave her an earnest, reassuring smile.


      "Don't worry. Victory is within our grasp," she said. "The nestless Ultra's only just come out of the Cave. We should have some time before it goes on the attack. Isn't that so, Natsuki?"


      Holding her tablet in one hand, Natsuki nodded.


      "Correct. Right now, I believe the Ultra-type is focused upon supplying the Soldier Ants and other Huge present with magie, and also on reshaping the large Cave into its Nest. For that reason, I believe we have some time before it will begin to take action, or move away from the Cave. But I'm afraid I can't say how much," she explained.


      "Once the Ultra-type finishes building its Nest, it will join the battle... and between that and the further Huge that will spawn, keeping our hold on Odaiba will become impossible," added Yamanashi Hibari of Yurigaoka.


      "...So that is to say, we've got up until that thing finishes its Nest?" asked Ichinomiya Himari of Irma, and Chihana nodded to her.


      "Yes. That's why, if we can reach the Cave while the Ultra-type is still preoccupied, we'll be able to defeat it with the Neunwelt Tactic. And that is how we will win," she said.


      "I see. Not a bad strategy," remarked Altea, with a bold grin on her face.


      As if she were still one of the presiding Lilies, Chihana turned to the others assembled and addressed them.


      "In order to protect Odaiba, Tokyo, and also our sisters-in-arms at Makuhari, we must put an end to that nestless Ultra. Would all of you lend me your strength?"


      Upon hearing the fervor in Chihana's voice, the Lilies gave her a determined nod of reply.


      Then, as the storm clouds gathered above, they prepared for battle. As there was no telling how much time they had before the Ultra-type finished building its Nest, it was critical to begin the counteroffensive as soon as they could. The Lilies rushed about, making sure their CHARMs were in good condition and reviewing maps and mission plans on their tablets.


      As she set about getting her CHARM ready, Misaka watched Chihana, concerned for her friend. Chihana was speaking with the Fifth Division, addressing the Lilies who she'd appointed as its commander and vice-commander.


      "According to Natsuki's sensors, there's a dense concentration of Huge particles on the southern side of Wakasu Park," she was saying. "There is thus a danger a second Cave may later open in that vicinity."


      The Soldier Ants were averse to water, so they would be advancing over Odaiba via the northern and southern land routes, but on account of the concentration of Huge particles, the Lilies were predicting the bulk of them would take the southern route.


      "Our original plan has not changed; the First Division and Fifth Division will execute a pincer attack. We, the First Division, will fight our way to the giant Cave via the southern route." Chihana turned to look at her battle partners in the First Division. Shirai Yuyu, Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie, and the other famous Lilies who would stand with her all had resolution written on their faces.


      Noguchi Shinano of Nakaogushi nodded to Chihana. "Understood. You can count on us to secure the northern route until the First Division's regrouped with us," she said. Shinano swept her eyes across the rest of the Fifth Division, who nodded to her with determined expressions—except for Senda Koume, who was grinning fiercely.


      "Taking out that nestless Ultra's going to be one heck of a trophy!" Koume remarked.


      Chihana then turned her attention to Tsukioka Momiji, in the Second Division. "Momiji-san," she said. "Contact Odaiba Girls' School and the military at once, and have them activate the Light Wall System. Then coordinate with them to get the civilians on Odaiba evacuated. We must not let any of the Huge enter Tokyo until we've destroyed the giant Cave."


      "Understood," Momiji replied in a nervous tone. "You can count on us." Kawamura Yuzuriha, from the First Division, walked over to her.


      "Momiji. Take good care of 'em all, okay?"


      "...You'd better take good care of yourself, Yuzu," Momiji replied. Looking as if she were about to burst into tears, she grabbed Yuzuriha's hands and drew the other Lily into a tight embrace.


      "Don't you worry about me," Yuzuriha told her. "If I get hurt, I can't very well protect Odaiba, can I?"


      "Altea," Chihana said. "We're facing an Ultra-type. Anything could happen from now on. If something happens to the First and Fifth Divisions, you and Momiji-san are to take command of the battle."


      "Understood," Altea replied, with a slight smile. "Focus on the enemy before you and don't concern yourself with the rest." Chihana returned Altea's smile with a nod.


      At that moment, Touka rushed up to Chihana. "Please, Chihana!" she exclaimed. "Let me go with you! You're putting yourself in the greatest danger of any of us, and I want to at least be there to support you!"


      "T-Touka?" Misaka stammered, taken aback by her friend's unexpected request. Chihana looked no less surprised as Touka, her eyes fixed steadfastly upon the other Lily, continued to speak.


      "None of us know what will happen when we try to fight a nestless Ultra," she begged. "If I'm there, and something goes wrong, then I'll be able to help. So please let me go with you!"


      Chihana met Touka's eyes, and shook her head without hesitation.


      "You mustn't," she said. "The Second Division needs you. You have to help Altea-san and Momiji-san get the civilians to safety. Protecting them is our duty as Lilies."


      "But if something happens to you..." Touka pleaded, tears coming to her eyes.


      ...Touka...


      Misaka knew that nobody meant more to Touka than Chihana did. Ever since Chihana had become captain of Legion Álfheimr, Touka had earnestly wished to stand with her and be her greatest pillar of support. And now Chihana, on account of the powerful foe she would fight, was all but marching to her death. Misaka didn't doubt that it was making Touka sick with worry.


      Misaka knew exactly how Touka felt at that moment—for she, herself, felt much the same way about Touka. She was an irreplaceable friend and confident.


      When Misaka had been a child, she had seemed a prodigy, set to be an incredible Lily in the future. But when she'd failed to awaken to her Rare Skill, it was as if all that had been snatched away from her. Only Touka had stayed with her, supporting Misaka and reassuring that she had worth as a Lily. If Touka hadn't been there for her, Misaka didn't know what would have become of her.


      That was why Misaka felt it was her purpose to support Touka as well. To watch over her. She couldn't bear to see Touka so sad, and so she called out to Chihana.


      "If you're going to take on the nestless Ultra, shouldn't you bring all of Álfheimr with you?"


      Legion Álfheimr had won countless battles, until it had become known as the 'strongest of all legions.' If anyone could defeat a nestless Ultra, it was all of them, together. But once more, without a trace of hesitation, Chihana shook her head and rejected the suggestion.


      "There are many Lilies here who have little combat experience. We in Álfheimr must divide ourselves in order to watch over them. If we do not, I fear this will be a repeat of the Koshu Withdrawal."


      "...Chihana..."


      When Chihana said that, Misaka and Touka found themselves unable to argue. For they knew that Chihana carried no regrets more painful than those she bore from Koshu.


      Álfheimr had been born one year ago, on the occasion later known as the Koshu Withdrawal. Takegoshi Chihana, Hasebe Touka, Shirai Yuyu and several other Lilies mainly from Yurigaoka's junior high division had been in Koshu for a training camp. Then they'd been given the task of evacuating the civilians in Koshu to safety.


      Although they had succeeded at that mission, victory had come at the price of one of their number. Kawazoe Misuzu, whom Yuyu had taken an oath of sisterhood with—the "Schutzengel's Oath," a tradition of Yurigaoka Girls' Academy—had died that day, and every member of Álfheimr still deeply felt the pain of her loss.


      Chihana had been vice-captain at the time. She in particular blamed herself, wondering if her battle strategy had been the cause of Misuzu's death. That was why, this time, she had decided to distribute the members of Álfheimr among the five divisions, in order that they could protect everyone with their wealth of combat experience.


      With a deep sigh, Chihana placed both of her hands on Touka's shoulders. "Touka," she said. "I have no doubt that chaos awaits us, and we won't be able to stay in contact when that happens. And when it does, you're someone I can count on to carry out my strategy. That's why the two of us must fight our own battles. It's for the sake of protecting our friends... and it's the only way we can do our duty as Lilies. You know that very well, don't you?"


      "......"


      Though her eyes were moist with tears, Touka nodded to Chihana.


      "We've detected a horde of Soldier Ants emerging from the giant Cave, everyone!" Tono Natsuki suddenly called out, causing all the Lilies to tense up.


      Tsukioka Momiji then reported the results of her conversation with Odaiba Girls' School. "They're seeing small-type Huge appear on coastal areas all around Odaiba," she said. "The Lilies still at Odaiba Girls' School have engaged them, but also, the military says they're encountering delays with their plan to evacuate the civilians using gunships!"


      "Then we've no time to waste!" exclaimed Chihana. "First Division, let's move out!" She readied her CHARM, but before she could make to leave, Touka called out to her.


      "Chihana, please stay safe!" she exclaimed.


       

      "...As I fight, I'll be praying that you're safe, too," Chihana replied. As she and Touka embraced one another, she looked over at Misaka. "Misaka," she said. "Watch over Touka for me."


      Misaka, who had been standing close by Touka, nodded fiercely. "I will," she declared. "I'll be there too, so Touka's bound to come back without a scratch. I'll see to it."


      "Needless to say, I'm not going to die if I can help it," Touka offered.


      Upon a nod from Chihana, the leaders of the five divisions announced loudly, "The counteroffensive begins now! Let's move out!" And so the divisions of Lilies went their separate ways, towards the separate battles they would fight.


      The First Division departed at a brisk run, and Touka gazed at their silhouettes as they grew smaller and smaller. Misaka clapped her on the shoulder, grinning. "C'mon," she said. "It's Chihana. If anyone can handle this, it's her."


      Touka scrubbed her eyes with her sleeve, then turned to Misaka with a determined expression. "You're right," she replied. "Now all of us must do what we can." With a firm nod of agreement from Misaka, the two of them went to join their teammates.


      When Misaka and Touka joined them, the other members of the Second Division were already assembled and looking their way. Her CHARM in hand, Kiko Totori addressed the two of them. "You're late. We need to get moving," she said.


      As she apologized to the others, Misaka took a good look at her teammates. "Whoa, we've got a whole bunch of famous Lilies lined up here," she remarked.


      Ten Lilies had been selected to form the Second Division. Those were Kondo Misaka, Hasebe Touka, Kiko Totori, and Soraha Amano from Yurigaoka; Tejima Komachi from Irma; Altea Alessandrini from Mercurius; Tsukioka Momiji from Odaiba; Sengo Yuna and Amatsu Marei from Ryuto; and finally Seto Veronica Ichika from Irma.


      The commander of the Second Division, Altea Alessandrini, offered her hand to Misaka. "I'm Altea Alessandrini. Pleasure to meet you," she said. "I would have quite liked to cross swords with the nestless Ultra myself, bu the duty of any respectable Lily is not just to fight, but to protect the common people. I'm looking forward to seeing what all of you can do, my good sirs."


      Tsukioka Momiji, the pressure she was feeling written on her face, spoke up next. "Our mission is to repel any Huge in the Aomi and Shin-Kiba areas, and to help the civilians there evacuate," she said. "Let's escort them until they reach safe shelter."


      With a deep sigh, Sengo Yuna commented, "How unfortunate that this should happen when I was merely here to escort Marei back to Ryuto myself... but now that it has, it's a matter of our Garden's honor. Rest assured that we shall do our part."


      By her side, Amatsu Marei nodded, her expression cheerful. "Right, right, that's the spirit," she said. "Let's show these ladies that our Garden is the equal of theirs, shall we?"


      Sengo Yuna and Amatsu Marei were both from Ryuto Girls' Academy, a well-known Garden from Niigata. Yuna had not been particularly renowned at that time, but Marei was already known far and wide as a genius Arsenal. Though she was officially a Lily belonging to Ryuto, she traveled the entire country crafting CHARMs for Lilies who caught her eye, and had earned the nickname of "The Wandering Arsenal."


      Marei had been staying at Yurigaoka when Ryuto Girls' Academy sent Yuna to call her back. Before they left, they'd decided to attend the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference.


      With a smile, Tejima Komachi introduced herself next. "Nice to meet you all!" she said. "Let's do what we can, all of us!" Komachi was a Lily at Irma Girls' High School for the Arts, and one of the Garden's "Elite Four." She had a natural knack for fighting in the AZ, and was renowned for the swiftness of her movements as she fought.


      Seto Veronica Ichika shook hands with Misaka. "I'm Seto Veronica Ichika," she said curtly. "Well met." She was a famous Lily from Ludvico Private Girls' Academy who, even as a first-year, had been selected for its elite Temple Legion numerous times.


      Finally, Misaka went and offered her hand to Amano Soraha. "We ended up in the same division, huh, Sora?" she remarked. "Well, now's my chance to outdo you."


      Like Chihana and Touka, Soraha was a member of Legion Álfheimr—its vice-captain, in fact. She was cheerful, friendly, and an incredibly capable Lily with many accomplishments to her name and no flaws to speak of, making her one of the most popular Lilies at Yurigaoka. To Misaka, Soraha was a friend and also a rival.


      With a smile, Soraha shook the hand Misaka had offered her. "Thanks for helping Yuyu out earlier," she said. Shirai Yuyu was one of Soraha's teammates in Legion Álfheimr, and so Soraha was always looking out for her. Misaka knew that Soraha must have been worried when Koume started arguing with Yuyu, and relieved when she had stepped between the two of them.


      "No big deal," she replied. "After all, I was only telling the truth when I said that Sanngriðr's gonna be stronger than Álfheimr is." Misaka's bold declaration drew a strained chuckle from Soraha, but suddenly the other Lily drew close and whispered in her ear.


      "...Is Touka all right?" Soraha asked.


      Misaka glanced at Touka, and saw her friend checking over her CHARM with a sad, yet determined look on her face. Suddenly concerned for her, she called out to Touka in a bright, encouraging voice. "C'mon, Touka. Let's do this!"


      "Right," said Touka with a nod. It was at that moment that Momiji addressed all of them. "We've detected a swarm of Huge on the Aomi coast! They're attacking the military installations!" she announced.


      Altea, the Second Division's captain, issued her orders. "Second Division, we're moving out!" she declared, and the ten Lilies readied their CHARMs for battle. Misaka gripped her trusted partner, the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi, in hand.


      "Let's go!"


      The Second Division set off briskly in the direction of Aomi.


      


      Aomi was a coastal neighborhood on the southern side of Odaiba.


      In addition to the fortifications and other military buildings set up there in case of attack by the Huge, Odaiba's seaport and dock facilities were still there, though they did not bustle with activity as they once had. Misaka and the rest of the Second Division swiftly made their way towards both at a running pace.


      When they neared the coast, they saw that the battle had already begun.


      "Look at all those Huge! And this isn't even anywhere near the front line!"


      Dozens of small-type Huge had crawled up out of the ocean and were attacking the fortifications and the nearby civilians. A number of the buildings had flames and black smoke rising from them, and some cars on the roads had taken hits, too. The personnel from the fortifications and the civilians from the docks were running for their lives; they'd been sent into a panic by the sight of the nestless Ultra over at Wakasu Park.


      Standing in defense of the civilians were some military soldiers and Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School. The Lilies were all armed with the first-generation CHARMs known as Jötunn-Schwerts, clearly marking them as being from Odaiba's junior high school division.


      The group of young girls were swinging their CHARMs this way and that in an attempt to shield the civilians from the encroaching Huge, but it was obvious from their stiff movements that they had little fighting experience.


      "Please calm down, everyone!" shouted a Lily standing on the roadway, desperately attempting to calm down the civilians even as she fought. But no one heeded her words, and as the battle raged around her, a small-type Huge barreled into her.


      "Aagh!"


      Sent flying, the junior-high Lily skidded along the ground. As she lay there, dazed by the impact, the small-type pounced at her.


      "Haaaah!"


      At that very moment, Misaka leapt forward and cleaved the small-type in two with a single slash of her blade. A prototype built by Amatsu Heavy Industries, the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi—a CHARM designed exclusively for Misaka's use—had a silhouette much like that of a traditional Japanese sword.


       

      
 Landing on the ground, Misaka glared at the small-types surrounding her. "Who wants a piece of me next?" she said. Two of the small-types rushed at her.


      Misaka shifted her grip on the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi low, as if she'd just drawn it from its scabbard with an iaijutsu technique, and then swiftly lashed out with it. Countless blows rained upon the two small-types, shredding them to pieces. The junior-high Lily and the civilians nearby were stunned by her feat of slaying three small-types in hardly more than an instant.


      "...Incredible..." whispered the younger Lily.


      Misaka whirled around and smiled down at her. "You did good," she said. "Leave the rest to us, okay?"


      She then turned to the civilians, with a grin so bright that it was practically blinding. "Everyone!" she called out. "You're safe now that we're here. We'll get you inside the Light Wall for sure!"


      It was Misaka's brilliant smile that drew the eyes of the civilians and the junior-high Lilies alike to her, but soon they also noticed her uniform—that of the famous Yurigaoka Girls' Academy. "Yurigaoka's come to save us!" people began to exclaim in relief.


      Misaka exhaled slowly as she relaxed, but then the Lily she'd saved suddenly jabbed a finger at something behind her. "Look out!" she shouted.


      Whirling around as fast as she could, Misaka saw a small-type leaping towards her. She brought the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi to bear, but then—


      "Haaaah!"


      Altea thrust her trusted CHARM, the Murglais, into the small-type's side. Despite how slender the blade was, when she skewered the monster with the Murglais, it exploded from the force of it.


      "That's quite the sword..."


      Misaka stood there, stunned, as Altea gave her blade a graceful twirl. She had the bearing of an elegant princess, but Altea Alessandrini's fierce manner of fighting was precisely what one would expect of the "Tyrant of Mercurius." The civilians, who recognized her and her St. Mercurius uniform at once, began to cheer even more.


      As the crowd cheered for her, Altea turned to Misaka. "Carelessness is the deadliest of foes," she remarked with a smirk. Looking annoyed, Misaka retorted, "Whatever! I was ready for that one, y'know!"


      "Then, sir, I look forward to seeing just how ready you are henceforth," Altea replied. She cast her eyes around at the small-types scuttling towards them from every direction.


      With a shout of "Yaaah!", Soraha leapt into the air and cut down one of the beasts with her Proto-Gram. Meanwhile, Totori and Touka were putting down the enemy with ranged fire from their own CHARMs, the Ancile and Aspid-Zmey.


      "It's time to show them what we've been training for!"
 "Indeed. I'm not going to let Chihana down!"


      The Lilies cut down small-type after small-type, but they continued to flood up out of the sea. "The Ultra must have them agitated," Ichika said as she cleaved a foe apart with her Gungnir.


      "Let's finish 'em off quick and get everyone evacuated!" exclaimed Komachi as she rapidly dashed from foe to foe, striking each one down with her Lichtbringer. Meanwhile, Momiji surveyed the battle and shouted orders to her companions.


      "Yuna-san, Ichika-san, Soraha-san, the enemies on the right are yours. Misaka-san, Altea-san, Komachi-san, please take care of the left side. Marei-san, Totori-san, Touka-san, stay here in the center and help the junior-high Lilies keep the civilians safe."


      With a reply of "Understood!", the members of the Second Division split up. As Misaka hefted the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi once again, she shouted to her companions, "Off I go!"


      Between her and the other members of the Second Division, they soon thinned the numbers of the small-type Huge, and gradually new ones ceased to pour up out of the ocean.


      After deciding that their immediate surroundings were safe enough, Momiji called out to the junior-high Lilies and soldiers. "Girls, could you lead the civilians that are here to the monorail station and have them board the armored cars?" she asked. "And you from the military, I'd like you to look around and make sure there isn't anyone who has yet to evacuate."


      The younger Lilies eagerly agreed, and with the soldiers' help, they soon had all the civilians headed to the station.


      The main means of transportation on Odaiba was a monorail. Its cars were armored in case of attack by the Huge, and the stations themselves were also reinforced for use as a defense shelter. Once the armored cars arrived, they would convey the citizens to safety inside the Light Wall.


      After she'd cut down the last of the small-types, Misaka heaved a large sigh. "Whew," she said. "Looks like that's the end of things for now." They had successfully dealt with the first wave of Huge.


      Altea walked over to Momiji, addressing her. "That was the tactical acumen I'd expect of an Odaiba Lily," she commented. "You weren't a member of the Funada Reserve Team for nothing."


      "Thank you," replied Momiji. "But the battle has only just begun. We have to keep everyone on Odaiba safe until they're able to evacuate to the other side of the Light Wall."


      Letting out a deep sigh, Momiji began to walk away, but then she suddenly swayed unsteadily on her feet.


      With a start, Altea shot out her hand to support Momiji's body. "Careful, now," she said.


      "E-Excuse me!" Momiji stammered, hastily steadying herself, which drew a faint smile from the other Lily. "I'm quite charmed by your resolve, but it won't do for you to push yourself," Altea told her. "We are sisters-in-arms. Please, do not hesitate to rely on me when you must."


      "...Thank you. I'll do that," Momiji said with a nod, her cheeks flushing red.


      Whoa, Altea's every bit the ladykiller that they say she is.


      As Misaka stood there, taken aback by what she'd just seen, Touka walked over to her. "Well done, Misaka," the other Lily said. Misaka smiled at her, and nodded, with a murmur of "Yeah."


      "It was wonderful, Misaka, the way you encouraged both the civilians and the younger Lilies. I think the way you never lose heart is the best thing about you," Touka continued, obviously meaning every word of it.


      Misaka beamed at the compliment. "Well, it just comes naturally, y'know?" she replied.


      Totori turned towards the two of them. "Don't get too relaxed, you two," she scolded. "We've only just gotten started. We're far from done getting all the civilians off Odaiba and inside the Light Wall. And there's no telling when the nestless Ultra will attack."


      When Misaka looked in the direction of the giant Cave, she could make out masses of dark shadow furiously crawling from the Tokyo Gate Bridge towards Uminomori Park. Most likely, those were the Soldier Ants.


      Touka gazed in that direction as well, with a troubled look on her face. "...Chihana..." she murmured.


      Misaka clapped Touka on the shoulder and raised her voice, calling out to her teammates.


      "C'mon, everyone! Time for us to go save some lives!"


      I've spent way too much time thinking about whether 部隊 is best translated as "Division", "Task Force" (what LuciaDB uses) or something else. In the end I believe "Task Force" is awkward when they each ended up performing a variety of roles during the battle, even if that was not the original battle plan. Also, I think most task forces would be named for their intended purpose (e.g. "Aomi Evacuation Task Force") and not with a number, which is more in line with military divisions.


      "Division" does normally imply a larger military unit but since it's a literal division of every Lily at the conference, I think it works well. Honestly "Team" or "Squad" might have been the most apt but those words don't have enough impact.


      I chose the spelling "Murglais" for Altea's CHARM based on Gustav E. Beckmann's conclusions in his book "Onomastics of the 'Chanson de Roland'" (in short, he argues that the more common "Murgleis" was an early textual corruption.)
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      Chapter 2 - "We Messed Up..."


      Alarms were sounding all across Odaiba.


      Thick black clouds hid the sky from view, and lightning flashed near the giant Cave that had opened at Wakasu Park.


      In the midst of that, the Fifth Division that Noguchi Shinano was the commander of was running in the direction of the Shin-Kiba area. Their mission was to contain the Soldier Ants in the vicinity of Wakasu Park and then defeat the nestless Ultra.


      Shin-Kiba, in the northeast of Odaiba, had once been the site of a park named "Yumenoshima" and numerous warehouses, but now all there was left there were some ruined buildings that had been converted into CHARM workshops and shooting ranges. The Arsenal department of Odaiba Girls' School used them for testing CHARMs, and Lilies did live-fire exercises using their magie.


      When Shinano and the Fifth Division reached Shin-Kiba Station, they saw panicked civilians boarding the rail cars waiting to evacuate them. Beyond stood Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School and soldiers from the military, guiding the evacuation and getting ready to fight.


      "Look over there!" Shinano said to her companions, pointing at the wide avenue that connected Shin-Kiba with Wakasu Park. Tanks and armored vehicles blocked the road, Lilies and soldiers forming a battle line among them. Beyond them, a horde of Soldier Ants was approaching from the direction of Wakasu, their numbers causing the earth to shake.


      True to their name, the Soldier Ants looked much like insects, except that each of them was slightly larger than a small car. But as they rushed forward, what the swarm bore the most resemblance to was a tidal wave that had broken through a levee.


      The tanks made ready to fire upon them, joined by soldiers aiming their rocket launchers.


      "Fire!"


      Upon the brigade captain's order, the rocket launchers and tank guns let loose upon the enemy. Their projectiles slammed into the Soldier Ants' front line, making it disappear in a series of explosions.


      "Hooray!" cheered the Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School, but moments later, their faces grew pale with fear... for from among the clouds of fire and smoke, the Soldier Ants surged forward, their numbers scarcely diminished.


      "Out of the way! I've got this!"


      Senda Koume, from the Fifth Division, leapt over one of the tanks blocking the road and charged to meet the Soldier Ants.


      "It's time for me, Senda Koume, to make my name here in Odaiba!" she shouted loudly, a CHARM held firm in both of her hands. One of the Soldier Ants rushed at her, and holding nothing back, she hit it so hard that it went flying. The monster slammed into several others of its ilk, knocking them over and halting the advance of the Soldier Ants.


      Cheers resounded from the soldiers and the Odaiba Lilies, and Koume grinned proudly upon hearing them. "There isn't a single Lily with Circlet Bless who isn't this strong!" she boasted.


      Senda Koume's Rare Skill was Circlet Bless. Normally, Lilies can wield only a single CHARM, but her skill allowed her to wield two of them. In one hand, she held her Ukonvasara; in the other, a Charlemagne. Nakaogushi was renowned as the strongest Garden in Ibaraki, and Koume was one of their finest duelists. Known by the nickname of "The Chariot", she was famous throughout all of Japan.


      Upon seeing Koume's display, Kawabata Hotaru and Yoshimura Thi Mai joined her at the front.


      "Looks like Nakaogushi's earned its rep!" Mai exclaimed. "Now it's our turn!" Hotaru said as she leapt into battle with her Jötunn-Schwert. Mai followed suit, slashing the Soldier Ants apart with her Thần Kiếm.


      Yoshimura Thi Mai was a Lily from Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, and like Takegoshi Chihana and Shirai Yuyu, she was a member of Legion Álfheimr. Kawabata Hotaru, the one fighting by her side, was from Odaiba Girls' School. During junior high school, Hotaru had been a member of the Funada Reserve Team, which had been considered one of the world's most promising reserve teams.


      "Hehe. With a team like ours, we'll be able to bring quite the fight to them," remarked Osumi Azuki as she fired upon the Soldier Ants with her CHARM. Like Mai, Azuki was from Yurigaoka, and she bore the nickname of "The Black Dragon of Sigrdrífa." Behind her, Miyamoto Komuku and Nakabayashi Kaina reinforced her fire.


      "Let's show them what we can do, shall we?" said Komuku.


      "Leave the support to me, Komuku," replied Kaina.


      Miyamoto Komuku, from Irma Girls' High School for the Arts, was a famous Lily from a family of strategists. Nakabayashi Kaina was also from Irma, and had been friends with Komuku since their childhood. The two had stood side by side in many battles. It was thus natural for them to be fighting as partners.


      "Don't worry about us! Go and help the civilians evacuate!" Shinano shouted to the military soldiers and Odaiba Lilies as she mowed down the Huge with her Risanautr.


      "But if they're only small-types, we can help you. There's not enough of you to fight them alone!" the brigade captain responded uncertainly, and Tono Natsuki, from Yurigaoka, was the one to reply. She would later become known as "The White Dragon of Sigrdrífa"—Azuki's counterpart.


      "These Soldier Ants are swift," she replied. "It's very possible that they'll attack civilians in the midst of evacuating. Moreover, we are facing an Ultra-type, and there's no telling what may happen. Could we rely on you to make sure that every civilian gets to the other side of the Light Wall as soon as possible?"


      The brigade captain was convinced. With a final reply of "Understood. The battlefield's yours!", the soldiers began heading to assist the civilians.


      "Please go and help them!" Hotaru called out to the Odaiba Lilies, and with a reply of "Okay!", the young girls also went to assist with the evacuation.


      "Yeah, we've got all the firepower we need," muttered Koume under her breath as she watched them depart. "If they tried to join our battle, they'd just get in the way."


       

      
 "Gosh, Koume. Have you ever had a nice thing to say about anybody?" chided Sasaki Yasuna, one of Koume's fellow Lilies from Nakaogushi.


      At that moment, Shinano called out to those in the Fifth Division. "The First Division's advancing towards the giant Cave. Let's do our part as well!" she said.


      With a firm nod, the Lilies of the Fifth Division tore into the swarm of Soldier Ants. Danzuka Erisa and Sasaki Yasuna lead the way in crushing them. "Behold the power of Nakaoguchi!" yelled Yasuna.


      "Don't lose focus and mess up, Yasuna. Okay?" Erisa warned her.


      The two of them were both Lilies from Nakaogushi, like Koume and Shinano were. Yasuna was Koume's close friend and had fought by her side many times. Erisa had also supported Koume and Shinano in a number of battles.


      Later, it would be said of the Fifth Division that everyone's Rare Skill was exceptional. Koume, as well as Nakabayashi Kaina and Tono Natsuki, all boasted Circlet Bless. And Sasaki Yasuna had a Rare Skill that was no less deadly—Lunatic Trancer. Theirs was a highly offensive division.


      Noguchi Shinano, known for leadership and tactical ability that had seen many battles won under her guidance, had been appointed their commander. It took them scarcely any time to cull the vast numbers of the Soldier Ants.


      After she'd killed her tenth ant, Koume exclaimed, "This is nothing! With our strength, we'll put Álfheimr to shame in this battle!"


      The Fifth Division advanced forward, and the Soldier Ants took fright, trying to flee into the adjacent streets to avoid the oncoming Lilies. But in doing so, they found themselves faced with the defensive barriers set up between the buildings on both sides. With a hand to her comm device, Kawabata Hotaru smirked at them.


      "Now why would we let our prey scuttle away anywhere?" she said. On Hotaru's request, the military had activated the defensive barriers.


      Since the whole of Odaiba was now a military base, it had barriers such as these set up in a number of places to block the Huge from moving freely. By making use of them, they could withstand even a substantial onslaught of Huge for some time.


      "Course, that leaves nowhere for 'em to go but right towards us," remarked Mai with a troubled grin as she looked out at the bridge that lead toward Wakasu Park. In front of the bridge was a hole in space, from which the Soldier Ants continuously emerged. It was a Cave, one of the extradimensional wormholes which the Huge used as a means of transportation.


      In addition to the giant Cave in Wakasu Park, other Caves had opened up in the vicinity, allowing the Soldier Ants to pour forth. Some distance away, illuminated by flashes of lightning, was the monster responsible for this.


      "So that's the nestless Ultra..." Shinano muttered as she gazed at the gargantuan creature.


      Although it was still quite far away from them, the nestless Ultra was terrifying enough to make everyone tremble. If a monster that gigantic were to go on the rampage, Odaiba would be nothing but a ruin in short order. They had absolutely no choice but to try and kill the Ultra before it began to move.


      When Shinano swallowed audibly, Koume, who was next to her, addressed her. "Hey, Shinano," she said cheerfully. "If we smash that Cave, it'll take care of the Soldier Ants, won't it? Let's go do that to thin out the enemy while we're waiting for Chihana and her pals. It'll be a piece of cake for us!"


      "Hold on! Our orders were to stay here and hold the Huge at bay until the First Division arrives," Shinano replied urgently, trying to dissuade Koume from her wild scheme.


      Takegoshi Chihana's battle plan had been that, until her First Division was in position, the Fifth Division would stop the Huge from advancing beyond Shin-Kiba. Then, once the Second Division had finished evacuating all the civilians nearby, they too would await Chihana's arrival and join the First Division in their assault upon Wakasu Park.


      Koume knew this as well, yet she wore a carefree grin.


      "These Soldier Ants are no big deal, so if we just get rid of the Cave we'll have a clear shot to Wakasu Park," she said. "We won't need to wait for the First Division. Let's just call the Second in ourselves and take down the Ultra, all easy-peasy!"


      "Koume, are you even listening to yourself?" chided Erisa, but Koume was unfazed.


      "If we deal with the nestless Ultra as quickly as we can, the other Huge will scatter, and it'll save the First Division and the other Lilies a whole lot of trouble," Koume continued. "Am I wrong?"


      "..."


      Shinano heard Koume out with a conflicted expression on her face. It was true that if they took the chance to destroy the Cave right away, they'd be able to close the distance to the nestless Ultra. And if they then teamed up with the Second Division to hit the nestless Ultra with the Neunwelt Tactic, they might be able to destroy it before the First Division arrived.


      No one had any idea when the Ultra would begin moving, so it was best to take any opportunity to defeat it. If they could deal with the cause of the entire invasion, it would put a stop to the Soldier Ants as well and guarantee that there would be no casualties. Though she still felt a little uncertain, Shinano made her decision.


      "You've convinced me," she told Koume. "Let's go, everyone!"


      At this, Koume broke into a wide grin. "This is what we have to do. Come on, let's go smash that Cave!" she called out, hefting her CHARMs and charging forward. Shinano and the other Lilies of the Fifth Division followed after her.


      But as they neared the Cave, Mai seemed to notice something. "Stop, Koume!" she yelled. "Don't go any further!"


      Koume reflexively did as the other Lily had said, and at that moment, the Cave surged with energy. Heat blasted out from something huge that lay within it, scorching the asphalt deeply. "Agh!" Koume yelled, just barely managing to leap backwards before it hit her.


      "Koume, are you okay?!" Shinano called to her, but her attention was drawn away to what was before them... for within the cave, a Soldier Ant far more massive than the others was approaching. Koume's eyes widened at the sight of the new enemy. "Is that a gigant-type Soldier Ant?!" she exclaimed.


      The Soldier Ant was well over twenty meters long, far larger than the Soldier Ants they'd faced up until this point. It most definitely qualified as a gigant-type, and other Huge that looked to be large-types were making their appearance as well. Shinano, the division's commander, was all but stunned into silence by the sight.


      "Gigant-types and large-types... at the same time?"


      Though Shinano had fought both of those in the past, it was abnormal for them to emerge from a Cave at the same time. She realized that she'd completely misjudged what the enemy was capable of. The threat was far greater than any of them had anticipated.


      When it dawned on her that they were in more danger than ever before, Shinano lifted a hand to the comm device on her ear, trying to call Takegoshi Chihana and the First Division to report the situation. "This is an emergency! First Division, do you copy?" she shouted. But all that she heard in her ear was the hiss of static.


      Shinano tried to call the military and Odaiba Girls' School, but wasn't able to reach them either. "The comms aren't working!" she exclaims. "Can anyone get through to any of the other divisions?"


      "It's no good!" replied Nakabayashi Kaina. "My Magie Crystal Cores can't connect either!" Upon making the attempt, all the members of the Fifth Division found they were cut off from everyone. "I believe all the negative magie around is interfering with our transmissions," Tono Natsuki suggested with a grim face after confirming it herself.


      Comm devices, to put it simply, operate via resonance between Magie Crystal Cores. The use of magie makes them harder to jam than radio communications are, but it seemed that the sheer number of Soldier Ants and other enemies around was filling the atmosphere with ambient negative magie, interrupting this connection.


      The Fifth Division was cut off from everyone, and the ten of them now faced, alone, numerous gigant-types and large-types. They were in considerable danger. But Shin-Kiba and the surrounding areas were still in the midst of evacuating. If they were to fall back, more Caves would appear and there would no doubt be many lives lost.


      What should we do?...


      As Shinano's thoughts ran in circles, Natsuki spoke up in a calm voice.


      "Let's start by destroying that gigant-type Soldier Ant at the front. That will demoralize the enemy and slow down those behind it. If we're able to take out the larger enemies, we can still check their advance."


      "That's our only option left, at this point," said Kawabata Hotaru. "With the crew we've got here, we can stop 'em!" agreed Yoshimura Thi Mai.


      Miyamoto Komuku advanced, with her CHARM, the Canes Venatici, at the ready. "It is finally time to demonstrate Irma's power," she declared. "Was all that which you Nakaogushi Lilies were saying earlier naught but empty words?"


      "Komuku, you could have said that more nicely," chided Nakabayashi Kaina. "Please don't let her get to you, everyone." Komuku reacted to Kaina's attempt at mediation with a 'hmph.'


      Though Koume and Shinano had almost lost their nerve due to the danger that their error had put the Fifth Division in, the encouragement of their sisters-in-arms from the other Gardens rekindled their fervor. "You want a fight, Komuku? Then you'll get one! Against these creeps!" exclaimed Koume.


      "Quite right. Commence the attack!" Shinano ordered. Upon Shinano's command, the members of the Fifth Division simultaneously unleashed a hail of CHARM fire upon the enemy.


      The CHARM fire found its mark against the gigantic Soldier Ant, but it had little effect. Over twenty meters tall, the creature caused the earth to quake as it approached, the other Soldier Ants swarming behind it. If they didn't stop the gigant-type soon, the avenue would soon be overrun by the Huge.


      "Only a Neunwelt's going to work, Shinano," advised Sasaki Yasuna. "Let's do it and take out that gigant straight away," agreed Danzuka Erisa.


      At present, the gigant-type was by far the greatest threat, and gigants like it could only be injured using the Neunwelt Tactic. The Fifth Division needed to defeat it to keep everyone safe.


      "Get ready for a Neunwelt, everyone!"


      Shinano loaded the special ammunition used for the Neunwelt Tactic into her CHARM and prepared to fire. "Fifth Division!" she shouted. "We will commence the Neunwelt Tactic!" She fired the magiesphere, making the first pass to Danzuka Erisa.


      With a shout of "Komuku-san!", Erisa swiftly passed it to Komuku, who in turn passed it to Sasaki Yasuna. "Natsuki-san!" Yasuna shouted as she made her pass. Natsuki passed it to Osumi Azuki, her fellow Lily from Yurigaoka, and Azuki nimbly evaded the Soldier Ants as she passed the magiesphere to Odaiba's Kawabata Hotaru.


      "Now this is getting fun! You're up next, Mai!" Hotaru shouted, firing the magiesphere towards Yoshimura Thi Mai with flawless precision. "We're doing pretty good for our first-ever Neunwelt together!" Mai remarked as she intercepted the pass.


      Though their division had been cobbled together from Lilies from multiple Gardens, the core from Ibaraki's strongest Garden, Nakaogushi—in addition to Lilies from Yurigaoka, one of the most elite Gardens in the entire world—meant they were perfectly in sync.


      "Koume, you do the honors!" Mai said, passing the magiesphere to Koume, the final Lily.


      "Leave it to me!" Koume shouted as she dodged the flames the gigant-type was spitting at her, then charged straight forward. When she was at point-blank range, with a shout of "EAT THIIIS!", she unleashed the magiesphere at it—scoring a direct hit upon its head.


      The gigantic Soldier Ant's body swelled with light, and then it detonated in a powerful explosion, obliterating quite a few of the smaller Soldier Ants nearby.


      "Did you see that? That's the power of Nakaogushi!" Koume boasted loudly as she stood before the smoke and embers of the explosion.


      And then, suddenly, a gigantic leg came sweeping out of the thick black smoke. Koume had momentarily let her guard down. Before she could react, the leg hit her and sent her flying.


      "AAAAH!!!"


      Koume flew some distance before skidding to a stop on the ground. With a shout of "Koume!", Sasaki Yasuna dashed to the girl's side and helped her up.


      "Shit! I messed up!"


      When Koume tried to stand up, her legs nearly gave out from under her and she had to quickly steady herself with her Charlemagne. Her face came into view, dripping with blood where the large-type had hit her. It was obvious that she'd been badly hurt.


       

      
 Shinano called out to Mai at once. "Mai-san, get Shinano to safety!" she shouted. "We'll handle things here!" But Koume thrust out her hand, motioning for her to stop.


      "What do you take me for, Shinano?" she said. "I'm a Nakaogushi Lily. You know damn well I can still fight."


      "But...!" Shinano protested, worry in her voice. Koume grinned fearlessly back at her. "If you're down me, your strongest AZ Lily, you're going to have a hard time. Besides, if Mai and I fall back, you won't be able to do a Neunwelt," she declared. "We fight together until the end. That's the Nakaogushi way!"


      Shinano, and the other Lilies, stared at Koume in astonishment—aside from Kawabata Hotaru, who rushed to her side. "That's the spirit!" she exclaimed. "Let's do a little first aid on you and then take all these creeps out!" Wiping the blood from her forehead, Koume grinned again.


      "Things may not have gone according to plan, but we shall hold the line here until the other divisions are in place."


      Upon hearing those words, Shinano looked at Natsuki in surprise. Natsuki, in turn, glanced down at her watch. "Shin-Kiba should be fully evacuated by now, but the Tatsumi area was expected to take longer. It will be quite some time before the First Division is ready," she explained.


      Shinano surveyed the scene ahead of them. More large-types were coming out of the Cave, surrounded by a horde of Soldier Ants. And after having done a Neunwelt, their magie reserves were running low. She knew that they had to hold the Huge back until the evacuation was complete, but with this many large-types incoming, the question was whether they could hold them back.


      As Shinano dithered, Koume called out to her. "Hey, Shinano, get it together!" she said. "We're Lilies. It's our duty to keep people safe. If we retreat, it'll lead to a whole lot of death, you know? That's why we have to put up as much of a fight here as we can."


      Komuku also spoke up. "I believe the Second and Third Divisions will have noticed the Neunwelt we performed earlier," she said. "They will come to our aid. I trust in my comrades from Irma. Let us await their arrival."


      "Koume... Komuku-san..." Shinano exhaled deeply, then managed a slight smile. "If we Lilies don't keep everyone safe, no one's going to," she announced. "We'll hold the enemy here until help arrives!" The Lilies of the Fifth Division nodded in agreement with her fervent declaration.


      Kawabata Hotaru grinned at the others present. "Our reinforcements won't mind if we start the job before they get here, will they?" she remarked in a carefree voice.


      "Let's show them the power of the Fifth Division!"


      The ten members of the Fifth Division positioned themselves on the avenue to intercept the enemy. A large-type that resembled a shark attacked them simultaneously with a horde of Soldier Ants. The Lilies met their charge, preventing them from breaking through.


      As she struck down enemy after enemy, Yoshimura Thi Mai spoke up in a nervous voice. "There's too many of 'em! No way we can kill them all!" she said.


      "We'll just have to pray the Second and Third Divisions come to back us up!" exclaimed Osumi Azuki as she too sought to thin the enemy. As they awaited the news that the evacuations were complete, the girls of the Fifth fought with all they had, staking it all on the hope that someone had noticed the huge explosion they'd caused with their Neunwelt.


      No sooner had they taken down the large-type than the Lilies heard a boom. The Fifth Division turned towards it and saw that another giant shark, with its own escort of Soldier Ants, had broken through one of the defensive walls behind them. If those enemies weren't stopped, they'd find a path to Shin-Kiba.


      "After them! Hurry!" Shinano ordered, and the Fifth Division set off in pursuit of the large-type. Yet, smashing through warehouses and ruined buildings, it continued forward with horrifying swiftness.


      "It's so fast! We have to stop it!" Yasuna exclaimed, sounding as if she was on the verge of panic. They had to deal with the large-type and return to the road they'd been guarding, or more enemies would come out of the Cave. If the Huge surrounded them and forced them into close combat, that would be the end of them.


      Some of the Soldier Ants from the group they were chasing whirled around to face the Fifth Division. "You think you're a match for us, huh?!" Koume yelled. Ignoring her injuries, she barreled into the Soldier Ants and scattered them, showing why she'd earned her nickname of "The Chariot."


      "Koume's opened a path for us! Charge!" Erisa shouted, and the Fifth made for the large-type at top speed, mowing down Soldier Ants as they did. Soon, few of the Ants remained, leaving only the large-type itself.


      Shinano gave an order to her command: "Open fire!" As one, the Fifth Division blasted the large-type with their CHARMs, causing it to roar in pain. Simultaneously, Mai shouted, "Komuku! Let's put the brakes on that thing!" She activated her Rare Skill, Shukuchi.


      Shukuchi allowed a Lily to move so fast that she could vanish from sight. In a single instant, Mai was next to the large-type, severing its legs with the Thần Kiếm. The unsteady monster halted in its tracks.


      "I can see why you're part of Álfheimr, Yoshimura Thi Mai. Now let me finish this!" Komuku shouted, closing the distance to the large-type and delivering a crushing deathblow to its head with all her strength. Its life ended, the large-type crashed to the ground, making it quake.


      Shinano let out a deep sigh of relief. "We stopped that thing somehow..." she said, then followed Nakabayashi Kaina's gaze over to Wakasu Park. Large-types and Soldier Ants were still emerging from the Cave there at a steady clip. "I can't believe there's still this many Huge..."


      "Is there no end to them?" Kawabata Hotaru wondered, with a grim smile.


      The Fifth was fighting with everything they had, and yet they hadn't even made a dent in the enemy. The Huge continued to pour out of the Caves and flood into the avenue.


      Tono Natsuki, who was serving as advisor, addressed Shinano, the commander. "As it stands, we'll be hard pressed to fight our way to Wakasu Park, much less destroy that Cave. I propose that we retreat until such a time as we're able to join forces with the other divisions," she said.


      Shinano was loath to admit it, but she knew that the Fifth Division was so outnumbered that pushing the enemy back would be impossible. They had no hope of doing it until the Second and Third Divisions came to their aid. And at present, those divisions were both meant to be elsewhere, seeing to the evacuation of Odaiba.


      With a nod, Shinano called out to the other Lilies. "Attention! We will make a fighting retreat and await backup from the other divisions!" she announced. Upon hearing her decision, the other members of the Fifth Division nodded as well.


      Koume sighed deeply as she wiped the blood from her forehead.


      "That, back there, was the worst mistake I've ever made," she admitted. "But just you watch. I'll make things right!"


      
~ ~ ~
 


      At around the time the Fifth Division encountered the gigant-type Soldier Ant...


      Kondo Misaka and the Second Division had moved from Aomi to the Ariake area, where their job was to push back the Huge coming out of the water and get the civilians to safety.


      Ariake was the part of Odaiba where the Tokyo International Exhibition Center was located. In addition to military structures, it contained some civilian buildings. For some time now, the military had been working with Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School to get the civilians evacuated via the armored monorail and other vehicles as quickly as they could, but even so, far from all of the civilians were safe.


      "Hey, what's up with the Fifth? They're probably in combat already, huh?" Misaka asked after ending a small-type's life. Tsukioka Momiji, who was keeping in touch with Odaiba Girls' School, answered her.


      "Right now, the Fifth Division is fighting a large number of Soldier Ants. As they do that, the military and Odaiba Girls' School should be on track to have fully evacuated the Shin-Kiba and Tatsumi areas soon. Once all the evacuees are in mainland Tokyo, we'll use the Light Wall System to seal off Kasai and Yumenoshima."


      Shin-Kiba and Tatsumi differed from Aomi, Ariake, Toyosu and the other districts close to Odaiba's center. Since they contained a considerable amount of open space and were sparsely populated, they could be evacuated more quickly.


      Misaka grinned after hearing Momiji's report. "Ain't that swell," she said. "Since the evacuation's going so smoothly, can't we go ahead and join the Fifth on the front lines? I mean, that's the plan anyway."


      Kiko Totori immediately took Misaka to task. "Look around yourself," she chided. "The evacuation's going smoothly in Shin-Kiba and Tatsumi, because there aren't many people there. It's a different story here in Ariake. If the Huge suddenly focus their attack here, trust me, you'll get the fierce battle you want so badly."


      "Before it comes to that, I hope we can destroy the nestless Ultra—" Hasebe Touka began to quietly mutter with a grim expression, but she was interrupted by the sound of a large explosion. Everyone's eyes shot over to Wakasu Park, where they saw a vast sphere of flame, followed by black smoke rising into the air.


      "Was that... a Neunwelt finish shot?" Amano Soraha said under her breath, her eyes wide open. Tejima Komachi looked at her watch. "It's too early for them to be fighting the nestless Ultra," she replied quietly.


      Seto Veronica Ichika peered at the distant flames. "No, wait. That's not Wakasu Park," she said. "It's closer to Wakasu Bridge."


      "What does that mean? They used the Neunwelt Tactic against the Soldier Ants?" asked Sengo Yuna. Altea Alessandrini lifted her hand to cover her mouth. "This isn't right," she said. "I can't fathom that they would use the Neunwelt against mere Soldier Ants. They must have encountered something larger."


      "Shouldn't we contact the Fifth Division and ask what the situation is over there?"


      Before the Lilies of the Second Division could act, Momiji also noticed something amiss. "Odaiba Girls' School, do you copy?" she said into her comm device. "Please respond!"


      "What's the matter, Momiji?" asked Amatsu Marei. "I can't reach either Odaiba Girls' School or the military on the comms," Momiji replied, a tense expression on her face. Misaka lifted her hand to her ear to try to listen in herself. She could make out voices, just barely, but they were drowned out by so much noise it was like they were caught in a sandstorm.


      "Can anyone get through to the Fifth Division or any of the others?" Amano Soraha asked the other Lilies.


      Misaka and the others present all tried to call the other divisions, but they got no response. They found that their Magie Crystal Cores were unable to connect to anyone, whether directly or not. At around the same time, Misaka realized that something was wrong with the Huge Searchers she wore on her head. "Huh? I can't tell where the Huge are any longer, either," she said.


      Huge Searchers were devices that many Lilies used to locate the Huge, and abruptly, all of them had stopped working.


      Marei inspected her CHARM's Magie Crystal Core. "I believe this is due to negative magie," she said. "Still, if the enemy can interrupt our communications like this, they may have other abilities we haven't anticipated."


      Touka furrowed her brow. "Chihana predicted that this might happen..." she murmured.


      Takegoshi Chihana's battle plan to take down the nestless Ultra had accounted for the possibility that their comm devices might cease to function. If they were completely cut off from one another, each unit would have to take action on their own initiative. But the battlefield had descended into chaos more quickly than anyone had expected.


      "This might be worse than we thought, huh?" Misaka muttered, but just then, she heard a faint voice from the comm device on her ear.


      "...This is Banshoya Ena of the Third Division... Second Division, do you copy...?"


      The Third Division, which had been overseeing evacuation in the vicinity of Toyosu, had made contact with them. Misaka could make out Ena's voice, but the fierce noise made her difficult to hear. Ariake and Toyosu were relatively close to one another, but at present, they could barely speak to each other even at a distance like this.


      "Altea Alessandrini of the Second Division speaking," Altea replied, and they heard Ena's voice amidst the noise again. "...explosion just now... Neunwelt, wasn't it?" Ena said.


      "Agreed. Something might've happened to the Fifth Division," Soraha replied. Just then, Momiji, who had reestablished contact with Odaiba Girls' School, spoke up with a look of urgency on her face.


      "I have a situation report. Gigant-types and large-types have started to arrive alongside the Soldier Ants," Momiji said. "The Fifth Division used the Neunwelt Tactic to kill one of the gigant-types, but there are still large enemies present, and the number of Soldier Ants has increased greatly as well."


      "Gigants and large-types?!" exclaimed Misaka, stunned. "If they're really fighting something other than Soldier Ants, we have to go to the Fifth Division's aid!" Ichika quickly insisted.


      "Hold it," Totori informed the other Lilies, just as hurriedly. "If we leave, there won't be anyone defending Ariake. There are still Huge here. And if there are stronger enemies coming, we need to tell the military. We've no choice but to fortify our position here and speed up the evacuation."


      This wasn't the first time the Huge had attacked Odaiba. Normally, the military's conventional weapons and Odaiba Girls' School were able to repel those attacks. But because of the presence of the nestless Ultra, Odaiba was facing a far fiercer onslaught than it had in the past.


      "...Then what do we do? If we just ignore the Fifth Division, it might be a mistake we can never take back..." said Fujita Asagao over the comms, her tone one of worry. She was clearly concerned for her fellow Odaiba Lily in the Fifth Division, Kawabata Hotaru.


      The most important duty of all Lilies was to keep civilians safe. Yet if they failed to aid the Fifth Division in any way, it was possible that their sisters-in-arms would pay the price of that decision with their lives.


      Altea calmly addressed her fretting companions. "Calm down, everyone," she said. "Noguchi Shinano is not a Lily to be underestimated. If she believes she is facing impossible odds, she will retreat while slowing the advance of the Huge to whatever degree she can. Our two divisions shall focus on bolstering the defenses in the Toyosu and Shinonome areas, and hastening the evacuation there. Third Division, as soon as you deem the evacuation complete, I request that you immediately go reinforce the Fifth Division."


      "Acknowledged," replied Ena over the communicator.


      Hasebe Touka, looking in the direction of the Tokyo Gate Bridge that lead to Wakasu Park, suddenly spoke up. "It's possible that the First Division isn't aware of the situation that the Fifth Division is in," she observed. "If they attack Wakasu Park while ignorant of that, Chihana and the others will be in danger."


      The First and Fifth Divisions had intended to mount a pincer attack against the nestless Ultra, but the Fifth Division was no longer able to advance, nor were any of them able to communicate with each other.


      Altea furrowed her brow. "It's true that since Wakasu Park is now infested with gigant-types and large-types, if the First Division assaults it without any support, it won't end well for them," she said. "We must inform them posthaste."


      "But how do we get a message to the First Division when the comms are out?" asked Tejima Komachi, worry in her voice. As the negative magie had rendered their comm devices all but useless, the First and Fourth Divisions were entirely out of contact. They had no way to report the situation of the Fifth Division to them.


      Misaka addressed her companions. "I'll take care of that," she declared. As one, the members of the Second Division turned to her with a confused reply of "What?"


      With a smile on her face, Misaka puit her hands on her hips. "I'll get a message to the Fourth Division," she told the others. "Homare's over there, you see. They'll be able to contact the First Division in turn. Meanwhile, all of you finish the evacuation here and then go help the Fifth."


      "You're planning to go alone? There are Huge everywhere because of the nestless Ultra!" Totori shouted at her, but Misaka only grinned back at her. "I'll be fine. I'm plenty strong, even on my own!" she replied.


      "That's not the issue—" Totori started to say, but Misaka thrust her hand out, cutting her off. Her expression grew more serious. "We've already culled the Huge in Aomi, so it shouldn't be dangerous there. Not compared to Shinonome," she reminded the other Lilies. "Nine of you need to stay here, so that you can fire a Neunwelt if you have to."


      "......"


      Her companions were clearly worried, but Altea, the commander of the division, addressed Misaka. "So be it," she said. "Misaka, I appoint you messenger. Inform the Fourth Division of the situation, then return to us with the utmost haste."


      "Got it!" Misaka replied. She then addressed Ena on the comms. "Ena, I want you to tell Koume something for me," she said. "Tell her that she'd better not die until we've settled things between us!"


      "...Very well. I'll make sure to tell her," Ena replied. "Let us commence the operation." With that, she cut off the connection.


      "Well then, I better get going," said Misaka as she limbered up. Touka called out to her with a worried look on her face. "Will you really be okay on your own, Misaka?" she asked, walking up to the other Lily. Misaka smiled back at her.


      "The Fifth Division has Azuki, Natsuki, and Mai in it," Misaka said. "Touka... please. I want you to go help them. I'll meet up with the Fourth and make sure Chihana knows what's going on, and then I'll be right back, okay?"


      She gave Touka a reassuring nod... and then, abruptly, Touka wrapped her arms around Misaka. "...Touka?" Misaka said, taken aback as the other Lily embraced her with all her strength.


      "Promise me that you'll come back safely," Touka whispered to Misaka in a soft voice.


      "You just can't help worrying, can you, Touka?" Misaka said, giving the other Lily a pat on the back as soon as she let go. Then she smiled at the others in the Second Division.


      "Alright, I'm off now!"


      With those parting words, Misaka began running, alone, to get her message to the Fourth Division.


      


      Shortly after that happened, the Lilies of the Fifth Division had retreated to the vicinity of Shin-Kiba Station.


      Shin-Kiba had been completely evacuated and was devoid of people except for them, but the evacuation of the Tatsumi area, further west, was going slower than expected. Because of that, the Fifth Division was holding the Huge at bay here in Shin-Kiba in order to buy time for the evacuation of Tatsumi.


      The commander of the division, Noguchi Shinano, was behind the defensive walls of Shin-Kiba station. She was applying a hemostatic dressing to the wound on Senda Koume's head. "How do you feel, Koume?" she asked.


      "I'll live," Koume replied. Holding the dressing in place, she looked around them. "More importantly, the enemy's only growing in number. It's not gonna be easy, holding them off here," she remarked.


      The teeming hordes of Soldier Ants now had mid-types and large-types mixed with them, and no matter how many of them the Lilies cut down, their numbers never seemed to diminish.


      "We've got to go help the others, or they won't be able to hold back the tide," Koume said, and she started to stand up. "Wait!" Shinano said, clapping her hands to either side of Koume's face. Koume's eyes widened in surprise as Shinano turned the girl to face her.


      "If I tell you to fall back, Koume, I know you won't listen. So I want you to promise me," Shinano told her.


      Koume blinked at her. "Promise you what?" she asked.


      "Don't throw away your life. Please," Shinano said. "All of us are going back home to Ibaraki. Together."


      Without meaning to do so, Koume smiled. "I can't say no when it's you asking me, Shinano," she said. "I hear you. Though, it's not like I'm going to die 'til I've proved Nakaogushi is the strongest in every way I can."


      Shinano let our a sigh. She knew that even though Koume had promised not to die, it wouldn't make her any less reckless. But she was commander, and she would protect her beloved sisters-in-arms, no matter what. She smiled at Koume, her resolve growing firm.


      "Let's go, Shinano!" Koume said.


      The two of them headed back outside and joined their companions. Koume immediately leapt into the fight, cutting through a swath of soldier ants with her Ukonvasara. "Come at me anytime you like, creeps!" she shouted. "I'll take every last one of you on at once!"


      "Koume!" exclaimed Danzuka Erisa and Sasaki Yasuna, her other friends from Nakaogushi. "We've been waiting for you!" said Kawabata Hotaru brightly. "Let's cut these things down together!" shouted Yoshimura Thi Mai.


      The Fifth Division were killing as many of the Huge as they could, but there were so many of them it was impossible to keep them all contained. The roundabout in front of the station was filled with them, and they were pouring onto the old Shuto Bayshore Expressway as well. If they were to continue fighting in Shin-Kiba, the enemy would simply swarm past them into the areas where there were still civilians, and they couldn't risk dividing their forces to contain the Huge properly.


      For the Fifth Division to continue fighting as one, they had only a single choice: to lure the enemy somewhere else, and fight them there.


      Where should we go?


      Shinano, the commander, was determined to protect both her companions and every civilian she could. Visualizing a map of Odaiba in her head, she swiftly decided upon the most suitable location. "Natsuki-san, has the Tatsumi area been evacuated?!" she called out.


      "The evacuation was set to finish just a moment ago!" Tono Natsuki shouted back, even as she battled against the Huge.


      "Then we will fall back! Immediately!" Shinano declared, causing the other Lilies to stare at her. "Just how far are you going to have us retreat?" Natsuki demanded, and Shinano answered her in a grim voice.


      "To Shin-Tatsumi Bridge," she stated. "That's where we'll make our last stand."


      The rest of the Fifth Division nodded, acknowledging her words.


      Shin-Tatsumi Bridge was the bridge that connected the Tatsumi and Shinonome areas. Long ago, the Shuto Bayshore Expressway had run through the center of it with narrower bridges flanking it on either side, but it had later been rebuilt as a single wide bridge. It was the only route via which the Soldier Ants, as well as more formidable enemies like the large-types or gigant-types, could cross over to Shinonome.


      The Fifth Division headed to the center of the bridge and stopped there. With a deep sigh, Shinano turned around and awaited the arrival of the Huge.


      Beyond Shin-Tatsumi Bridge lay some of the most densely populated parts of Odaiba. The Tokyo International Exhibition Center was there, in addition to many military installations and a few recreational facilities. Alarms continued to resound over the entirety of Odaiba, and they could hear the incessant sound of artillery fire. The evacuation was still ongoing.


      If the enemy were permitted to cross this bridge, there would be nothing to stop them from overrunning all of Odaiba.


      Shinano turned to her fellow Lilies, addressing them as their commander. "We cannot allow the Huge to pass," she declared. "No matter what."


      Danzuka Erisa hefted her CHARM boldly. "Let's show them the power of the Fifth Division!" she declared.


      "It's a shame no one else is here to witness our glory," Sasaki Yasuna remarked flippantly, and Miyamoto Komuku let out a laugh. "Such is the fate of all true heroes, is it not?" she said.


      Even as they joked amongst themselves, the Lilies of the Fifth were nervous. They knew that if no one came to their aid, this might very well be the place where their lives would end. But at that moment, they heard a voice from their comm devices.


      "...Fifth Division, come in... This is Banshoya Ena of the Third Division... do you copy?"


      Upon hearing the voice of one of their sisters-in-arms from the Third Division, the Lilies' expressions instantly brightened. Shinano wasted no time answering the voice.


      "This is Noguchi Shinano of the Fifth Division. A cave opened at the end of Wakasu Bridge and a large amount of Soldier Ants have come through it. We dealt with one gigant-type, but the amount of enemies has overwhelmed us. We have made a fighting retreat to Shin-Tatsumi Bridge, where we presently are. What's the evacuation status of Shinonome and Toyosu?"


      "...Shinonome's evacuation will be finished shortly... There are quite a few Huge everywhere... Can you handle the situation by yourself?..." asked Ena.


      At that, Shinano hesitated. She wanted to ask for help, but she couldn't do that if it would mean abandoning civilians to their fate. When she saw Shinano's indecision, Koume answered in her stead.


      "We're all still in fighting condition," she said. "We can hold off the Huge, so just get the evacuation done."


      "Was that... Koume-san? You sound like you're in pain... Are you really okay?" asked a different voice, filled with concern—that of Hishida Haru of the Third Division. Koume answered her as well.


      "It was my fault this battle got so messed up, and I'm going to make it right. So get those people out of here. If anyone else paid the price for my mistake, I'd never forgive myself," she told the Lilies on the comm. Koume's expression was firm with resolve, and when Shinano glanced at the others in the Fifth Division, they nodded to her with resolve that equaled Koume's. Courage welled up in Shinano's heart as well.


      "We will keep the Huge from advancing for as long as we can. Finish the evacuation, then come and help us. We of the Fifth Division are in full agreement on that."


      "......"


      Ena said nothing in reply, and Hishida Haru addressed them in her stead.


      "...Acknowledged. We will definitely come for you, so just hold the line until then. Also, we have a message. Koume, Misaka asked us to tell you that 'you'd better not die until we've settled things between—'"


      Haru's final words were drowned out by fierce noise, and then the connection went dead. Koume sighed deeply, a smile that was almost a grimace rising to her face. "That girl, she seriously pisses me off," she said. "When this is over, I've got something to tell her right back, that's for damn sure."


      With a booming sound, their brief respite came to an end. The Lilies looked ahead of them to see the enemy breaching the defensive barriers. The earth shook beneath their feet as the Huge charged at them. The vanguard was a horde of Soldier Ants, and behind them were a number of mid-types and large-types.


      Shinano addressed those in her command. "We will hold this ground until help arrives!" she declared. "Ready and take aim!" The ten Lilies of the Fifth Division transformed their CHARMs into Shooting Mode and aimed them at the enemy.


      "Fire!"


      The Fifth Division's CHARM fire obliterated the foremost Soldier Ants, but the rank behind them pressed onward. Even the combined force of their repeated volleys weren't enough to keep the enemy from closing the distance.


      "Let's go!"


      Upon Shinano's order, the Fifth Division charged forth towards the enemy. They cut down dozens of the Soldier Ants in scarcely more than the blink of an eye, yet no matter how many they killed, more pressed forward. As she held their column steady, Shinano kept a close eye on Koume. "Koume, don't go too far ahead!" she shouted.


      "I'm fine!" Koume shouted back. "Don't worry yourself over me!" Her brave words were at odds with her appearance. Koume was breathing hard, and her face was deathly pale. Blood had started to leak from beneath the hemostatic dressing on her forehead, dripping down her face. A number of the Huge rushed at her, going for the kill.


      "Koume!"


      At that moment, Sasaki Yasuna screamed in fury.


      "LUNATIC TRANCER!"


      Yasuna's eyes glowed red with madness. She charged forward, cutting through the enemies before her and not stopping until she stood before Koume. There, she slaughtered several of the Huge coming for Koume, and cleaved in twain the one leading the closest group of Soldier Ants as well.


      Lunatic Trancer is a rare skill that induces madness and causes one's magie to run wild, allowing them to fight with power much like that of the Huge themselves.


      "I'll kill you! Try to put a single scratch on Koume and you're dead meat!"


      Only a little while earlier, Yasuna had been a cheerful girl, cracking jokes. Now, she had undergone an unimaginable transformation into the embodiment of rage itself. As unstoppable as a demon, she relentlessly cut into the horde of Soldier Ants, forcing them back from the center of the bridge.


      "Nice going, Yasuna!" Yoshimura Thi Mai shouted. "You're awesome!" exclaimed Kawabata Hotaru. The Fifth Division was exhausted, but Yasuna's display renewed their will to fight.


      No more than a moment later, Shinano saw a large black shape behind the Soldier Ants. The black shape's maw yawned wide, and fire spewed forth from it. "Yasuna, fall back!" she shouted.


      Yasuna leapt back just before the fierce flames reached her, incinerating a number of those Soldier Ants that she hadn't already killed. Shinano desperately tried to get a better look at the new enemy that had appeared.


      "Don't tell me..."


      From amidst the flames emerged the silhouette of a greater large-type. They were comparable to a gigant-type, in both size and threat level. The particular Huge before them was well over twenty meters long. Its bluish-black exterior made it resemble a whale, but quite unlike one of those, it had four legs each ending in sharp talons. It was like a monster that had risen out of the sea.


      The greater large-type opened its maw, preparing to spew more flames. Tono Natsuki swiftly turned and called out to Danzuka Erisa. "Erisa-san! Use Heliosphere!" she shouted. "Got it!" Erisa shouted back, and thrust her hands out before her.


      "Heliosphere!"


      Moments before the flames reached Erisa and her companions, a great shield of light took shape in front of the Fifth Division. Heliosphere is a defensive Rare Skill that allows one to create a barrier with their magie, and it was such a barrier that now protected all of the Fifth Division from the flames.


      The bridge itself, however, suffered the full wrath of the fire. As she looked at the damage done to the ground and support pillars, a grim expression settled on Osumi Azuki's face. "I fear that one poses quite a threat," she said.


      The Fifth Division simultaneously unleashed a volley of CHARM fire upon the beast, but were able to inflict no meaningful damage. It began lumbering towards them at a steady pace, not dissuaded by their attacks. Upon seeing its advance, Miyamoto Komuku called out to the others. "We must perform a Neunwelt. There's no other way to hurt it!" she said.


      "Shinano-san, let's stop that monster together!" said Nakabayashi Kaina, echoing Komuku's proposal.


      They had been fighting fiercely for quite some time. The Fifth Division didn't know whether they actually had enough magie left to execute the Neunwelt Tactic. But if they did not, the greater large-type, which was a gigant-type in all the ways that mattered, would simply break through them and head into the populated areas of Odaiba. They could not allow that to happen, no matter what.


      "Let's do it! We won't let it pass!" Shinano shouted to the Lilies of the Fifth Division. "Get ready! We will now commence the Neunwelt Tactic!"


      Shinano loaded the special Neunwelt bullet into her CHARM, and fired it. Koume was close to her limit due to the injury she'd suffered earlier, so the remaining nine of them would perform the Neunwelt.


      Shinano began by passing the magiesphere to Danzuka Erisa, who in turn made a horizontal pass to Miyamoto Komuku. Komuku passed it to Osumi Azuki in the central battlefield, and she flung it to Tono Natsuki. Intercepting the magiesphere in midair, Natsuki passed it to Sasaki Yasuna.


      After cleaving through some Soldier Ants, Yasuna shouted "Hotaru!" as she got ready to pass. "I'll put in every last drop of magie I've got!" Hotaru shouted back, catching the magiesphere and charging it. Then, as she got ready to pass the sphere to Kaina, the greater large-type suddenly unleashed its flames again!


      "Augh!" yelled Hotaru. Though she was able to avoid the flames, just barely, she lost her balance and fired the magiesphere off towards nothing.


      "Now's my time to shine!" Mai shouted.


      As the magiesphere soared wildly away, Mai zoomed over to it with her rare skill, Shukuchi, and managed to intercept it. "Kaina!" she shouted, passing it to the other Lily.


      Kaina caught the magiesphere, but something was wrong. Nine of them had put all the magie they could into the sphere, but it still wouldn't be enough to finish off the greater large-type. As she hesitated about whether to fire the magiesphere at the enemy as it was, a bold voice called out to her.


      "Kaina, pass it to me! I'll fire the finish shot!"


      Koume suddenly rushed forward to face the greater large-type head on.


      "Don't, Koume! That's dangerous!" Shinano shouted, causing Kaina to hesitate. But seeing Koume risk her own life so fearlessly had given Kaina courage as well. "I'm counting on you, Koume!" she replied, firing the magiesphere decisively towards Koume.


      Koume caught the magiesphere with her CHARM in Blade Mode, then charged for the greater large-type as if she were going to ram into it. A "Direct Finish" like this would make sure the enemy received the full force of their magie, but it was a dangerous technique.


       

      
 "YOU ARE SO DEAD!"


      With that as her battle cry, Koume blasted the greater large-type's head point-blank with the magiesphere, then leapt backwards without delay. The gigantic monster, along with the other Huge near it, was consumed by an even more gigantic explosion.


      Koume landed back on the ground. "That was our power! The power of the Fifth!" she shouted in triumph. Her friends echoed her with yells of "Yeah!", but moments later, Koume collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


      "KOUME!" Shinano and Yasuna both shouted.


      Two Soldier Ants charged out of the thick smoke ahead, going right for Koume. The fastest of the Lilies to react was Kawabata Hotaru. "I don't think so!" she yelled, leaping in front of Koume and skewering one of the Ants with her Jötunn-Schwert. But the other lashed out at her with its mandibles.


      "Shit!"


      In desperation, Hotaru grabbed the Charlemagne out of Koume's hand, thrusting it before her and trying to block the attack with the unpowered CHARM—but at that moment, welling with light, the Charlemagne started up again. A shield of light appeared in front of it, causing the second Soldier Ant to bounce harmlessly off. Hotaru immediately cleaved it in two with the Jötunn-Schwert.


      "Hah, hah... that was a close one..." Hotaru panted as she picked up Koume and retreated behind the other Lilies, who took up a wide stance to guard the two of them. She laid Koume down on the pavement. "You okay, Koume?" she asked. "Your wounds... well, they aren't gone, that's for sure."


      Hotaru's quip seemed to bring Koume back to her senses. "So you've got Circlet Bless too, huh?" the other Lily said.


      "Huh? Uh, yeah, maybe I do," Hotaru replied. Somewhat later than the others, she came to the realization that she'd wielded two CHARMs at once—her Odaiba-issued Jötunn-Schwert in one hand, and Koume's Charlemagne in the other.


      "Ahaha!" Koume laughed, though it clearly pained her to do so. "You didn't know what your own Rare Skill was?" Indeed, Hotaru had not, but there was only one possibility now. She knew that if one had the ability to wield two CHARMs at once, it meant their Rare Skill was Circlet Bless.


      "Hotaru... thanks for saving my life," Koume said. "Pretty sad state I'm in, though... I can't even move..." She'd used every last bit of her strength, and didn't even have enough left in her to stand upright.


      "You finished off two of those big ones, Koume. It was incredible," Hotaru told her. "You're an amazing Lily. But now you can leave the rest to me!" As she said those cheerful words, she glanced at the far side of the bridge. A fresh horde of Huge had come into sight and was drawing closer. Her Jötunn-Schwert was in awful shape, and she didn't know how much longer it would last for, but she would retreat no longer. She would do her duty as a Lily.


      "...Wait. Hotaru," Koume said. With the last of her strength, she clasped Hotaru's hand in hers. "Your CHARM, it's done for. Take my Ukonvasara and my Charlemagne instead." She pulled the Magie Crystal Core out of her CHARM and handed the frame to Hotaru. "But they're just loaners, got it? So don't die on me, because I'm counting on you to give them back."


      Hotaru could feel the trembling of Koume's hand as she placed her own atop it. "Don't you trust me?" she told the other Lily. "When I borrow things, I always return them afterwards."


      Upon hearing her words, Koume's expression relaxed. "...You do that, then," she said. "I'm just gonna nap for a bit... then I'll be back up and fighting..." With a peaceful smile on her face, she lost consciousness.


      "Sleep well," Hotaru murmured. "You can leave everything to us." She laid Koume's arm back down, then pulled the core out of her Jötunn-Schwert, transferring it to the Ukonvasara.


      She looked over at the far side of the bridge. A huge horde of Soldier Ants had gathered there, with many larger shapes among them—some of them undoubtedly gigant-types. It was hard to imagine they were anything other than the enemy's main forces, preparing for an assault.


      Even so, in her heart, Hotaru felt strangely at peace.


      She let out a deep breath, and looked up at the western sky.


      Somewhere beneath that sky was the friend she'd made a promise with. Funada Kiito.


      "In one year... yes, when one year has passed, I shall return. Hotaru, when that time comes, may we fight side by side once again."


      In the past, during junior high school, Kawabata Hotaru—-along with Tsukioka Momiji, Fujita Asagao, and others who had come to the conference—had belonged to the Funada Reserve Team. It had been a gathering of splendid Lilies, expected to achieve greatness. But those of the Funada Reserve Team had since gone their separate ways, Funada Kiito among them. Along with her twin sister, Funada Ui, she had set off on an overseas journey to find her strength anew. Before Kiito had left, she had promised Hotaru that in one year's time, she would return to Odaiba.


      "I'll make sure Kiito has a place to return to," Hotaru vowed, than smiled bitterly. "Though if we can't keep these creeps from breaking through, all I can say is sorry." She joined the rest of the Fifth Division. Taking a deep breath, she gripped the Ukonvasara and the Charlemagne that her friend had let her borrow tight in her hands.


      "My sisters-in-arms! If we allow them to cross this bridge, it will be a mark of shame upon us forever. Let us see to it that this horde goes no forther!" she shouted, her voice resounding across the Shin-Tatsumi Bridge—the voice of a proud and courageous warrior of Odaiba Girls' School.


      Miyamoto Komuku echoed her sentiment. "There is no finer place for a warrior to die than this," she declared. "We shall fight gloriously until the end!"


      Yoshimura Thi Mai grinned boldly. "Hate to say it, y'all, but there's no way I'm dying here!" she said, her voice full of fighting spirit.


      Tono Natsuki smiled as well, while Nakabayashi Kaina and Osumi Azuki brandished their CHARMs. The Fifth's commander, Noguchi Shinano, and her fellow Lilies from Nakaogushi, Danzuka Erisa and Sasaki Yasuna, all nodded with smiles upon their faces. As the enemy drew near, causing the ground to quake beneath them, Kawabata Hotaru shouted a final message of defiance.


      "Come on! We'll show you bastards what we're made of!"


      By now, they knew that this bridge was the place where they would die.


      This was no calculated battle where tactics would win the day. They would simply kill, and kill again, until they no longer could. The gigant-types were impossible for them to defeat, and parts of the horde began to slip past them, crossing over the bridge unimpeded. The most that the Fifth Division could hope to do was thin the numbers of the enemy by some small amount. And yet, atop that bridge, they continued to fight.


      Kawabata Hotaru stood on the front line, wielding the two CHARMs that Senda Koume had given her. Danzuka Erisa and Sasaki Yasuna fought furiously even as they protected Koume, who was still unconscious. Noguchi Shinano and Miyamoto Komuku shielded their friends with the Rare Skill they both had, Regista, and tried to hold their line of battle firm at all costs. Nakabayashi Kaina supported them all as she fought. Osumi Azuki and Yoshimura Thi Mai were careful to watch out for their allies, while Tono Natsuki crushed the enemy with her prototype Tyrfing Type-R and her Charlemagne, borne in one hand apiece.


      At the very moment that Hotaru could no longer raise her arms, and thought the end was finally coming—that was when it happened.


       

      
 "HOTARU!"


      A familiar voice reached her ears.


      When Hotaru turned towards it, she saw Lilies approaching from the far side of the bridge—her friends, Fujita Asagao and Hishida Haru, among them. The Third Division had finally come to their aid.


      "Asa-chan!" Hotaru called back in a hoarse voice. As she did, several Soldier Ants leapt at her from behind. Asagao had gotten close enough to see the toll the battle had taken upon Hotaru, and her eyes began to burn with rage.


      "What do you think you're doing to my friend?!" Asagao screamed, dashing forward at top speed. Using the momentum of her approach, she sliced the foremost rank of Soldier Ants into pieces.


      Further ahead of them, a gigant-type armored in black was lumbering closer. Hishida Haru of the Third Division and its commander, Banshoya Ena, both called out to their companions.


      "That's a gigant-type up ahead! Let's take it out! Ena, load the bullet!"
 "Very well! We will commence the Neunwelt Tactic!"


      Banshoya Ena supervised the Third Division as they passed the magiesphere between themselves in quick succession. Then, Yokoyama Azusa fired the finish shot at the gigant-type standing as the vanguard of the Huge.


      "This is it for you!"


      The powerful magiesphere scored a direct hit upon the armored gigant-type. It detonated in a massive explosion, annihilating a considerable number of the Soldier Ants nearby. Without a moment's pause, the Third Division began mopping up the rest of the enemies in the vicinity. It wasn't long before every enemy in sight was dead, and Shin-Tatsumi Bridge was once again quiet and peaceful.


      They had proclaimed themselves proud warriors, but by now, the Lilies of the Fifth Division were barely able to stay standing upright.


      "Are you okay, Hotaru?" Asagao asked, running over to Hotaru. The last of Hotaru's strength left her, and she collapsed into the other Lily's arms. "Took your time, didn't you?" she muttered. "If you'd been any slower, we'd have killed them all before you got here."


      She smirked up at Asagao, but humor aside, there was something she had to know.


      "...Did the evacuation finish?"
 "Yeah. Thanks to your whole division, Hotaru, we got pretty much everyone out of Shinonome safe and sound."
 "Thank goodness..."


      Hotaru let out a deep sigh of relief. She whispered a few more words that only Asagao, her dear friend, could hear.


      "I'm sorry. We couldn't hold them all back..."


      Despite how fiercely the Fifth Division had fought, the plan to hit the nestless Ultra with a pincer attack had failed. And on top of that, many of the Huge, including large-types and gigant-types, were on the move towards Ariake and the Tokyo International Exhibition Center—areas where the evacuation wasn't complete.


      The very heart of Odaiba was about to become a battlefield. Keeping the remaining civilians safe would not be easy.


      As Hotaru's shoulders trembled in frustration, Asagao gently hugged the girl to her. "...You've done enough, Hotaru," she said, fixing Hotaru with a serious gaze. "You fought bravely. What you and your companions achieved here shall be the stuff of legends to come. If the Fifth Division had not been here, there would have been far more death and destruction. You can leave the rest to us... because you did all you could. You truly did."


      She spoke as one who also knew what it was like to stand upon the battlefield. One who also understood the duty that Lilies took upon themselves. Her praise, that of a sister-in-arms, was the highest praise that anyone could give to a Lily.


      "Thank you," Hotaru said quietly to Asagao, as she embraced the other Lily tightly.


      Then Asagao called out to her companions in the Third Division.


      "Now it's our turn!" she shouted.
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      Chapter 3 - Choices and Consequences


      Altea Alessandrini, the commander of the Second Division, lead her troops in their advance from Ariake to Shinonome.


      Shinonome was an area of Odaiba divided from the Tatsumi area by a canal. Unlike Tatsumi and Shin-Kiba, which were mostly green space, Shinonome was densely populated. In addition to its defense installations, the district contained shopping malls and other civilian buildings.


      Immediately after sighting the nestless Ultra, the Lilies and those aiding them had hastened to evacuate this area. But on account of the significant civilian population, it was taking much longer than Tatsumi and Shin-Kiba had.


      Shinonome's roads were lined with civilian cars and armored trucks packed full of civilians, en route to Toyosu with their ultimate destination being the Light Wall. In addition, military gunships flew through the air above, carrying other civilians to safety in mainland Tokyo.


      After Kondo Misaka had parted ways with them, the Second Division—now only nine in number—had split up in order to keep the Huge in the Ariake and Shinonome areas from getting close to the civilians and the military personnel helping them evacuate. But as the negative magie had made their Huge Searchers cease to function, it was a harsh battle simply on account of it being a challenge to know where the enemy was.


      "Haaah!"


      After making short work of five small-types, Altea scanned her surroundings. The city around her was dotted with rising tongues of flame. Not long before, this had been a peaceful place, but it visibly bore the scars of battle already.


      "This won't be easy. There's only more of them coming," muttered Amano Soraha, as she cut down the enemy at Altea's side."


      "I admit, I did not expect their numbers to increase this swiftly..."


      Odaiba was the foremost line of defense against the Huge, so few children, elderly folk, or disabled people made their homes here. This meant that the evacuation was proceeding relatively swiftly, but the situation was deteriorating at an even more rapid rate.


      "However, I have not sighted any more formidable types of Huge. The Fifth and the Third must be holding them in check. They're doing splendidly, and we must not be found wanting," Altea replied as she gunned down another small-type.


      "For sure," said Soraha with a nod. But just then, Tsukioka Momiji and Sengo Yuna came rushing down the road.


      "This is bad!" they shouted. "We just got word from the military! There's some schoolchildren who were late to leave Shin-Kiba, and are currently making their way to Shinonome. But there's a horde of gigant and small-types blocking the troops from getting to them and helping them evacuate!"


      "Where are the Huge?" Altea immediately asked, and Momiji replied at once. "They're near Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge right now," she said.


      "Did you hear that, my good sirs? The Second Division shall rid the earth of these gigant-types!" Altea said into her comm device, and the Lilies in her division replied as one, "Acknowledged!"


      Altea's group of four promptly made their way towards Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge. As they practically bounded down the streets in their haste, the remaining five members of the Second Division rejoined them.


      Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge was a bridge in the central part of the Shinonome area. As they drew closer to it, in pursuit of the horde of gigants, they heard an explosion and saw flames rising from a low building.


      "Over there!" Seto Veronika Ichika exclaimed, directing their attention to the flames. From amidst the black smoke, an armored gigant-type came into view.


      A tremor shook the ground, its origin the gap between some tall buildings. A group of soldiers on the ground there were firing tank cannons and rocket launchers at the gigant. But their weapons had no visible effect upon it.


      When she saw the gigant raise one of its massive arms in preparation to crush the soldiers, Tejima Komachi shouted to her companions, "We have to stop that gigant-type!"


      "Let's use cannon fire to throw off its balance!" Amatsu Marei proposed.


      The Lilies of the Second Division brought their CHARMs to bear and unleashed a coordinated volley of fire upon the gigant. Though such attacks weren't sufficient to inflict a lethal wound on the monster, their impact was still powerful, causing it to topple over and destroy some buildings as it did.


      Seeing their opportunity, Momiji shouted to the commander, "Now, Altea!"


      Altea immediately addressed her sisters-in-arms. "Second Division! Commence the Neunwelt Tactic!" she announced. Scarcely a moment later, Altea had loaded the Neunwelt bullet and fired a magiesphere from her CHARM, with a shout of "Momiji!"


      Momiji caught the magiesphere and yelled "Soraha-san!" as she passed it to the other Lily, who in turn passed it to Yuna. Yuna, dodging fierce attacks from their enemies, announced "Marei!" as she made the next pass. From Marei, it went to Hasebe Touka, Kiko Totori, and then back to the frontline with Ichika.


      "Finish this, Komachi!"


      "Leave it to me!"


      Tejima Komachi caught the magiesphere and swiftly charged forward on her own. Her manner of darting about on the battlefield to aid her companions had earned her the nickname of "The Matador," and at that moment, it was evident why. She ran right up to the gigant-type and bounded off the ground in a great leap.


       

      
 "This is it!"


      Komachi brought the Lichtbringer to bear and fired the magiesphere directly at the armored gigant's face. It was consumed by the explosion that followed, ensuring that the soldiers would come to no harm.


      Sengo Yuna let out a sigh as she looked at the soldiers they had saved. "Whew," she said. "Somehow, we made it..."


      But Altea was already staring in the direction of Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge. "I would not say that just yet," she muttered.


      The Lilies of the Second Division turned their gazes in that direction. From amidst the black smoke, hordes of Soldier Ants and other small-types were beginning to emerge. The bulk of the enemy was coming via Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge, but vast numbers of Huge were appearing all over.


      Kiko Totori narrowed her eyes. "No matter how many we kill, there won't be any end to them," she remarked.


      "I hope Misaka is all right..." said Hasebe Touka in a worried voice, looking off towards the Ariake district.


      Altea turned to Momiji, Soraha, and Yuna. "Momiji, Soraha, Yuna. I have a mission for the three of you," she said. "I wish for you, sirs, to find the civilians en route from Shin-Kiba and keep them safe." The three Lilies nodded, and replied, "Understood!"


      "Let's be off, Soraha-san, Yuna-san," Momiji said, and the three of them departed to protect the civilians.


      


      It so happened that, on that day, many students from a private girls' junior high school had been visiting Yumenoshima Park in the Shin-Kiba area. As an extracurricular field trip, the third-years had come to see the military facilities and the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference.


      Whenever civilians went beyond the Light Wall, they were putting themselves in danger, but Shin-Kiba had not had many Huge sightings recently and was well defended by the military and Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School. Thus, they had thought it would be safe enough. Thrilled by the prospect of getting to meet the Lilies they so admired, the young girls had listened to a lecture about the military and then toured their installations.


      But in the midst of that, the nestless Ultra had suddenly appeared. And not only that, but it had blanketed the area in negative magie, and Huge had poured out from Caves and the sea.


      "The Huge are here! Run for it, everyone!"


      The appearance of the nestless Ultra and the Huge had turned the park into a chaotic scene. As some Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School who were there held back the Huge, the military herded the civilian students into buses, which headed for the other side of the Light Wall.


      From among the five buses, four of them had made it. But the final bus had come under attack by the Huge, and failed to reach the Light Wall before the area was closed off. Its only option was to divert to Shinonome and evacuate from there.


      Their misfortune continued when the bus was attacked by the Huge again again on the bridge to Shinonome, causing it to break down. There was no choice but for the schoolgirls to get off the bus, and run, while the military held the Huge back.


      Among those schoolgirls was a certain Hayami Katsura.


      "Hurry! As fast as you can!"


      Between the schoolgirls and a few young lady teachers, the passengers from the bus numbered about thirty. Breathlessly, they fled down the bridge, desperately trying to escape the enemies that constantly appeared in pursuit of them and find somewhere safe.


      One of the small-types chasing them closed the distance, and leapt towards them.


      "Aaaah!"


      When she heard her school friend Iwai Emi let out a scream, Katsura tightened her grip on the sword-shaped CHARM in her hand. "Haaah!" she shouted as she cleaved the small-type in two with a magnificent slash, its remains falling to the ground.


      "Are you okay?" Katsura asked, as she offered her hand to Emi, who had fallen down. "Yeah... thank you," Emi said, as she took Katsura's hand, then turned her gaze to the first-generation CHARM Katsura held in her other hand.


      "I guess you really were a Lily before you transferred here, huh, Katsura?"


      "......"


      Katsura looked at the CHARM in her hand with a complicated expression.


      In the past, Katsura had been a Lily at the junior high school division of Yurigaoka Girls' Academy. But something had happened that had made her give up on becoming a Lily, and transfer to a civilian school. She'd had many friends who were sad to see her leave, but she just hadn't felt like she could fight any longer.


      That's what I thought back then, but somehow, I can still swing a CHARM...


      Katsura had vowed that she would never fight again. But when she'd seen her school friends come under attack by the Huge at Yumenoshima Park, she'd impulsively grabbed a simple CHARM from one of the CHARM pods there and started fighting to protect them. In place of the Lilies that weren't here with them, she was the only one who could.


      "Let's hurry! If we can just make it to Shinonome Park, I'm sure there will be Lilies there!" Katsura said. Shinonome Park was one of the designated evacuation zones for use during disasters, so Lilies and the military would both be waiting there. Confident that they'd be safe if they could get there, Katsura urged her school friends onward as she protected them from the Huge.


      "We're almost there!"


      With one final sprint, their group of thirty rushed into Shinonome Park at last, thinking they would finally be safe there. But when she looked around the park, Katsura's eyes opened wide.


      "Oh, no..."


      The small park, an open field enclosed by buildings on every side, had not a single Lily nor a single soldier standing in it. Katsura didn't know at that time, but because gigant-types had appeared at Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge, the military had escorted those taking shelter in the park elsewhere and temporarily vacated it to respond to the new threat.


      As Katsura stood there, dumbfounded, she heard the sound of an explosion. Then a girl's scream. Katsura whirled towards the sounds, and from amidst the smoke rising from the direction they had come in, she saw a pack of ten small-types approaching the park.


      Katsura looked at her classmates, who were clinging to each other as they trembled in fear. They weren't Lilies, who could leap from place to place if they needed to escape. Running wasn't an option for them. Emi, Katsura's friend, stared at her with a face that was deathly pale.


      "Is this where we're going to die, Katsura?" Emi asked.


      "...!"


      A dreadful memory suddenly surfaced in Katsura's mind. When she had been at Yurigaoka's junior high school, an attack by the Huge much like this one had taken the life of one of her dear friends.


      Back then, Katsura had blamed herself. She'd thought herself powerless. She'd abandoned her dream of being a Lily, and transferred to a civilian high school. But here, the very same tragedy was about to unfold anew.


      I will not let the same thing happen once again!


      Katsura rushed to the emergency CHARM pods set up in the park, in anticipation of the Huge suddenly appearing as they just had, and slammed their buttons. Within those pods were basic first-generation CHARMs that anyone with magie could wield. Three of the pods opened, revealing tens of first-generation CHARMs. Katsura took out all of the sword-shaped ones, stabbing them upright in the ground. Then, holding one of those blades in her hand, she took a stance before the entrance to the park.


      "Stay back, Emi," Katsura said. "That goes for the rest of you, too."


      "What are you going to do, Katsura?!" Emi shouted. Without turning to face her, Katsura answered the girl.


      "I will not let them hurt you," she declared. "Not even if it costs me my life."


      Readying her sword, Katsura gazed at the approaching Huge. The ten small-types were coming right for her.


      I'll keep my friends safe for as long as I can. Even if I have to throw away my life to do it!


      Filled with conviction, Katsura charged at the enemy. "HAAAH!" she shouted.


      She cleaved through the enemy immediately in front of her, then brought her blade to bear and turned it upon another of the Huge leaping at her. A third small-type lashed out, and she jumped aside, skewering the monster with a thrust of her sword as she did. A fourth and fifth Huge fell in the same manner, but then the blade of her CHARM shattered against the sixth small-type, and the monster's counterattack slammed into her.


      "Ugh!"


      Sent flying, Katsura crumpled to the ground. "KATSURA!" Emi screamed. Katsura rose back to her feet, pulling out another of the CHARMs she'd thrust into the earth.


      "Katsura! Help!" came a wail from behind her. Katsura whirled around, and saw a small-type about to attack one of her classmates.


      "Yaaah!"


      Katsura dashed in front of her classmate, protecting the girl with her own body. The small-type's talons raked her shoulder, but she paid the wounds no heed, cleaving through the monster with the CHARM she'd picked up. Four more of the Huge leapt at her, and she cut them all down, one after another.


      In scarcely more than a moment, Katsura had killed all ten small-types. Emi and her other classmates stared at her in amazement. "...Incredible..." they whispered.


      When she had been at the junior high school of Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, Katsura's classmates had called her the "Thousandfold Lily"—one who had the strength of a thousand others. The instructors, too, had seen great promise in her. And the sight of her valor in battle had captivated her new classmates as well.


      "Hah... hah..." Katsura panted as she stabbed her blade down into the earth. She hadn't escaped injury, but she'd been able to protect her friends. She sighed in relief, and turned to Emi and the others, but just then—


      "Katsura, over there!"


      With a look of panic on her face, Emi jabbed her finger towards something behind Katsura. Katsura turned around, and was unable to believe what she was seeing.


      From between the buildings adjacent to the park, a second group of small-types was approaching; this time there were over fifteen of them. They surrounded the park, roaring in unrestrained bloodlust as they did.


      "...!"


      Though she was trembling throughout her entire body, Katsura had no intent of backing down. She took up her CHARM, and as she faced the small-types, she shouted in defiance.


      "I am Hayami Katsura! If you seek to hurt these people, you will have to cut me down first!"


      In unison, the Huge leapt towards Katsura. Letting loose a battle cry, she charged forward to meet them.


      


      It was a short while later that Tsukioka Momiji of the Second Division reached Shinonome Park.


      After assisting the soldiers near Tatsumi-Sakura Bridge and hearing from them that the schoolchildren were headed to Shinonome Park, she'd made her way there as quickly as she could, and found an unbelievable sight awaiting her.


      The park and its environs were littered with the corpses of small-type Huge. When she counted them, there were twenty-six dead Huge. Amidst the monstrous bodies, seven simple CHARMs lay discarded upon the ground.


      Within the park itself were the civilians; a group of schoolgirls and the accompanying staff. Several of the girls appeared to be hurt, as they were collapsed on the ground, clutching their arms and legs while wailing. Their classmates and the staff were attempting to calm them and administer first aid. However, no one was dead or critically injured.


      A single girl stood at the entrance to the park, staring blankly ahead. Her uniform was tattered, and she'd been wounded in quite a few places. In her hands, she was holding two first-generation CHARMs.


      What had come as the biggest shock to Momiji was that the girl wasn't a Lily from Odaiba Girls' School; she was a student from the civilian junior high school.


       

      
 Momiji walked closer to the girl and addressed her from behind.


      "Were you the one who killed all these small-types?"


      "......"


      The girl didn't turn to face Momiji, nor did she answer. She was staring at her classmates, injured and crying. As she gazed at them, her shoulders trembled. The fact that her dear friends had been hurt clearly pained her.


      In a quiet voice, Momiji asked, "Will you at least tell me your name?"


      "...Katsura. It's Hayami Katsura."


      Momiji picked up one of the basic CHARMs that lay discarded on the ground. It was battered to the point of being unusable. A mere look at the CHARMs around was enough to tell her how fierce the battle that Katsura had fought had been.


      "All of your friends are safe, and that's thanks to you," Momiji said. "You have my thanks as well. For these CHARMs show me how well you fought."


      "Is it really over?..." the girl asked. Momiji nodded, and replied, "Yes."


      "Join me at Odaiba Girls' School," continued Momiji. "I would like the two of us to fight together, side by side."


      Even though the enemies were small-types, killing twenty-six of them entirely on one's own was a feat that few Lilies of junior high school age, even those from Odaiba Girls' School, would be able to accomplish.


      Momiji could tell that Katsura had been trained as a Lily in the past, and that she was a prodigy, no less. She couldn't merely ignore someone with such talent. If Katsura were to study at Odaiba Girls' School, she would become a true warrior, a Lily who would someday contribute to the defense of Odaiba and all of Tokyo.


      But, despite Momiji's certainty, Katsura's shoulders only trembled more fiercely as she answered.


      "This is the last time I'll ever fight," the girl said. "I... I'm not fit to be a Lily."


      "......"


      Momiji supposed that Katsura regretted not being able to save her classmates from being hurt. Yet, from her point of view, it was only because of how fiercely the girl had fought that none of them had come to far worse harm.


      "Katsura-san. You feel at fault that these people were hurt, don't you? I understand that," Momiji said. "But your efforts here were praiseworthy. Had you not fought at all, something dreadful would have happened. If you fear that you're not strong enough, then seek others who will be your strength."


      It was upon hearing those words that Katsura finally turned to Momiji.


      "...Others who will be... my strength?" she asked. There was a deep sadness, a deep loneliness, within her eyes. It made Momiji wonder whether Katsura, too, knew what it was like to lose someone dear to her. She nodded firmly, then spoke again.


      "We will fight together with you. We will never abandon you, no matter what. So please join me as a Lily of Odaiba Girls' School," Momiji said.


      "......"


      After a time, Katsura met Momiji's eyes, looking as if she were on the verge of crying. She walked closer, and offered her battered CHARM to the Lily. "I understand," she said. "My blade is yours."


      "Thank you," Momiji said, accepting the offered CHARM.


      "Katsura!" shouted Iwai Emi, running up to the girl.


      Katsura avoided Emi's eyes. "...I couldn't keep all of you safe," she said. At that, Emi shook her head fiercely.


      "But you did!" Emi exclaimed. "We're still alive because you were here, Katsura! Thank you for fighting to protect us!" She threw her arms around Katsura, bursting into tears. Katsura looked confused to have a classmate of hers crying for her, but tears spilled from her eyes as well as she returned Emi's embrace.


      "...Thank you, too..." Katsura murmured.


      A slight smile upon her lips as she watched the two girls, Momiji then turned her attention to the armored transport vehicle that had arrived at the entrance to the park. Moments later, it was followed by her teammates from the Second Division, Amano Soraha and Sengo Yuna.


      "Sorry we're late. Everything okay here?" Soraha asked, then surveyed the park. "Whoa. Did you kill all these Huge by yourself, Momiji?"


      "I didn't kill any of them," Momiji replied, then looked back at Katsura. "She's the one who kept this place safe."


      "She did that?" said Soraha and Yuna, gazing at Katsura in astonishment.


      Emi had pulled Katsura with her, back to where their classmates were. As they all thanked Katsura for saving them, though it was subdued, a peaceful smile had appeared on the girl's face.


      Momiji smiled in turn, then turned to Soraha and the others. "What's the situation in the rest of Shinonome?" she asked.


      "The military, along with Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School, have dealt with most of the Huge around here," Yuna replied. "But Ariake and the vicinity of Toyosu Market haven't been fully evacuated, and we don't have any information on how many Huge are coming from Shin-Tatsumi Bridge. We need to get these people to safety quick."


      "Then once we have done just that, we'll regroup with Altea-san and the others and make contact with the Third Division," Momiji decided. Soraha and Yuna nodded in acknowledgement.


      


      In the meantime, Kondo Misaka was in the thick of battle near Aomi Station.


      Misaka had parted ways with the rest of the Second Division in order to find the Fourth Division and let them know that because the enemy was far stronger than expected, the Fifth Division could no longer carry out the strategy as planned. The Fourth should have been somewhere in the Aomi area, so that's where she'd gone.


      The plan had been that the Fourth would first cull the Huge around Aomi and Daiba so that the civilians had a safe route to evacuate, and then when opportunities presented themselves, they would back up the First Division.


      But as she made her way to Aomi, Misaka found a swarm of Huge blocking her path. She clicked her tongue in displeasure. "They're still all over the place, huh?" she muttered as she cut down a small-type.


      The Second Division had exterminated every one of the Huge they'd spotted near Aomi Station, but small-types and mid-types had sprung up to replace them. The nestless Ultra had stirred up the Huge far beyond anyone's expectations. As Aomi and Ariake still weren't completely evacuated, the military and Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School were desperately trying to get the civilians to safety while also fighting to hold back the Huge.


      At that very moment, the First Division was proceeding along the southern route, killing Soldier Ants and destroying Caves as they fought their way towards Wakasu Park, where the Nestless Ultra was. Misaka had to let them know how the battlefield had changed before they crossed the Tokyo Gate Bridge and mounted their assault on the Ultra in Wakasu Park. But she was barely able to make any headway.


      "Of course this happens right when I have to let Chihana and the others know about this!"


      She needed to contact the Fourth Division as soon as possible, so they could in turn get this information to the First. But the Huge didn't care. They kept pouring out of the sea, blocking her path forward.


      "OUT OF MY WAY!"


      At the very moment Misaka screamed in frustration, a silhouette suddenly appeared before her and sliced a number of small-types into pieces. She focused on the one who had come to her aid: a slight-figured girl with long silver hair.


      "Well, well, look who we have here. Kondo Misaka, in the flesh. You thought this would be a mighty fine place to just laze about, did you now?"


      When she saw the familiar face before her, Misaka's mouth opened of its own accord. "Homare!" she exclaimed.


      The girl before her was Imagawa Homare, Misaka's friend since childhood. Misaka, Homare, and Kiko Totori had been fast friends since they'd all attended Yurigaoka's kindergarten together. The three of them had promised, when they were younger, that they would fight together. Homare would go on to be another of the founding members of Legion Sanngriðr.


      "You astound me. First you make me think you'll miss the tactical conference, now you're a lost little lamb nowhere near the Second Division. I do believe Touka must be worrying her poor head off about you at this very moment."


      Homare's merciless needling prodded an "urk" sound out of Misaka. She took a while to find her own words.


      "That's not it. I've got an urgent message for the Fourth Division, and the First Division needs to hear it too. Where's Tiuccia? Take me to her."


      "What's this about the First?" Homare asked, with a skeptical look on her face. Misaka opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, a throng of at least twenty Huge suddenly burst out of the water.


      "Good heavens," Homare muttered at the sight of them, shaking her head. "We'll have to chat later. See to our unwelcome guests, would you?"


      "You'd better pitch in too, Homare!" Misaka retorted. The two of them met the swarm of Huge head-on.


      They cut a deadly swath through the Huge, monster after monster. Not only had Misaka and Homare been friends since kindergarten, they'd fought side by side as Lilies on many a battlefield, making them true sisters-in-arms. The enemy numbered over twenty, but it took only a few moments before each and every one of them was dead.


      "Those weaklings should've known better than to take us both on at once," Misaka said.


      "What I wouldn't give to carve up something satisfying," Homare declared with a bold smile. For a moment, Misaka was taken aback by her friend's sadism, but she found her words quickly. "You know, Homare, I've always thought that on the battlefield, you're a real terror," she said.


      "I should hope you mean that as a compliment," Homare retorted.


      "C'mon, take me to the rest of the Fourth already."


      With that, Misaka and Homare set off together to the southern part of the Aomi area.


      Southern Aomi was covered by large warehouses right up until Akatsuki Port. Long ago, container ships had docked there and unloaded their cargo, but nowadays it was mostly used as a practice ground by the military and Odaiba Girls' School.


      At that moment, on one of Aomi's wide avenues, the Lilies of the Fourth Division were fighting a veritable army of enemies. Dozens of small-types and mid-types were advancing on them, as if to block the Fourth Division's way forward.


      The Fourth Division was diverse, having been assembled out of Lilies from Alchemilla, Kanba, Odaiba, St. Mercurius, and Yurigaoka. Their degree of combat experience was equally varied. But despite that, the group of girls were fighting as one.


      And that was because of the Fourth Division's commander, Tiuccia Paumgartner. Even as she wielded a CHARM in each hand, a Chrysaor and a Kerukeion, she issued precise orders to her troops.


      "Chikage, do not break formation. Your moment of glory shall come in time. Yuria, come fight by my side, and you need not fear. Kureha and Minato, I would have you stop those enemies from encircling Hibari."


      "...So that's Tiuccia Paumgartner, the genius."


      For a moment, Misaka was stunned by the sheer presence that was Tiuccia Paumgartner as a battlefield commander. But she quickly snapped out of it and, with Homare by her side, rushed over to Tiuccia. "Tiuccia!" she shouted. "I've got an urgent message for the Fourth Division!"


      "Oh? I do believe you're Kondo Misaka, from the Second Division," Tiuccia said as she noticed Misaka's arrival. "I am Tiuccia Paumgartner, the Holy Empress of Mercurius. Be mindful that you do not forget."


      Even though she was surrounded by the Huge, Tiuccia greeted Misaka with the majesty of a noblewoman residing in her own palace. Tiuccia was referred to by other Lilies from St. Mercurius as "the genius of the century," but she was also infamously eccentric. In fact, she had bestowed the epithet of "The Holy Empress of Mercurius" upon herself.


      This close exposure to Tiuccia left Misaka dumbfounded. "Oh, man. Are all Lilies from Mercurius like this?" she wondered out loud.


      "Quit your lollygagging and tell her why you came here!"


      After Homare prodded her, Misaka started talking. "There's no time, so I'll make this short," she said. "The Fifth Division can't carry out the battle plan because of all the large-types and gigant-types that showed up. The enemy are way stronger than we expected. If the First Division enters Wakasu Park, they'll be in danger!"


      "......"


      When she heard Misaka's report, Tiuccia's expression became grave in an instant. Then Homare spoke as well.


      "I have a report, too. There are still Huge coming out of the water in the Aomi and Daiba areas. If they aren't stopped, they'll be a danger to those evacuating through Ariake."


      "Acknowledged," Tiuccia told her, then continued speaking.


      "I had already fathomed the unusual strength of the enemy, but that they would best the Fifth Division—that I did not expect. The First Division is soon due to enter Uminomori Park. When we two spoke earlier, Chihana informed me there was no small number of Caves in the park."


      "Then we've got to let them know right away!" Misaka said, agitated. Tiuccia let out a small sigh.


      "So be it. I, the Holy Empress, shall deliver this message personally," she decided. "Akehi, I would have you join me. Let us make for the First Division." When her name was said, Honma Akemi of the Fourth Division nodded and replied "Understood!"


      "Lialidell. I shall be on my way to the First Division. In the interim, I leave you in command," Tiuccia continued. "Expel the Huge from Aomi and Daiba and ensure that the evacuation route remains safe."


      Lialidell Eschenbach of the Fourth Division boldly answered "We shall see it done!" She was a fellow Lily of St. Mercurius and a trusted ally of Tiuccia's, who had bestowed upon her the epithet of "Vice-Emperor."


      "Can the two of you get there on your own?" Misaka asked in a worried voice. A fearless smile rose to Tiuccia's lips as she beheld the enemy hordes.


      "Hmph. These louts shall be made to kneel before my might!" she declared. No sooner had Tiuccia said that than she and Akehi set off running towards Akatsuki Port, where the First Division most likely was.


      "They at least seem like they can handle it..." Misaka said with a sigh as she watched the two Lilies depart.


      "Well, that's my messenger job done," she murmured to no one in particular, as she gazed in the direction of Shin-Tatsumi Bridge. "I'll be back with you in no time, Second Division. So until then, just hang on!"


      
~ ~ ~
 


      Shin-Tatsumi Bridge, where the Fifth Division's last stand had taken place, was once again silent. Only a short while before, the roadway had been filled to the brim with the advancing Huge, but when the Third Division had joined the battle, they had exterminated every last monster and no others had appeared to replace them.


      When the battle at last came to an end, the Lilies of the Fifth Division were exhausted. Some of them were getting first aid from the Third Division, while others had dropped to the ground where they had stood, unable to remain on their feet.


      Banshoya Ena, the commander of the Third Division, surveyed the far side of the bridge. "It seems that was their main force," she remarked. "I don't see any other enemies coming."


      "A bunch of gigant-types got past us, though," said Yoshimura Thi Mai from the Fifth Division from where she'd plopped down. "We gotta catch up to 'em and take 'em out!"


      The Fifth Division had managed to stop most of the Huge from crossing Shin-Tatsumi Bridge, but the two times they had performed the Neunwelt Tactic had left them utterly drained of magie and unable to deal with any further gigant-types, so the gigants had simply passed them by. That was on top of the gigant-types which had broken through the barriers shielding the other bridges and crossed over Shinonome via them.


      "You said that they broke through your line four times, correct?" Ena asked, and Tono Natsuki of the Fifth Division answered her. "Yes. First there was a group with a pair of identical gigant-types, then a group with a gigant that had gravity powers, then a gigant-sized Soldier Ant, and finally one that resembled a snake," she said.


      "Oh, I've seen the big ants," remarked Fujita Asagao of the Third. "They're just like the rest of the Soldier Ants—they won't go near water."


      Hishida Haru furrowed her brow. "So those gigants are all in the civilian areas?" she said. "We have to stop them right away or something terrible could happen."


      "Agreed. We shall ask the Second Division to aid us, and deal with them before another of these hordes comes our way," Ena declared. Her gaze swept over the faces of her sisters-in-arms in the Third Division as the Lilies nodded to her, with determined expressions.


      Before they could depart, they suddenly heard the voice of Noguchi Shinano, the commander of the Fifth Division. "Wait!" she shouted. "Let me join up with you!" Upon hearing her words, Ena stopped in her tracks.


      "Are you daft? You were fighting until mere moments ago, Shinano. You have no magie left. So you have to—"


      "You're going to be fighting four gigants," Shinano interrupted. "The more people you have with you, the better. I probably can't help charge the Neunwelt magiespheres, but I can still make passes and provide backup!"


      Reluctance was written upon the faces of the Lilies of the Third, but undaunted, Shinano continued to speak. "Please! It was due to my misjudgment that the battle plan failed, and as commander of the Fifth Division, I have to take responsibility!" she insisted. "If anyone from my division would rather get to safety and rest, I won't stop them."


      The determination in Shinano's voice led Miyamoto Komuku and Nakabayashi Kaina, from the Fifth, to speak up as well.


      "I, Miyamoto Komuku, would not have you underestimate me. I too can still fight."
 "If Komuku's going to fight, I'll be right next to her. We're partners!"


      Yoshimura Thi Mai signed and shook her head. "You're a tough bunch, ain't you?" she remarked. "Fine, I'll lend you a hand. But the moment all this is over, I'm taking a well-earned break!"


      "Sounds like everyone's favorite Hotaru-chan is going to have to help out too!" joked Kawabata Hotaru. At this, Asagao exclaimed "Hotaru!", giving her friend a look of deep concern.


      "I'll be fine," Hotaru told her. "I promised Kiito that I'd protect Odaiba until she came back. And besides, I'm a Lily of Odaiba Girls' School, so it's my duty, isn't it?"


      "Ugh," replied Asagao, with a look of exasperation. "You never even think about what you're saying, do you?" Her retort drew a cheerful laugh from Hotaru.


      Shinano looked at the remaining Lilies from the Fifth Division. "We'll take care of everything, so all of you should rest," she told them.


      Ena and the others turned their attention to the Fifth Division as well. There was Senda Koume, who was gravely injured; she was still unconscious, her body resting on the ground as if she were sleeping. Sitting on the ground and cradling Koume's head in her lap was Sasaki Yasuna, whose body was too polluted with negative magie for her to go anywhere. Danzuka Erisa, Osumi Azuki, and Tono Natsuki also seemed completely exhausted.


      With one last look at Shinano and Hotaru's faces, Ena made her decision. "Very well," she said to Shinano. "But promise me that you won't put yourself in danger."


      "I promise," replied Shinano.


      After she heard Shinano's reply, Ena turned to the others. "Now let us set off in pursuit of those four groups with gigant-types in them," she said. "In which direction did they go?"


      "The gravity manipulator and the twins both headed towards Toyosu. I think the other two were headed in the direction of Ariake," Tono Natsuki told her, and Ena nodded in acknowledgement.


      "Very well. We'll go to Toyosu in pursuit of the gravity manipulator. Contact the Second Division and ask them to handle the two gigant-types moving towards Ariake," she instructed. The Lilies in her division nodded.


      "Natsuki," Ena said. "Stay here with the others from your division. When the military sends their next gunship, all of you should retreat to Odaiba Girls' School. And if the enemy sends a second wave, let us and the military know immediately."


      "Understood," Natsuki said with a nod, a serious look on her face.


      "Our pursuit begins now! Move out!"


      The Third and the Fifth Division set out in pursuit of the enemy.


      


      The pursuit team soon crossed from Shinonome into Toyosu.


      The Third Division had been assembled with Lilies from Yurigaoka Girls' Academy at its core, and had four members of Álfheimr. Banshoya Ena, the commander of Álfheimr, was especially remarkable on account of how many battles she had guided them to victory in.


      Many of the Third's other Lilies were renowned as well, including Fujita Asagao, Hishida Haru and Yokoyama Azusa from Odaiba Girls' School, and Nishikawa Miharu, one of the "Elite Four" of Irma Girls' High School for the Arts.


      As Ena and the others dashed between the buildings swiftly enough that they may as well have been flying, Asagao and Miharu scouted ahead for the gigant-types.


      "We've spotted the gigants!"
 "Over there, girls!"


      When the pursuit team looked in the direction the two were indicating, they saw smoke rising from between two low buildings and some artillery emplacements firing without pause. They quickly made their way over. A sturdy defensive barrier had been raised between the two buildings and was holding three unusual gigant-types back, as well as a horde of Soldier Ants.


      Two of the gigants were twins.


      Their shapes were like those of huge plants, with a crown of flowers in bloom atop their heads, and a huge number of tentacles that resembled a tree's roots. As if one were a reflection of the other, every movement that the twin gigant-types made was the same.


      The third gigant was the gravity manipulator.


      It stood twenty meters tall, and resembled a person covered in thick red armor. It was hurling itself against the defensive barrier repeatedly. Thus far, the barrier had held the gigant-types back, but the fierce attacks had battered it to the point that it wouldn't stay intact much longer.


      "We'll focus on the gravity manipulator first!" Ena shouted to her teammates, with no hesitation.


      With the gravity manipulator as their target, the Lilies of the Third Division closed in on it from behind, only for the horde of Soldier Ants to turn to face them and charge in their direction.


      The Third Division blasted them with cannon fire, and Ena loaded the Neunwelt bullet into her CHARM. "Third Division! We will commence the Neunwelt Tactic!" she shouted. But when she was about to launch the magiesphere, the gravity manipulator let out a roar.


      "GYUAAAAAH!"


      A ripple went through the air, distorting it, and the Lilies of the pursuit team were beset by crushing pressure.


      "Ugh!"


      Every one of them was being dragged powerfully downward, towards the ground. Their bodies felt as heavy as if they were made of lead, and it was a struggle for them just to remain upright.


      Akane Watanabe had been forced to her knees. "What's going on?" she whispered. "We shouldn't be in its range..."


      They had planned to perform the Neunwelt Tactic from outside the range of the gravity manipulator's powers, but the gravity field extended more than 200 meters around the monster, and Ena and the others had been caught in it.


      "It must be... because of the nestless Ultra..." said Akashi Manaka, through gritted teeth. The only explanation was that the proximity of the nestless Ultra had made the gigant-types grow more powerful.


      With the Lilies unable to move, the gravity manipulator went back to battering the defensive barrier. Cracks began to run through it, and before long, it shattered into pieces. Their way no longer blocked, the three gigants stampeded forward into the Toyosu area and made straight for the towers of the Light Wall System.


      When she saw where the Huge were headed, Hishida Haru's face grew pale. "Oh, no!" she shouted. "They're going to break through into Tokyo!"


      Toyosu hadn't been fully evacuated of civilians yet, so the Light Wall wasn't closed off, and the gigant-types were making their way towards it with purpose. If they destroyed the unprotected towers necessary for the Light Wall System to function, there would be no holding back the Huge.


      As soon as the gravity field moved past her, Ena leapt to her feet. "We have to stop them!" she shouted. The pursuit team immediately broke into a run, desperate to stop the gigants. But at that very moment... brilliant light shone out from the huge towers at the edge of Odaiba. Barriers formed of that light shimmered into being between those towers.


      Hishida Haru stared up at them, even as she continued to run. "The Light Wall... closed?" she said.


      It was most definitely the Light Wall—a powerful magie barrier that could prevent virtually all of the Huge from crossing into Tokyo—that she was looking at. But when activated, it had cut off the roads into Tokyo, trapping many civilians in Ariake and Toyosu.


      Her eyes wide, Fujita Asagao gazed at the Light Wall. "Is that Full Admission Mode?" she wondered.


      The Light Wall could operate at several levels of intensity. Full Admission Mode was the highest of them all. By focusing the energy as intensely as possible, it could block the passage of even gigant-type Huge.


      "But why?" Ena whispered, dumbfounded. "The evacuation's still in progress..." At that moment, she heard a voice among the static sounding from her comm device.


      "...This is Kifuji Suzu, from Odaiba Girls'... Do you copy? Please respond."


      Upon hearing Suzu's voice, Ena answered her at once. "This is Banshoya Ena of the Third Division. Why is the Light Wall System active?" she asked.


      Suzu, transmitting from the Odaiba Girls' School campus, replied with urgency in her voice. "When it became a possibility that gigant-types would get past the Light Wall, the military and Odaiba Girls' School made the decision to put the system into Full Admission Mode," she said.


      "So that is Full Admission Mode..." whispered Yokoyama Azusa.


      "Correct," Kifuji Suzu said in agreement. "But Full Admission Mode has a time limit. If those gigant-types aren't dealt with before the Light Wall comes down, they'll be able to cross into Tokyo." The time limit was worrying. The gigants were only being held in check for now, and once they ran out of time and the Light Wall ceased to function, there would be no stopping them.


      But there was an even bigger problem, one which Serizawa Chikaru gave voice to. "Please wait!" she exclaimed. "With the Light Wall System active, that means the civilians are trapped here. They won't be able to evacuate!" Huge were not the only things that couldn't pass through the Light Wall. Upon being activated, it had trapped the evacuees on Odaiba, with nowhere safe to escape to.


      "That's why we're counting on you. Kill those gigant-types as quickly as you can," Suzu said. "We have our Defense Team headed to your location, too. They should join you shortly."


      Aoki Kaho let out a deep sigh. "We have to do something about those three monsters," she muttered. "For the civilians' sake... and also Tokyo's. But it won't be an easy battle."


      "Right now, the evacuees should be in Toyosu Market. If any of the gigant-types go there..." Her whisper trailed off, but Chikaru's ashen face finished the thought for her. Commander Banshoya Ena placed a hand on her shoulder.


      "Have no fear," she told Chikaru. "If we all work together, we can defeat these gigants. For we of Álfheimr will never let another tragedy like the Koshu Withdrawal happen again."


      When she saw the determination on Ena's face, Chikaru nodded. "I trust you," she replied.


      "Let's go, everyone," Ena declared. "We will not let a single person here in Odaiba come to harm!" The members of the pursuit team all replied, "Yeah!"


      To keep Tokyo and the evacuees safe, they'd have to completely subdue all three of the gigant-types, both the gravity manipulator and the twins. Determined to do so, Ena and the pursuit team set off towards the enemy.


      


      They caught up with the twin gigant-types first.


      Near Toyosu Station, the city streets were lined with tall buildings. They had already been evacuated, and there wasn't a soul to be seen. The gigants were destroying the buildings around them as they continued forward, while the Soldier Ants and other Huge that had crossed over into Toyosu were swarming everywhere.


      Hishida Haru took note of the lesser enemies' movements. "This isn't good! They're spreading out!" she exclaimed.


      "Before anything else, we'll engage the twin gigant-types," Ena shouted to the Lilies in her command even as she ran. "For them, the Neunwelt Tactic is our only option. We can deal with the other Huge afterwards."


      As they pursued the twin gigants, the Lilies peppered them with fire from their CHARMs. But both of the monsters had created a field around them, of the sort known as a "territory." Even the concentrated fire of all the Lilies, as soon as it entered the fields, was instantly caused to miss its target.


      "What are those big bubbles?!" shouted Fujita Asagao in frustration. "Why can't we hit them?!"


      Not far from the Light Wall System was the area of the former Toyosu Market, which was currently sheltering civilians. Because the Light Wall had closed, there were undoubtedly evacuees trapped there... meaning the Lilies had to defeat the gigant-types and other Huge before they reached Toyosu Market. All of them well aware of that, and so they attacked as fiercely as they could.


      "Keep calm, everyone!" Tada Shiera called out. "We can do this. So long as we don't panic, we shall find a path to victory!"


      "The twin gigants must be generating those fields themselves," pointed out Serizawa Chikaru as she looked at the two monsters. "If so, that's fortunate for us. They must be using some kind of special organ to do it. If we can find where it is, that's how we will win!"


      "Precisely, Chikaru," said Commander Banshoya Ena with a bold grin. "Let's all look for the organ they're using to generate those fields, ladies!"


      As she channeled magie into her CHARM, Hishida Haru remarked, "No one's more suited to that than I!" Haru was known as the "Freak Slayer." As the epithet suggested, she was no stranger to defeating enemies with mysterious abilities.


      Calling upon her magie, she let Divine Possession take her.


      Haru had a mysterious ability of her own—Divine Possession, a state where her magie resonated with that of her CHARM and greatly increased her strength. In that state, she could use a technique, "Blade of the End", which could fell even a large-type in a single blow.


      "Haaaah!"


      Haru's Jötunn-Schwert cut deeply into one of the twin gigants. With her under Divine Possession, it was an attack so fierce that it drew a roar of pain from the monster.


      "JYUAAAAAH!"


      Just before Haru's blade cut into the monster again, the twin gigants focused all the power of their territories into a shield. When her Divine Possession-empowered slash came down against the shield, a shock wave blasted out from the point of impact.


      Haru discerned from the flow of magie that the shield was being generated by organs that resembled flowers. "Those flowers," she shouted. "That's their weak point!"


      At the very moment of her shout, nine Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School came running towards them. They were the group known as the "Odaiba Wall Defense Team." Fujita Asagao called out to the Lily in the lead. "Subaru!" she exclaimed.


      That Lily was Igusa Subaru, from Odaiba Girls' School. She had also been a member of the former Funada Reserve Team, and was an old friend of all the Lilies from Odaiba who had been set to take part in the Neunwelt Tactic Technical Conference.


      Haru turned to Subaru immediately. "Let's take out both these monsters with Neunwelts, Subaru!" she shouted.


      "Understood!" replied Subaru, loading a Neunwelt bullet. "Ena!" Haru shouted, looking at the commander, and Ena in turn loaded a second Neunwelt bullet into her CHARM. Then, together as one, Ena and Subaru raised their voices. "Commence the Double Neunwelt Tactic!" they shouted.


      The Third Division and the Odaiba Wall Defense Team simultaneously began passing two magiespheres among themselves. And with their large tentacles, the twin gigants sought to stop them from doing so. As the enemy attacks threatened to disrupt their formation, Ena shouted, "Hotaru, Shinano, we're in need of your aid!"


      "You got it!" said Kawabata Hotaru of the Fifth Division. She rushed to the front line and shouted, "Subaru, pass it to me!" The Lilies of the Defense Team passed their magiesphere to Hotaru, who in turn started passing it back and forth with her sisters-in-arms from the Fifth Division. The other Lilies were now free to stop the twin gigant-types from interfering.


      Meanwhile, Commander Ena's precise instructions to her own division never ceased. "Kaho, keep that gigant distracted!" she shouted. "Move from the side to the front, Miharu, when you can! Haru, Manaka, don't overextend yourselves! Don't let up with that cannon fire, Chikaru!"


      Under Ena's oversight, their formations shifted between offense and defense, and the magiespheres deftly slipped past the enemy attacks. It was soon time for the final two Neunwelt passes. Hishida Haru and Tada Shiera each caught one of the magiespheres.


       

      
 "Here I goooo!!!"
 "Yaaaaaaaah!!!!!"


      Both magiespheres scored a direct hit upon the flowers atop the twin gigants' heads. With one final roar, the two monsters were consumed by the simultaneous explosions. The pursuit team and the Defense Team had succeeded in killing the gigant-types without anyone coming to harm.


      "Whew," sighed Nishikawa Miharu. "That was splendidly done. But with the commander of Álfheimr here, who would expect otherwise?" She gave Ena a smile, but the other Lily's expression was still grim.


      "This isn't over," Ena said. "We must find the gravity manipulator, and quickly. The civilians who will be trapped in Odaiba until it's safe to shut off Full Admission Mode."


      "The Soldier Ants and the other Huge have spread out," said Aoki Kaho, with an equally somber face. "And we don't know the status of the two gigant-types who went towards Ariake. Until we've accounted for them all, the Light Wall can't come down again."


      "We don't know where the enemy will strike next, so we should inform the troops at Toyosu Market to be on high alert," Watanabe Akane advised Ena. "That must be where most of the evacuees are right now."


      Igusa Subaru, from the Defense Team, addressed the pursuit team. "Allow us to handle the gravity manipulator," she said. "I expect it's on its way to the Light Wall. You can be certain we won't let it get there."


      "Then Asa-chan and I will lend our support," suggested Kawabata Hotaru. "That okay with you, Asa-chan?" When Hotaru looked at her, Fujita Asagao let out a sigh. "Gosh. You're running yourself ragged, you know," she retorted.


      Ena nodded her assent, and looked at Haru. "In that case, I would like four of you to go ahead to Toyosu Market and assist the military there with their defenses," she said. "Haru, Azusa, Miharu, and Kaina. Make your way there, and if you spot a gigant-type, alert us immediately."


      "Understood," Haru replied. "You can count on us." She, and the other three Lilies tasked to defend the evacuees sheltering at Toyosu Market, all nodded.


      Ena then addressed the eight Lilies that remained with her. "The rest of us will wipe out the Huge in Toyosu and confirm that no one failed to evacuate," she said. "After the enemy has been dealt with, we too shall go to Toyosu Market and guide the evacuees to safety once the Light Wall comes down."


      "Understood!" replied the Lilies in her command.


      It was thus that, to make it safe to lower the Light Wall, the pursuit team divided itself into three. Banshoya Ena's team would exterminate the Soldier Ants and other Huge swarming in the Toyosu area, Igusa Subaru's team would defeat the gravity manipulator gigant, and finally, Hishida Haru's team would defend the evacuees.


      Ena nodded to her sisters-in-arms. "Let us begin!" she shouted, and the three teams set off towards their objectives.


      


      The four Lilies led by Hishida Haru started running towards the former Toyosu Market, where the evacuees were.


      Toyosu Market was on the south side of the Toyosu area, adjacent to Ariake and separated by a canal. It consisted of large buildings, somewhat like the Tokyo International Exhibition Center did. Normally the buildings saw use as warehouses, but at that time, they were packed full with people who had evacuated from the Ariake and Shinonome areas. The nearby roads were jammed with vehicles. After the Light Wall System had blocked their way, those who were unable to evacuate had been left with no choice but to take shelter in Toyosu Market and other buildings nearby.


      When Haru reached Toyosu Market and saw the refugees there, she was astonished. "There are this many people...?" she said. The number was far greater than she had expected; thousands of people were there, stretching as far as the eye could see. Unable to escape to safety past the Light Wall, they were in chaos. Shouting and screaming filled the market, every last soul terrified that they would be attacked by the Huge.


      If the Soldier Ants or a gigant-type were to set their sights on this place, it would lead to slaughter.


      Haru and the other Lilies made their way to the entrance of Toyosu Market, looking for the military commander. There was a crowd around the soldiers, who were desperately trying to calm down the panicking people.


      Haru addressed the man who looked to be in command. "Are you the one in charge?" she asked. "We're here to help."


      "...Are you Hishida Haru, from Odaiba Girls' School?" he asked. As a former member of the Funada Reserve Team, Haru was quite famous.


      "That I am," Haru replied. "Right now, our sisters-in-arms are doing all we can to subdue the gigants. We've vowed to keep Odaiba and every person on it safe."


      "That's a relief to hear," said the commander. "Right now, there are six thousand people taking shelter here. Because of the Huge, we've destroyed every bridge leading to the market except for Fujimi Bridge. But we've spotted a horde of small-types on the Ariake shoreline. If they find their way here, it will be a disaster. I need you ladies to go attack them first."


      "Understood," Haru said. "We won't let them get past us, no matter what." She and the other three Lilies made their way towards Fujimi Bridge. As she did, Haru glanced at the buildings of Toyosu Market and saw the faces of countless evacuees, all filled with fear. Not all of the civilians were adults; among them were many young children.


      Yokoyama Azusa, also from Odaiba Girls' School, came to Haru's side. "The Huge have attacked this place before, but there's never been a battle of this scale," she remarked.


      In time, the four Lilies reached the near side of Fujimi Bridge. The bridge was at the southwest side of Toyosu Market. About two hundred meters long, it joined the Ariake area and the Toyosu area together.


      "This is the only bridge to Ariake left," Nakabayashi Kaina muttered after Fujimi Bridge came into view. "We have to protect it, at any cost."


      "That we do," said Nishikawa Miharu. "And we shall, until Ena and the others arrive." Haru nodded in agreement.


      From Fujimi Bridge, they could look out upon the dire spectacle that Odaiba had become. Tongues of flame rose up here and there, and in the distance, they could hear the sound of artillery fire and the roars of the Huge. As she gazed out upon Odaiba wreathed in flames, Haru whispered, within her heart alone, to a dear and long-lost friend.


      ...Sakumi. I promised you I'd keep Odaiba safe. So please watch over me as I do.


      In the past, Hishida Haru had had a close friend by the name of Imamura Sakumi. They had shared a dream and a promise: to become Lilies that would protect Odaiba together. But while she was still young, Sakumi had passed away from an incurable illness. As Sakumi's life had neared its end, Haru had vowed to her that she would become the student council president of Odaiba Girls' School, and the Garden's best Lily. That vow was the bond Haru still shared with her departed friend.


      As if she could sense Haru's resolve, Azusa murmured quietly in a voice that only Haru could hear, "We will protect Odaiba. Because that's what Sakumi would want."


      Haru nodded, and at that moment, the Lilies heard the quaking of the earth upon the far shore. They turned that way to see dozens of Soldier Ants headed straight for them. "Let's put an end to them, sisters!" Haru shouted.


      The four Lilies charged at the horde of Soldier Ants. "Yaaah!" shouted Hishida Haru, as she skewered the first of them with her Jötunn-Schwert. Yokoyama Azusa followed up, cutting down more enemies in quick succession. Nishikawa Miharu and Nakabayashi Kaina danced across the battlefield. The soldiers fired their cannons repeatedly as well, all fighting fiercely to stop any of the enemy from crossing the bridge.


      But more and more Huge continued to swarm onto the bridge. It was clear that they were trying to break through the Light Wall and invade Tokyo itself.


      "There's too many of them," Kaina shouted as she cut down enemy after enemy. "We can't hold them back forever!"


      "Even so, we must not give up!" Haru shouted back, trying to encourage her allies as she fought. "No matter what, we can't allow them to cross the bridge!"


      Just beyond Fujimi Bridge, there were thousands of evacuees. If even one Soldier Ant were to reach them, they would cause a bloodbath. Each and every enemy on the bridge had to be exterminated, at any cost, before they were able to cross it. But there were not just Soldier Ants now. Other small-type and mid-type Huge, attracted by their fellow monsters, were joining the throng.


      Then the earth shook beneath them as the master of the horde appeared upon the far shore. When she laid eyes upon the gigantic shape, Haru could hardly believe what she was seeing.


      "Is that... a gigant-type Soldier Ant?!"


      The gargantuan Soldier Ant, which had gone in the direction of Ariake and then vanished, had made it all the way here unbeknownst to anyone.


      "Miharu, alert Ena's team immediately!" Yokoyama Azusa shouted. "It's too late! They can't get here in time!" Miharu told her.


      Gigant-types could only be defeated with the Neunwelt Tactic, but there were only four Lilies on the bridge. They couldn't possibly do a Neunwelt. And even if they called in the Third Division under Ena, or Subaru's Defense Team, none of the other Lilies would get here before the gigant crossed the bridge.


      "Fight it to a standstill!" screamed Nakabayashi Kaina, to Lilies and soldiers alike. "Do everything you can!"


      But though the Lilies blasted the gigant-type with their CHARMs, and the soldiers unleashed their rocket launchers, none of them could inflict meaningful damage upon the giant Soldier Ant. Nishikawa Miharu was desperately trying to inform Ena and Subaru of the situation, but she wasn't able to reach them due to the interference.


      The giant Soldier Ant, and its lesser kindred, continued to make their way across the bridge.


      "It's no good... we can't hold them back. They'll slaughter all the helpless people here..." Haru said, as she looked over at Toyosu Market. Inside the buildings were thousands of evacuees. And if the gigant-type were to reach them, for an untold number, it would mark the end of their lives.


      No matter what, I can't allow this monster to cross the bridge!


      Haru gritted her teeth. She made her decision. "All of you, retreat!" she shouted to her allies. "I will destroy the bridge, and take sole responsibility!"


      When she had fought Soldier Ants as a member of the Funada Reserve Team, Haru had learned of their hatred for water. Stopping these Soldier Ants was impossible, and she was well aware of that... but if she destroyed the bridge, she could slow them down.


      Upon hearing Haru's declaration, Yokoyama Azusa turned to her in alarm. "Hold on!" she said. "There are younger girls from Odaiba over there in Ariake! And civilians, too!" Ariake still had a number of junior high school Lilies and soldiers fighting there, and not all the civilians had gotten to safety either. If this bridge—the last link to Ariake—were destroyed, all those people would be trapped, with nowhere to run.


      "But if I don't destroy the bridge, even more people will die!" Haru exclaimed. She knew that abandoning her fellow Lilies went against everything that Lilies stood for. But it was the only way of stopping the gigant-type.


      Azusa grabbed Haru's shoulder, trying to stop her. "Haru, is this... is this really what you want?" she said. "What about your promise to Sa-chan? If you do this, you'll never be able to meet her again in the Garden of Souls!"


      Haru knew that her choice to consign so many others to their fate would cause everyone at Odaiba to loathe her. She would never become student council president, as she had dreamed of. She would be breaking the vow she'd made to her dear, departed friend that she would become Odaiba's best Lily.


      She remembered the words of the promise that she had made to Sakumi, so long ago.


      "We'll protect this place... Odaiba... as the finest Lilies of all. And then I'll bloom as a flower in the Garden of Souls, together with you."


      Haru and Sakumi had promised each other that the two of them, together, would someday become Lilies who protected Odaiba. When Sakumi had reached the end of her life with that dream unfulfilled, Haru had vowed that she would make Sakumi's dream come true on her behalf. She would become the student council president of Odaiba Girls' School, and the greatest protector of Odaiba, their home.


      Her dream safe in Haru's hands, Sakumi had set off upon her final journey with a smile on her face.


      ..Sakumi...


      Haru's hands were shaking. If she destroyed the bridge, she would also be destroying her own dream, her promise to Sakumi, and many, many people's lives. Inside her, she could hear her own voice, shouting for her to stop.


      But if she didn't destroy the bridge, thousands of people would be in great danger.


      Though it brought her agony as fierce as if her heart were being ripped as two, Haru spoke, with determination.


      "There's something more important than what I want!"


      Alone, she ran to the center of the bridge.


      "Haru!"


      Haru ignored Azusa calling out to her. She stood at the center of Fujimi Bridge, and she let Divine Possession take her. She called upon every drop of magie, throughout her entire body, focusing it in one place. Her hair shone white, as it did whenever she called upon the power of Divine Possession and went beyond her limits.


      Pouring her magie into her Jötunn-Schwert, Haru thrust it down into the center of the bridge, overcoming her final doubts with a scream.


      "AAAAAAAAAH!!!!!"


       

      
 A shockwave, followed by a boom, raced across the surface of Fujimi Bridge. With a deafening sound, countless cracks appeared in the bridge's surface, and the earth quaked as the bridge collapsed. The foremost group of ten Soldier Ants was plunged into the water below.


      Now that there was a gap several dozens of meters wide in the bridge, the giant Soldier Ant and its kindred couldn't reach the other side. They turned around and headed back into the Ariake area.


      Though the danger had been averted, there wasn't a look of relief to be found on anyone's face. The thousands taking shelter in Toyosu Market were safe... at the cost of those in Ariake and elsewhere in Odaiba being in far greater danger.


      As still as death, Haru knelt at the spot where she'd thrust her Jötunn-Schwert into the ground.


      "...Haru..."


      Azusa called out to her from behind, but Haru did nothing but stare down at the part of the bridge she'd destroyed. Rubble floated upon the dark water, illuminated by the light of the flames that rose from the buildings on the far shore.


      "......"


      Tears brimmed in Haru's eyes. In time, they fell, and were swallowed up by the darkness below.


      



      


      


       

      


      Translation Notes:


      Akashi Manaka was previously named "Akashi Aika" and the spelling of her name was changed quite recently, around July 2023. I've updated it in the translation beginning with this chapter. Her name is actually written "Aika" in the web version of Wunder, but will presumably be changed in the print version.


      Garden of Souls: The Japanese phrase this is translated from is 招魂の園 (Shoukon no Sono). More literally, this means "The Garden of Soul-Summoning."


      Haru's promise with Sakumi—"I'll bloom as a flower in the Garden of Souls, together with you" (あなたと招魂の園で共に花とならん)—resembles the final line of a poem by the samurai Takasugi Shinsaku (1839-1867), written to commemorate kiheitai who died in battle during the Bakumatsu period. The promise, and the phrase 招魂の園, were likely inspired by the poem.


      猛烈の奇兵何の志す処ぞ
 一死をもって邦家に報いんと要す
 欣ぶべし名遂げ功なるの後
 共に招魂場上の花とならん


      Bold and fierce are the militia soldiers—and what is their intention?
 Each one offers himself, repaying the nation with his death.
 Delightful! When their fame is achieved and their merits are complete,
 They will be flowers adorning the memorial to these fallen souls.


      (Translation by Matthew Fraleigh)
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      Chapter 4 - A Duel to the Death


      After delivering her message to the Fourth Division, Kondo Misaka was running in the direction of Shinonome, where she intended to regroup with the others in the Second Division.


      As she ran down a wide avenue, she looked around herself. Flames and black smoke rose from the buildings around her, showing her that the situation was worsening by the moment. When she turned her gaze to Wakasu Park, where the nestless Ultra was, she saw that the lightning there had grown even fiercer.


      Misaka looked uneasily at the park as she continued to run. "It's so close, and yet we can't go there..." she muttered.


      Though a Lily running at top speed could make it to Wakasu Park in mere moments, she would then be menaced by the hordes of Huge that had appeared, far beyond their expectations in both strength and number. And if they were overwhelmed by those enemies, that would spell the end of Odaiba.


      I won't let that happen, no matter what!


      The captain of Álfheimr, Takegoshi Chihana, would no doubt be able to devise a strategy that could secure them victory even in this dire situation. Following the Koshu Withdrawal, she had lead Álfheimr to victory in countless battles. Chihana, and the many Lilies from Kanto's strongest Gardens that were here, could through their combined strength protect Odaiba and all of Tokyo.


      Holding firm to that belief, Misaka continued towards where her division was, but that was when it happened.


      She heard a massive boom from the direction of Toyosu. "What was that sound?" Misaka wondered out loud, coming to a stop. It sounded as if a building had collapsed. She couldn't see well because of the buildings in the way, but the noise had come from the direction of Fujimi Bridge.


      As Misaka wondered just what had happened, she suddenly heard a loud voice through the comm device in her ear.


      "This is Takehisa Nakaba! Fujimi Bridge has collapsed. The Soldier Ants are now advancing towards Ariake Tennis Park! If any divisions are nearby, we need your support immediately!"


      Misaka could hardly believe what she was hearing.


      Fujimi Bridge was one of the bridges that connected Toyosu and Ariake. It was shocking to hear that it had collapsed, but she was even more shocked that the Soldier Ants had gotten this far.


      "This is Kondo Misaka of the Second Division! Do you copy?" Misaka shouted urgently into her comm device, but she couldn't make out anything through the deafening static. All she could hear were voices screaming and shouting unintelligably. The Soldier Ants doubling back must have sent those in the area into a panic.


      "Doesn't sound like this can wait until I've regrouped with the Second Division," muttered Misaka as she started running in the direction of Ariake Tennis Park.


      


      Ariake Tennis Park was a large urban park in the approximate center of Ariake.


      In the past, it had contained many tennis courts and other sporting fields. But when Odaiba was repurposed for military use, the tennis park was cleared as an open space in which gunships could land. It was one of the designated evacuation areas, so when the nestless Ultra had appeared, the population of Ariake had gathered there to be evacuated in armored vehicles and civilian buses.


      Takehisa Nakaba, a third-year in the junior high school division of Odaiba Girls' School, stood next to a transport truck. "The Soldier Ants are coming, everyone!" she called out. "Please hurry and get aboard a vehicle!" As alarms blared around them, a great many military soldiers were filing into the transport trucks, of which there were ten.


      The civilians had, for the most part, already been taken to Toyosu and Daiba and from there to the other side of the Light Wall. Those who were still here were the military personnel who had stayed behind to to help with the evacuation. But there were still quite a few of those people left, and the situation was growing more dire by the moment. Odaiba Girls' School had ordered Nakaba and their other junior high school Lilies to cull the Huge and help the military personnel get to safety.


      Kawanabe Nazuna, another Lily from Odaiba's junior high, was coming back towards Nakaba at top speed. "Nakaba, the Huge are coming this way!" she shouted.


      There was a low rumble coming from beyond the buildings in the direction of Fujimi Bridge. It was the horde of Soldier Ants, unable to cross Fujimi Bridge after it had been destroyed, and now returning in their direction. "At this rate, they're going to kill everyone here!" Nazuna said, her face deathly pale.


      Nakaba looked around herself. Her fellow Lilies were trembling, with uneasy expressions upon their faces. The horde of Soldier Ants that was coming had a gigant-type at its center. It was an enemy that Lilies of their caliber couldn't possibly win against. But even so, they were Lilies, and they had a duty: to get every noncombatant to safety.


      Nakaba reached out and took Nazuna's hand in hers.


      "Nacchan, it'll be alright," she said. "The route to Toyosu is gone, but there's still a path between here and Daiba. Minato-sama and Kurena-sama are there. If we all work together, we can escort everyone to safety."


      When Fujimi Bridge had been destroyed, with it had disappeared the very last route between Ariake and Toyosu. But the roads to the Daiba area were still intact. From Daiba, people could evacuate through the Tokyoko Tunnel, an underground tunnel, to Oi on the other side of the light wall.


      "Nakaba..." Nazuna said. She looked at her friend, and nodded. "Okay. I... we'll protect everyone."


      "That's right," said Nakaba. "We'll do it together."


      At that moment, they heard a booming explosion from the direction of Fujimi Bridge. The horde of Soldier Ants would be upon them at any moment. Nakaba turned to the commander of the military troops.


      "We'll hold back the Soldier Ants as best as we can! Please head to Daiba via Nozomi Bridge, all of you. If you can get to Daiba, there will be other Lilies from Odaiba there!"


      "Understood!" replied the commander.


      Nakaba turned back to her sisters-in-arms. "Let's go!" she called out to them. Then she, Nazuna, and the other Lilies from Odaiba's junior high division—there were five of them in total—started running towards the Soldier Ants.


      They soon arrived at the wide road that had lead straight to Fujimi Bridge. Ahead of them were dozens and dozens of Huge. They weren't just Soldier Ants, but had other small-types and mid-types mixed in. And in the center of them all was a gigant-type Soldier Ant.


      "A... gigant-type..."


      As they looked upon the monster, all the color drained from the faces of Nazuna and the other Lilies.


      The gigant-type drew nearer, its body quivering, the ground shaking beneath it. As it made its way along the road, it pulverized the adjacent buildings. They were Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School, but as junior high school students, they had never fought a gigant-type. And there were only five of them here—too few to use the Neunwelt Tactic.


      If they tried to fight that gargantuan beast head-on, it would kill them all in a single instant.


      Somehow controlling the trembling of her hands, Nakaba called out to her sisters-in-arms. "We'll be all right, girls!" she shouted. "All we have to do is keep the transport trucks safe until they've gotten to Daiba. We don't have to fight the gigant-type. We can do this!" Nazuna and the others nodded in response to Nakaba's words of encouragement.


      Soon, the vanguard of the Soldier Ants were upon them. With their Jötunn-Schwerts in hand, Nakaba and the other Lilies leapt at the enemy.


      "Yaaah!"


      Had the Soldier Ants come at them one at a time, even junior-high Lilies like Nakaba could have made short work of them. But none of them had much fighting experience. They quickly grew slow to cut down the enemy, and within moments, they were were surrounded.


      "Nakaba, the gigant's coming!" Nazuna wailed. As she heard her friend's distress, Nakaba's expression grew grim. She willed, desperately, the trucks to arrive as fast at they could—and then, she heard the loud blare of a horn.


      She whirled around to see the transport trucks carrying the military personnel speeding down the road. They were headed to Nozomi Bridge, the passage to the Daiba area. The ten trucks soon passed them by and, filled with relief, Nakaba called out to her fellow Lilies.


      "Let's fall back, girls!"


      The five of them ran in the direction of Nozomi Bridge, following after the ten trucks. The trucks crossed the bridge one by one, but the final truck rolled to a stop just before the bridge; its engine must have malfunctioned. Ten of the Soldier Ants closed in upon the stalled truck.


      "Girls! We have to stop the Soldier Ants!" Nakaba shouted, and the Lilies prepared to fight in the truck's defense.


      If only they had gotten a bit further...!


      There was a defensive wall installed on Nozomi Bridge. If the truck had gotten there, they could have held back the enemy. But the Soldier Ants were already upon them.


      "Kyaaah!" screamed Kawakabe Nazuna, as a Soldier Ant rammed into her and sent her tumbling.


      "Nacchan!"


      Alarmed, Nakaba and the other Lilies tried to get to Nazuna, but the other Soldier Ants blocked their way. Then the one that had attacked Nazuna earlier leapt at her. In a few moments, it would eat her alive.


      Someone... anyone... please save Nacchan!


      Nakaba wished that with every fiber of her being... and at that very moment, CHARM fire rained down from the sky. It found its mark against the Soldier Ant, blasting it away.


      "That's as far as you lot are going!"


      A Lily—just a single one—dropped down in front of Nazuna. She had a CHARM much like a katana in her hand, and as swift as the wind, she cleaved through all the Soldier Ants surrounding Nazuna with it.


      Her uniform, black and white, was that of Yurigaoka Girls' Academy.


      Her ponytail fluttered in the wind, her Huge Searchers looked just like a red ribbon atop her head, and she held a magnificent blade in her hand.


      The girl brought her CHARM to bear, ready to protect Nakaba and the others with it.


      "Sorry I'm late!" Kondo Misaka declared. Her smile grew wider and wider, until it was positively dazzling. "But now I'm here to help!"


      As she stood before Nazuna, covering her, Misaka glared at the pack of Soldier Ants. "All right, you creeps, I'm your opponent now!" she shouted. Nakaba quickly made her way over to Nazuna and helped her up, then called out to Misaka from behind.


      "Who are you...?"


      "The name's Kondo Misaka!" answered Misaka with a smile. "I happen to be Yurigaoka's strongest Lily. Pleasure to meet you!" As the smiling girl's attention was on the other Lilies, three of the Soldier Ants leapt at her.


      "Look out, Misaka-sama!"


      No sooner had Nazuna shouted in warning than Misaka, like a whirlwind, turned and cleaved the Soldier Ants apart. But her effortless victories wouldn't last much longer, because the gigant-type Soldier Ant was approaching.


      "It's not your turn yet!" Misaka shouted. Transforming her CHARM into Shooting Mode, she barraged the nearby buildings and trees with fire, felling them to slow the gigant-type's advance. As she bought time, the final truck finally got moving again and continued onto Nozomi Bridge.


      "Nakaba-san!" shouted Uemura Warabi, a fellow Lily of Nakaba's from Odaiba Girls' School.


      "Misaka-sama, please fall back!" Nakaba called out, and Misaka leapt backwards onto Nozomi Bridge. Once she'd done so, Nakaba hit the button to deploy the bridge's emergency defenses. A solid wall rose from the ground, blocking the gigant-type's advance.


      But the small-type Soldier Ants merely climbed over the wall and attacked them. Misaka, Nakaba, and the other Lilies cut them down as they came. As they did, they heard the gigant-type ramming itself against the wall repeatedly, intent on destroying it.


      This is bad. That wall won't last forever...


      Just as Misaka was thinking that, she heard a voice from the comm device at her ear. "...This is Hasebe Touka of the Second Division. Lilies of Odaiba Girls' School, do you copy?..."


      It was Touka, her friend from the Second Division.


      "Perfect timing, Touka," Misaka said. "You really saved us. We're at Nozomi Bridge right now, fighting a bunch of Soldier Ants and a gigant-type. Come here as soon as you can!"


      "A gigant-type?!" Touka exclaimed. At that moment, a Soldier Ant leapt at Misaka, and she cleaved it in two. "Touka, where are all of you at right now?" she asked.


      "We're helping some junior-high Lilies from Odaiba and civilians get to safety, and fighting a gigant ourselves—one that's like a snake," Touka answered, her voice faltering. Through the comm link, Misaka could hear the roaring of the gigant Touka was fighting, and the report of CHARM fire. "It will take us a while to get there. Will you be okay?"


      "There's a wall holding our gigant back for now," Misaka replied. "Since Fujimi Bridge is down, we're getting some civilians out through Daiba."


      "Misaka, you should retreat too," Touka urged. "Just stay safe until we get there!"


      Misaka looked ahead at her, where she could hear the gigant-type throwing itself against the defensive barrier again and again. The wall was already on the verge of giving way. "Hmm, I'd really like to, but I don't think you'll make it in time," she replied as she cut down another small-type with her sword.


      "Don't be stupid!" Touka shouted, in an anguished voice. "You just said there's a gigant there!"


      "There sure is," Misaka replied, with a grim smile.


      "So don't try to fight it until we get there!"


      "......"


      Misaka was silent as she stared at the wall in front of her.


      When that wall came down, the gigant-type would have a clear path to Daiba. And Daiba was still full of civilians that had evacuated from Ariake. The Fourth Division was in charge of defending it, but they were busy mopping up the Huge in Aomi, and wouldn't be able to reach Daiba on short notice. There was only one way to keep the evacuees safe—and that was for Misaka to stop the gigant-type right where she stood.


      If the Second Division couldn't make it here, there was no one else who could check the advance of the Huge. She wasn't going to make a bunch of junior-high Lilies join her in a gambit as dangerous as this.


      "Misaka! You can hear me, can't you?" Touka shouted. Misaka blasted away at the Soldier Ants crawling over the wall as she replied.


      "Yeah, I hear you," she said. "Don't worry about me, there's some Lilies from Odaiba here as well. Just get here as soon as you can. Whoa, the comm's breaking up all of a sudden! Talk to you later!"


      "Wait, Misaka!" pleaded Touka. "Don't do anything foolish! I'm begging you!" Her voice was filled with desperation. Since she'd known Misaka ever since the two of them were little, she could no doubt tell what Misaka was planning to do.


      "Should've known I couldn't fool you, Touka," Misaka said. She knew that, despite herself, the expression on her face was a bitter one.


      "You know, I couldn't have made it this far without you. It means the world to me that you believe in me... it really does, Touka. I'll be leaving the rest to you, okay?"


      "Wait! You're making it sound like those are going to be your last wo—"


      In the midst of Touka yelling desperately at her, Misaka cut off the call. Then she addressed Nakaba, Nazuna, and the other Lilies from Odaiba who were fighting the enemy with her. "Isn't it about time you got going?" she asked. "They're still evacuating people back there. You ought to lend a hand."


      "But what about you, Misaka-sama?" Nazuna asked in a miserable voice. Misaka gave her a reassuring smile.


      "I'm going to stay on the bridge and fight," she said. "Unless someone slows them down, we can't pull this off. Don't worry about me. The rest of the Second Division is on their way, so I just gotta keep the Huge busy until then. It'll be a piece of cake."


      "Misaka-sama..."


      Misaka looked at Nakaba. She reached out to the girl, who had an anguished expression on her face (though Misaka's own wasn't much cheerier,) and prodded her in the forehead. "Don't you look at me like that," she said. "I'm not planning on dying. Right, if some small-types get past me, keep an eye on the other side of the bridge and kill 'em for me, alright? And once everyone's done evacuating, you can come and help me."


      Nakaba, Nazuna, and the rest of the five Lilies looked at Misaka. With a smile, Misaka nodded to them. Nakaba returned her nod, as if Misaka had finally convinced her she'd meant everything she'd said.


      "I understand," she said. "We'll do what we can."


      Together, the six of them went to the center of the bridge.


      "Alright, I'm counting on you," Misaka said. "Hey, though... don't be too surprised if nothing gets past me at all."


      One after the other, Nakaba and Nazuna took Misaka's hand in theirs, squeezing it. "Misaka-sama! May only victory await you!" they exclaimed. "Thanks," Misaka replied to them with a gentle smile.


      Then Nakaba and the other Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School continued down the bridge. Misaka gazed after them, at their backs growing smaller in the distance, until she heard the boom of the defensive barrier shattering behind her. She turned around.


      Emerging from a cloud of dust, the gigant-type Soldier Ant and its army advanced towards her. As she brought her CHARM to bear, Misaka glared at them.


      "Let's have ourselves the fiercest duel there ever was!" she shouted.


      Thus began Kondo Misaka's solitary battle.


      Before her were the gigant-type Soldier Ant and several dozen other Huge. There were mid-types among the small-types, and even two large-types. The gargantuan Soldier Ant let out a roar, and the horde of Huge attacked as one.


      "Open those eyes wide and take a real good look, 'cause I'm about to get serious!"


      With that as her battle cry, Misaka charged forward to meet the enemy, cleaving through Soldier Ants again and again with the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi. A small-type struck back at her, but with incredible speed, she sliced it to pieces.


      Kondo Misaka was a Lily from Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, one of the world's most famous Gardens—and even there, even back in junior high school, she'd been legendary for her strength in solo combat. They had called her the "Wunderkind Duelist." Enemy after enemy tried to attack Misaka, and with speed they couldn't match, she cut them down.


      "When Touka and the others get here, am I ever gonna have a sight for them to see!"


      Misaka was confident that on a narrow bridge like this, there wasn't much risk of the enemy surrounding her, and she'd be able to hold out until the Second Division came to back her up. But as she sliced through one Huge after another, the gigant-type Soldier Ant suddenly lashed out at her from above with its leg.


      "Ugh!"


      Misaka just barely managed to avoid that attack, only for a large-type that looked like a shark to swing a tentacle at her side. She blocked the blow head-on with her CHARM, but it sent her flying off her feet, and she slammed into the guard rail of the bridge.


      "Gaaah!"


      Five of the Soldier Ants leapt at Misaka, and she cut them down in a flash. But that flash was long enough for the gigant to be in front of her again—and for another leg to come swinging down at her.


      "AAAGH!" screamed Misaka as the attack blew her off her feet again, this time sending her flying to the ground.


      "...Gotta admit, fighting on my own isn't that easy after all," Misaka muttered. She exhaled, her breath ragged. Stabbing the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi down into the ground, she used it to lift herself back to her feet.


      A small-type tried to slip past her, and she blew it away with a cannon blast. Then she spread her arms wide, as if to block off the whole bridge with her body.


      "Not so fast. Who said you could come this way? If you want to cross this bridge, you'll have to do it over my dead body."


      The gigant-type answered her with a roar—"JUAAAAAA!!!". Then it attacked.


      In the midst of her own strike, Misaka tried to block the attack, but the gigant's leg sent her flying away. Afterwards, she struggled to stand, pain surging through her entire body. No sooner had she than she was blown away once again. But Misaka rose back to her feet, bringing her CHARM to bear.


      "I'm not done yet!" she screamed.


      Misaka slashed at the gigant-type, but her attack had scarcely any effect at all. Her attempt to fight a gigant-type and several large-types by herself was beyond reckless. It was only a short while before her magie, as well as her endurance, were all but gone. And yet every time she was flung off balance by the attacking Huge, she got back to her feet.


      "What, is that all?" Misaka shouted. "Keep it coming. I've got plenty of fight left in me!"


      Within Misaka, her warrior's heart was ablaze. This was the battle that she'd always dreamed of. She stood here, as a Lily, to protect her sisters and the innocent. Here, on Nozomi Bridge, she was fighting the most glorious battle ever.


      "This, right here, is my crowning moment. The moment I've been waiting for all my life. So until one of us is dead, let me show you everything I've got!"


      The gigant-type Soldier Ant and large-types pounded Misaka with attacks until her entire body was battered and bruised. And yet she kept fighting, until—


      "GWAH!"


      Misaka slammed into the ground yet again. She'd lost count of how many times it had happened. She tried to get back to her feet as quickly as she could, but found there was no strength left in her. The gargantuan Soldier Ant approached, spreading its mandibles wide as it prepared to feast on her. And the only thing she could do was watch.


      ...Are you kidding me? Am I—I, of all people—really going to die here?


      Misaka's life flashed before her eyes.


      I haven't been able to make a single one of my dreams come true. I'm not a top Lily. I'm not the Brynhildr. I haven't formed the strongest legion...


      Ever since she was little, Misaka had always loved Lilies. She'd dreamed of being a Lily who could fight gloriously, who could protect people. It had been that Misaka who had enrolled in Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, and there, she'd been hailed as a genius and expected to become one of their finest Lilies.


      In junior high school, she'd proven herself a talented warrior, with a true gift for dueling. The rest of the school had said of her, "She's definitely going to be the Brynhildr one day." And so Misaka had herself come to believe that someday, she'd become the Brynhildr, one of the three student council presidents of Yurigaoka.


      But then, as the basic principles of anti-Huge warfare shifted, dueling became less important. And Misaka still had yet to awaken to her Rare Skill, an absolute necessity for a top Lily. Because of that, her future had gone up in smoke. Yurigaoka had deemed her to be a flawed Lily with a knack for duels, and nothing else.


      Misaka had tried to form Legion Sanngriðr with her friends. But because she—a Lily with no prospects—was its captain, Legion Sanngriðr had never been officially approved.


      They all believed in me, and yet...


      When she was young, Misaka had promised Imagawa Homare, Kiko Totori, and Yamaguchi Chihiro that she'd make a legion together with them. Legion Sanngriðr. Chihiro had sacrificed her life before their dream had come true, and it still wasn't a reality. She'd promised her friends that their legion would be Yurigaoka's strongest. But now...


      It was no use denying it. She was going to die here, before she'd become a top Lily, much less made the legion that she'd promised to.


      As she waited for death to come, Misaka imagined the face that Touka would soon have.


      When I die, she's going to cry, isn't she...


      Touka was so very kind. Ever since kindergarten, she had stayed by Misaka's side. She'd believed in Misaka more than anyone else—believed that Misaka would become a top Lily. That's why Misaka had chosen to do everything she could for Touka. And now, by dying, she was about to break Touka's heart.


      She couldn't stand the thought.


      There was one thing Misaka would never, ever do, and that was make Touka sad.


      "If it'd... make her cry..."


      Fury coursed through Misaka. She gripped the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi tight in her hand.


      "WHO WOULD LET THEMSELVES DIE HERE?!"


      Misaka's scream resounded across Nozomi Bridge. And when it did, her entire body shined with the light of magie, as if she were wreathed in lightning. The blinding light shone not just from her body, but the whole of Nozomi Bridge. Her magie should have been gone, down to the very last drop, but Misaka felt it surging through her.


      "HAAAAAAH!"


       

      
 With a mighty slash, the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi cleaved through the gargantuan Soldier Ant's mandibles, and it let out a screech of pain.


      Three small-types leapt at Misaka, but they moved through the air only sluggishly, as if she were seeing the world in slow motion. She easily cut down one of them with a diagonal slash, then sliced through both of the others at once.


      As if they sensed something was amiss, the horde of Huge halted where they stood. Misaka, equally mystified by what had happened to her, stared down at her own hands. "What's going on?" she said. "My body's overflowing with power..."


      Indeed, it felt as if her strength was without limit. Her body shone with the light of magie, and that same light surged around the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi like lightning. The air around her glowed with magie, as brilliantly as a star, and all of it was hers to command.


      "GYUAAAAAAH!!!"


      The gigant-type Soldier Ant let out a roar and tried to bite her, but Misaka deftly avoided its jaws. Then, as a large-type swung its arm down at her, she parried it with the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi. Compared to the attacks she'd endured earlier, this one seemed far weaker. The gigant lashed out at her with its leg, but even though the blow sent her flying, she hardly felt the impact and landed nimbly back on her feet.


      "How do you like this?!"


      Misaka went on the offensive, slashing at the large-type. With ease, she carved its massive body apart, the pieces of its body flying away from the force of her blows.


      Her body like raging flame, her warrior's spirit burning just as bright, Misaka focused her attacks on the gigant-type Soldier Ant. Her slashes rained down upon its legs. Though the gigant fought back, hitting her with several blows, none of them were able to stop her.


      "I don't really get why, but I've never felt better!" Misaka said. She landed on the ground, a fearless smile blossoming on her face. Then she thrust the tip of her blade in the gigant-type's direction.


      "Hope you're ready, because now it's my turn!"


      


      Twenty minutes later, Misaka was still fighting her solitary battle.


      Although it was impossible for a single Lily to kill either a gigant-type or a horde of Huge this numerous by herself, she had fought them to a standstill and stopped them from crossing the bridge.


      Misaka was hurt in countless places. Her magie was exhausted, and even her will to fight was wavering. But she kept on fighting, even so.


      And then, in the distance, she heard a voice that she knew well.


      "Misakaaaaa!"


      Misaka looked towards the voice, and saw faces that she knew well leaping down from a building past the head of the bridge. They were her friends from the Second Division. Leading the way were Kiko Totori and Hasebe Touka, both of them running at her with panic on their faces.


      When Totori saw the monsters Misaka had been fighting atop the bridge, entirely on her own, her eyes opened wide. "I can't say I'm surprised," she exclaimed, "but you really were fool enough to try to fight a gigant-type on your own!"


      "......!"


      Touka didn't stop running until she was right next to Misaka. Then she whirled around, unleashing fire from her CHARM upon their enemies. "We have to help Misaka-san, girls!" shouted Tsukioka Momiji, the Second Division's vice-commander.


      Altea nodded. "But of course!" she replied, loading the special Neunwelt bullet into her Murglais. "Second Division! We will commence the Neunwelt Tactic!" she shouted.


      Altea fired the magiesphere at Momiji, and Momiji caught it, passing it to the other Lilies of the Second Division. The Lilies passed it among themselves as they thinned out the lesser Huge and advanced towards the gigant-type.


      "Misaka! I, Altea Alessandrini, shall be your vanguard!" Altea shouted, cutting down swaths of Huge in order to clear the path ahead of them. Even as they passed the magiesphere to each other, Sengo Yuna and Amatsu Marei glanced at Misaka, then spoke to her.


      "You've been fighting a gigant-type by yourself this whole time?!"
 "Just how was that even possible, for you alone...?"


      Seto Veronica Ichika had a wry smile, while Tejima Komachi's expression was grim when she spoke.


      "Yurigaoka Lilies are really something else, huh?"
 "This is not the time to shower her in praise."


      Amano Soraha pushed further into the enemy. "Let's go, everyone!" she shouted. They continued to pass the magiesphere around, Ichika and Komachi cutting down more Huge even as they did. Yuna and Marei barraged the enemy with CHARM fire, and Soraha sought to draw them off even as she fought. In due time, Totori passed the magiesphere to Touka, who got ready to make the final pass. "Soraha!" she shouted, but then—


      "Ugh!"


      One of the Huge hit Soraha full-on with an attack. She was in no state to catch the magiesphere. But Misaka let loose a barrage of CHARM fire to help her, then thrust her hand towards Touka in invitation. "Let me handle the finish shot!" she shouted.


      For a moment, Touka looked conflicted about whether to pass the magiesphere to Misaka. She was no doubt worried about Misaka's wounds. Fully aware of what Touka was thinking, Misaka continued to hold out her hand, smiling brightly at her friend. "Pass it to me, Touka, and I'll put an end to this!" she said.


      When she heard those words, Touka directed the final pass to Misaka. "Please, Misaka!" she shouted.


      "You got it!"


      Catching the magiesphere that her friend had passed to her, Misaka rushed towards the Soldier Ant. Then, when the gigant-type's massive head was looming before her, she unleashed its fury.


      "It's all over for you!!!"


      After she'd fired the magiesphere at the gigant's face, Misaka landed nimbly back on her feet. The Neunwelt explosion consumed both the gargantuan Soldier Ant and a number of the other Huge around it.


      After confirming the gigant-type had been killed, Altea called out to the other Lilies. "Let us rid this place of the enemies that remain!" she ordered, and the Lilies of the Second Division moved to do so.


      "Misaka-sama!"


      Nakaba, Nazuna, and the other Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School came running towards Misaka from the direction of Daiba. They joined the Second Division in fighting the remaining Huge atop the bridge.


      A few moments later, the enemies were all gone, and Nozomi Bridge was at peace once again.


      "Ugh. I am so beat..."


      The battle was over at last. Thrusting the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi down into the bridge beside her, Misaka dropped to her knees. Not long before, she had felt like her strength was without limit, but as soon as the danger had ended, it had all vanished. She'd been overcome by exhaustion in a single moment.


      "Misaka, are you okay?!" Touka and Totori shouted, rushing over to her. "Just hold still. We'll patch up your wounds!"


      "I'm not hurt that bad," Misaka said. "Don't worry about me. I'll be fine." She gave an encouraging smile, but when Touka got a good look at Misaka's injuries, she screamed.


      "You are hurt that bad!" Touka exclaimed. "Why did you try to fight all those Huge on your own? I told you to wait!"


      "Well, you see..." Misaka averted her eyes from Touka, looking as if at that moment, she would rather have been anywhere else. "All of you in the Second Division were busy fighting that gigant-type, and the girls from Odaiba had to help the evacuees get to safety, so there wasn't anyone who could stop them here but me... is what I figured..."


      Totori grabbed Misaka by the shoulder, a flabbergasted look on her face. "It's nothing new, but you are such a hothead," she said. "What would you have done if things took a turn for the worse?"


      "Well, I was thinking, 'As soon as everyone else gets here, it'll all work out...'"


      Totori prodded Misaka's cheek with her finger, right where it was deeply gashed, and Misaka let out a yell of pain. "It'll all work out? How many times have you said that to me? I don't want to hear it from you ever again," Totori scolded.


      "I'm hurt, you know! Don't be so rough with me!" Misaka protested. Totori heaved a sigh, then gestured for Misaka to look ahead of her. When she did, Misaka saw Touka there. The other girl was crying so hard that she could barely speak.


      "Do you have any idea how terrified you made me?" Touka managed.


       

      
 Misaka stepped closer to Touka, clearly unsure how to soothe her. "Um... Touka..." she began. That's when Touka hugged Misaka close, so suddenly that she couldn't help but be started. Her voice trembling, Touka continued to speak.


      "I'm so glad... so very glad... that you're all right, Misaka..."


      Touka was still weeping so hard she could barely get the words out. The tears soaking into her clothes, and the trembling of the arms around her, proved to Misaka just how afraid her friend had been for her.


      "...Please. Never do anything like that again."


      Warmth blossomed in Misaka's heart, spreading throughout her. Even on a battlefield like this, Touka's kindness knew no bounds, and that made her so very happy.


      I'm glad that I'm alive, she thought.
 Because I got to see Touka again. Just because of that.
 I don't need another reason.


      And so, Misaka wrapped her arms tightly around Touka, returning her embrace. "I won't," she promised. "I'm sorry, Touka."


      It was only for a moment, but in each other's arms, the two of them felt at peace.


      
~ ~ ~
 


      The First Division was fighting at Akatsuki Port, at the tip of Aomi.


      Beyond Akatsuki Port lay the artificial islands of Uminomori Park and the Central Breakwater. Those two areas were connected to Akatsuki Port by an undersea tunnel. Beyond them was the Tokyo Gate Bridge, which lead to Wakasu Park, where the nestless Ultra was.


      Uminomori Park and the Central Breakwater were uninhabited, but a large number of Caves had appeared there, and from those, a vast quantity of Soldier Ants and stronger Huge had emerged. They had proceeded to infest the undersea tunnel.


      The First Division had found themselves holding back the horde's advance on the Aomi side of that tunnel.


      "Deal with the largest ones first!" Takegoshi Chihana, the commander of the First Division, called out to her allies.


      The First Division was lead by Takegoshi Chihana, captain of Legion Álfheimr. Shirai Yuyu and Taneguchi Hijiri, veteran Lilies from the same legion, were also part of the division.


      Aside from them, there were Ichinomiya Himari and Hibino Waku, two of Irma's Elite Four, and Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie, legendary even among the Lilies of Ludvico Girls' Academy. There were three other remarkable Lilies from Yurigaoka: Sono Mao, Izumi Botan, and Mozuna Noa. Finally, there was Kawamura Yuzuriha, who had made her name as a member of Odaiba's Funada Reserve Team.


      "There's too many of 'em," said Kawamura Yuzuriha as she cleaved through a Soldier Ant with her Jötunn-Schwert. "We could keep fighting forever and we'd never kill 'em all."


      Shirai Yuyu struck down a mid-type with her Brionac. "Chihana, we're getting nowhere. We need to break through them," she stated.


      Blasting away at the horde with her CHARM, Chihana answered the two. "We can't do that yet," she said. "If we don't hold them at bay here, Aomi and Daiba will be in danger."


      Chihana didn't know when the nestless Ultra would begin to move. She wanted, as badly as the rest of them, to cross the Tokyo Gate Bridge and enter Wakasu Park, where there main foe was lying in wait.


      The First Division had strength enough that they could fight their way to Tokyo Gate Bridge. But if they did that, there would be nothing to stop this horde of Huge from swarming into Aomi. If this many Huge surged into the city streets, the flood of enemies would pose a dire threat to everyone they came upon, whether they were Lilies or civilians.


      "The evacuation will be finished shortly," Chihana called out to her division. "When it is, we'll make straight for Wakasu Park. And when we're paired with the might of the Fifth Division, we shall defeat the nestless Ultra without fail!"


      Ichinomiya Himari cast a worried look at the Shin-Kiba area. "That depends on whether the Fifth Division's still in any shape to fight," she said.


      "......"


      Chihana suddenly felt ill at ease. If there were this many Huge on the southern route, it wouldn't be odd for the northern route to have a similar number. And holding them back would be a true struggle. As the Fifth Division got closer to the nestless Ultra, she could only imagine that the enemy would only attack them all the more fiercely.


      At that moment, Hibino Waku glanced at the street behind them, and let out a shout. "Someone's coming this way!" she exclaimed.


      Chihana turned her gaze to the street, and saw two Lilies running towards them—Tiuccia Paumgartner, commander of the Fourth Division, and Honma Akehi trailing behind her.


      "Tiuccia, what's happened?" Chihana shouted.


      "I bear a message from the Second Division," Tiuccia said in a grave voice. "The Fifth Division has failed at their objective. The enemy was far stronger than they anticipated. As matters stand, if you continue towards Wakasu Park, you'll be in danger."


      Ichinomiya Himari, who had been firing her CHARM nonstop, suddenly let it fall silent. "The Fifth Division failed?!" she exclaimed. "Are Komuku and Kaina all right?"


      "Unfortunately, I don't know," Tiuccia said. "The comms still aren't working, and we haven't been able to reach the headquarters at Odaiba Girls' School, either."


      As she listened to Tiuccia's report, a grim expression dawned on Chihana's face.


      She had been right to feel ill at ease. She hadn't anticipated the enemy could possibly be this strong. And though she'd placed among the strongest Lilies they had in the Fifth Division, even they had been overrun by the Huge.


      "The Fifth's failed? I can't believe it..." said Sachie in astonishment. Her unease began to spread through the Lilies of the First Division. As she watched their morale falter, Chihana addressed those in her command in a calm voice.


      "Don't worry. I have no doubt Shinano and the Lilies of the Fifth are unhurt," she said. "No matter how hard-pressed she is to hold back the enemy, I know that Noguchi Shinano will prioritize the safety of those fighting with her. That's the kind of Lily she is."


      It was clear from their faces that the Lilies of the First Division still had mixed feelings.


      Though they didn't know the full situation, if the Fifth Division had been forced to retreat, they faced a crisis. For that meant the Huge advancing via the northern route would soon reach populated areas. Though Second and Third Divisions were evacuating the civilians there, and would also be able to intercept the Huge, they wouldn't be able to hold them back forever.


      If the Huge got as far as the Light Wall and Odaiba Girls' School was forced to fully activate it, the remaining civilians in Odaiba would have nowhere to run, and all of them would die. Moreover, the Light Wall couldn't hold back the mightiest of the Huge. Those Huge would lead the hordes into mainland Tokyo.


      That was the worst outcome Chihana could possibly imagine.


      They were Lilies. They were humanity's protectors, their very last hope. And yet all that lay before them was despair.


      Clenching her fist tight, Chihana made an announcement.


      "...We'll change the battle plan."


      It was no longer possible to fight in a way that didn't involve the sacrifice of any Lilies or civilians. That meant they had to adopt a strategy that acknowledged that reality. A strategy that, by sending people to their deaths, could save Odaiba and all of Tokyo.


      But the moment she gave voice to that thought, Tiuccia shook her head. "Chihana," she said. "Isn't it too soon for you to give up?"


      "Tiuccia?" Chihana asked, in surprise. When she opened her eyes, she saw Tiuccia wearing a smile, slight though it was.


      "The original battle plan isn't a complete failure yet. Though the Fifth Division has been forced to retreat, the Second, Third, and my Fourth remain at your disposal. There's still hope."


      "......"


      It seemed that, somehow, Tiuccia had been able to tell just what Chihana had been thinking.


      "But if the Fifth's failed at their objective, it's already impossible to keep everyone alive," Chihana protested.


      "Have faith in the strength of my command," Tiuccia told her. "Have faith in your sisters-in-arms. They shall not suffer this to be a second Koshu."


      At that, Chihana's eyes snapped back to Tiuccia's face. The words Tiuccia had spoken had great meaning to her.


      One year ago, in Yamanashi, a major battle known as the Koshu Withdrawal had taken place. Much like here on Odaiba, vast hordes of Huge had appeared and sent the battlefield into chaos. Back then, she hadn't even known where her fellow Lilies were.


      During the Koshu Withdrawal, Takegoshi Chihana, Amano Soraha, Shirai Yuyu and some other Lilies from the junior high school division of Yurigaoka Girls' Academy had just happened to be in Yamanashi. They had joined the battle, and it was during that battle that Legion Álfheimr had been born.


      Chihana and her allies had gotten the residents of the area to safety, but she'd lost one of her dear companions, and they had been forced to retreat from Koshu entirely. It had opened a wound on the hearts of everyone in Álfheimr that had yet to heal.


      And yet not only Álfheimr harbored regrets. Tiuccia and other Lilies from St. Mercurius had taken part in the Koshu Withdrawal as well. For a great many Lilies, Koshu was a place of mourning.


      Could the Lilies here on Odaiba, with their combined strength, fight their way to a different outcome?


      Chihana brought her hand up to her chest. Seeing this, Kawamura Yuzuriha smiled at her. "Don't worry," she said. "It's us here, so this is gonna work out."


      "Indeed," declared Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie boldly. "Let us all, together, do our utmost to protect Odaiba!"


      Hibino Waku smiled brightly. "I'm here, and so is Himari, and so are all of you," she said. "Together, we can do this."


      "Let us show them how we fight!" said Ichinomiya Himari confidently.


      "...Girls..."


      Chihana gazed at her sisters-in-arms, and every one of them gave her a reassuring nod.


      Of course. This isn't like the Koshu Withdrawal was, thought Chihana. This time, I have so many allies I can rely upon. These girls are the pride of Kanto. They'll be able to do what, back at Koshu, we could not.


      Finally, Chihana turned her eyes to Shirai Yuyu, who was staring straight in the direction of the nestless Ultra.


      "It's time for us to make our move, Chihana," said Yuyu.


      Chihana made her decision. "I understand," she told Tiuccia and the other Lilies. "We'll proceed with the battle plan. Instead of the Fifth Division carrying it out, we'll have the Second Division advance into Wakasu Park and attack the nestless Ultra from the north."


      "I know we don't have many other options," pointed out Taniguchi Hijiri, "but isn't that placing too great a burden upon the Second Division alone?"


      "You needn't worry about that," replied Chihana confidently. "Our First Division will draw off the enemy. When we destroy the Caves in Uminomori Park, that will no doubt get their attention. It's at that very moment that the Second Division will deal with the nestless Ultra."


      "So you mean we're going to make ourselves bait," said Mozuna Noa as she realized what Chihana's plan was.


      When they went through the undersea tunnel to the vicinity of Uminomori Park, they could expect to face a vast quantity of Huge there—one in excess of the horde that had forced the Fifth Division to retreat. If the Second Division weren't able to take down the nestless Ultra, there was a real danger the First Division wouldn't survive this. The strategy relied entirely upon their faith that their fellow Lilies could kill the Ultra.


      "A harsh battle lies ahead of us, but it is one that I believe we will win," Chihana said.


      Kawamura Yuzuriha grinned, seeming amused. "Interesting," she said. "So we're leaving it all up to the Second Division? Momiji's there, so trust me when I say they've got this."


      "...For me, this was a fight to the death from the start," said Shirai Yuyu, as she cut down another of the Huge.


      Chihana looked at the Lilies in her command, and they nodded back to her, their determination clear. After she'd seen that, she turned her attention to Tiuccia.


      "There's another danger in this strategy. When we enter Uminomori Park, the enemy will slip past us and make their way to Aomi through the undersea tunnel," she told Tiuccia. "Have your Fourth Division stop them from getting any further."


      Tiuccia grinned fearlessly back at Chihana. "You have placed your faith in us, and we shall not allow that to be for naught," she declared. "Furthermore, I will ensure that the Second Division receives your instructions for them."


      "I'm counting on you," Chihana said. Then she turned back to the First Division.


      "Let's go, girls! We have our own part to play!"


      The Lilies of the First let out a shout, and rushed into the undersea tunnel at the end of Akatsuki Port.


      And thus, their strategy to save each and every life in Odaiba and in Tokyo commenced.


      


      At that time, the Fourth Division was fighting in the Daiba area, near the old Tokyo Teleport Station.


      The Tokyo Teleport Station was in the center of Daiba. It was a key strategic location to the military and was shielded by several fortifications. Behind the station was the entrance to an undersea tunnel that was part of the old Shuto Bayshore Expressway.


      At present, there were a large number of evacuees who had come from Ariake and Shinonome, and their vehicles, gathered there.


      To keep the undersea tunnel safe, since it lead to the other side of the Light Wall, the Fourth Division had been mopping up the Huge in the Aomi and Daiba areas... but then, more Huge had started coming up out of the sea adjacent to Aomi in daunting numbers.


      The Fourth Division and some Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School had at first tried to intercept them, but when upward of twenty large-types had joined the fray, they had been forced to retreat to the point they were now quite close to the Tokyo Teleport Station.


      Tiuccia had appointed Lialidell Eschenbach commander of the Fifth Division. Lialidell spoke to the Lilies in her command in a calm, clear and beautiful voice.


      "Until the Holy Empress has returned, we shall protect Daiba at any cost."


      Lialidell was Tiuccia's most faithful subordinate. Tiuccia had appointed her "Vice-Empress" and chosen her to be one of her handpicked "Twelve Sovereigns of the Holy Empress's Round Table." She loved and respected Tiuccia more than anyone else, and in order to repay her empress's trust in her, she was fighting fiercely together with the Fourth Division.


      The Fourth Division was composed of Lilies from a multitude of Gardens: St. Mercurius International School, Yurigaoka Girls' Academy, Odaiba Girls' School, Alchemilla Girls' Academy, Ludvico Private Girls' Academy, and Kanba Girls' School for the Fine Arts.


      "If they push us back any further, we'll have nowhere left to retreat to," Yamanashi Hibari of Yurigaoka remarked as she blasted away with her CHARM.


      The Fourth Division was fighting as hard as they could to keep the Huge from advancing. Just behind them was the undersea tunnel, and if it fell to the Huge, the evacuees would be trapped inside the Light Wall with no way to get to safety.


      "Kyaah!"


      Everyone looked towards the sudden scream. It had come from Kishida Hanabusa of Odaiba Girls' School, who lay fallen on the ground. In front of her, a serpentine Huge over twenty meters in length was laying waste to the nearby buildings.


      "Is that an Abyss Serpent?!"


      Abyss Serpents were a variety of gigant-type Huge. They had elongated bodies, like a sea serpent from the watery depths. Buildings continued to fall as the Abyss Serpent drew nearer.


      "Hold on! I'm coming for you!" shouted Kuroki Francisca Yuria as she moved to help Hanabusa. Soga Suzuna and Hirose Minato laid down covering fire for the two of them.


      "Ugh. These large-types are such pests!"


      There were three large-types in front of the Abyss Serpent, preventing the Lilies from stopping its advance.


      "Then why don't I teach them some manners?" said Imagawa Homare. She leapt to the front and immediately attacked one of the large-types. "Haaaaah!" she shouted.


      Homare's Rare Skill was Circlet Bless, and so she held one CHARM in each hand, an Asterion and a Charlemagne. She cut into the shark-like monster, ten meters long, again and again. It toppled over, causing the ground to quake with the impact.


      "That was splendid," exclaimed Saigo Kurena. "And I do believe it makes for the twentieth large-type that you've slain!"


      Homare looked delighted by Kurena's praise. "Heheh. When it comes to me, don't you dare expect anything less," she declared.


      Imagawa Homare of Yurigaoka had a style of fighting that was hers alone. She'd had the grips of her CHARM modified, allowing her to handle it fluidly and attack unrelentingly even as she swiftly switched between Blade Mode and Shooting Mode. With this much control over her CHARM, she could always gauge the perfect attack distance and unleash all her firepower even when backed into a corner. This expertise would later lead to her being known as "The Sword-Saint of Yurigaoka."


      Just then, there came a shout from behind the Lilies of the Fourth.


      "Let not that zeal depart from you!"


      The Lilies turned towards the voice, and when they did, they saw that Tiuccia and Honma Akehi had returned.


      "Your Majesty!" shouted Lialidell, and Tiuccia smiled at her.


      "You have all done well to weather this trial," Tiuccia said. "Lialidell has safeguarded those in my command, and I shall praise her duly."


      Lialidell bowed, a smile appearing on her face as she did. "Of course, for I am Your Majesty's servant!" she replied. Tiuccia gave her a nod, then turned back to the others.


      "I've spoken with Chihana," said Tiuccia. "We will be executing a new strategy to slay the nestless Ultra. All of the divisions will be involved."


      This caused a commotion among both the Fourth Division and the Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School.


      "All of the divisions are taking part in the attack on the Ultra?" asked Hirose Minato. "Is that even possible?" Tiuccia looked at her, her lips quirking in a smile.


      "But of course," she replied, all but overflowing with confidence. "Nothing is impossible for me, the Holy Empress. If we join our strength together, we shall surely prevail over any enemy, no matter how mighty they be."


      Tiuccia had the bearing of one born to be a sovereign, with all of the peerless ability that it required. It could make one feel that, with her by their side, it was within their means to defeat any foe whatsoever.


      "But first, we have a pressing duty," Tiuccia said. "We must crush the enemy before us and ensure that the people can escape. To do so, I shall make use of your power."


      "As you wish," Lialidell replied, bowing her head with one hand upon her chest. "I shall do all that you command, Your Majesty!" Tiuccia smiled in satisfaction, then turned to Yamanashi Hibari.


      "Hibari. You will be our tactician," she said. "I have no doubt that you shall guide us to victory over the enemy." Hibari looked surprised at first, but when she saw the smile upon Tiuccia's face, she nodded.


      "Understood," said Hibari. "Your trust in me won't go unrewarded."


      Tiuccia then loaded the Neunwelt ammunition into her Chrysáor. "Fourth Division!" she shouted in a sonorous voice. "Let us commence the Neunwelt Tactic!"


       

      
 At her order, the Fourth Division made for the horde with the Abyss Serpent in its midst.


      "Chikage! Homare! Draw your swords and cut a path for us!" Tiuccia ordered. Shinkai Chikage, from Alchemilla Girls' Academy, activated her Rare Skill and dove into the throng of enemies.


      "Lunatic Trancer!"


      Chikage's eyes glowed red with madness, and her CHARM cut a deadly swath through the Huge. Her golden hair swung wildly around her as monster after monster tasted the wrath of her blade. Simultaneously, Imagawa Homare engaged the large-types and began cutting them down in rapid succession.


      "I would have you show no restraint!"


      As the two vanguards drew off the enemy, Yamanashi Hibari issued orders to the other Lilies, getting them into formation. "Suzuna, after Minato's passed to you, pass to Yuria," she instructed. "Yuria, you pass to Hanabusa. The enemy will be unaware that she's there. Akehi, Hifumi, Saori, you'll lay down supporting fire at that very moment."


      Guided by Hibari's orders, the Fourth Division engaged in misdirection, passing the magiesphere in rapid succession to confuse the enemy and directing their passes to those Lilies well clear of the Huge.


      "Wawah! Yuria-sama, I'm ready!" shouted Hanabusa.


      Hanabusa was a Lily from Odaiba High School's junior high school division. Participating in the Neunwelt was difficult for her in particular, but when Yuria shouted "I've got you!" and covered her, she managed to pass the magiesphere along without issue.


      Meanwhile, Homare was continuing to kill large-types, and Shinkai Chikage—along with her fellow Lilies from Alchemilla Girls' Academy, Ozu Hifumi and Itami Saori—were clearing the path to their target.


      "The way's open!" Homare called to Minato, and Minato immediately ran at the Abyss Serpent as fast as she could. "Minato, do the honors!" shouted Lialidell as she flung the magiesphere through the air at Minato. The other Lily caught it, and promptly unleashed the finish shot.


      "It's all over now!"


      The magiesphere landed a direct hit against the center of the Abyss Serpent's head. Its body swelled with light and then detonated, the explosion taking out many of the other Huge near it.


      Imagawa Homare cut down the last large-type, then sighed. "We took care of them somehow," she said, with a faint smile. She'd killed 23 large-types in total, while nearby, Shinkai Chikage was surrounded by the bodies of countless Huge.


      As the Lilies of the Fourth Division took a moment to rest, Tiuccia spread her arms wide with a serene smile upon her face. "Magnificent work, ladies," she declared. "I hereby proclaim all of you to be my 'Knights of the Holy Empress'!" Unsure whether that had been a joke or Tiuccia had meant it quite seriously, the other Lilies responded with troubled smiles.


      At that moment, in the comm devices at their ears, they heard a voice. It was Takegoshi Chihana of the First Division. "This is Takegoshi Chihana," she said. "Fourth Division, do you copy?"


      "Hail, Chihana," replied Tiuccia at once.


      "Seems you've killed the Huge that were causing the comm interference," Chihana said. "Indeed, and we've secured an escape route for all the civilians in Daiba," Tiuccia told her proudly.


      Chihana spoke with urgency in her voice.


      "There are several gigant-type Soldier Ants, and lesser Huge, headed in your direction as we speak. I need you to kill them."


      When she heard the instruction, Tiuccia let out a sigh. "Those louts have not learned to dread the Holy Empress, have they?" she said. "Very well. It seems I must castigate them."


      "Please do," said Chihana, and cut the connection. Tiuccia turned to the Lilies in her command.


      "I trust you were listening. We'll hold the Soldier Ants off and finish evacuating the civilians," she declared. "Kurena, Suzuna, Minato. The three of you stay here and help with the evacuation. Also, ask the Lilies from Odaiba to make sure that the Second Division gets their new orders. The rest of you are my retinue, and together, we shall sally forth to vanquish the Soldier Ants. Understood?"


      After Tiuccia issued her orders, the Lilies of the Fourth nodded to her.


      "We stand on the threshold of victory," said Tiuccia. "And now, without fail, we shall claim it!" She set off to intercept the Soldier Ants, with most of the Fourth Division accompanying her.


      Takehisa Nakaba and Kawanabe Nazuna, two Lilies from the junior high school division of Odaiba Girls' School, likewise set off to give the Second Division their orders. Three remained in Daiba: Saigo Kurena, Soga Suzuna, and Hirose Minato. Together with the military and some other Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School, they were to handle the evacuation.


      Guided by the military, the vehicles holding the civilians began to enter the undersea tunnel in an orderly line. Among them were all the civilians who had come from Ariake to Daiba. The Rainbow Bridge had already been blocked off by the Light Wall, and there was no road left to Toyosu, so the sole remaining route out of Daiba was this tunnel—the Tokyoko Tunnel, which lead to the Oi area.


      With their backs to the road that lead into the undersea tunnel, Kurena, Suzuna, Minato, and the junior-high Lilies from Odaiba began to fight the approaching Huge.


      "Until all the evacuation vehicles have gotten to Oi, we must defend this tunnel with our lives!" Minato shouted to her companions. If the Huge entered her tunnel, the Light Wall would doubtless close and block the way to Oi, leaving the remaining civilians completely trapped within the Light Wall.


      Suzuna cast a glance at the roadway leading into the undersea tunnel. "There's still a lot of 'em, huh..." she remarked.


      If they could get all the civilians and the younger Odaiba Lilies to safety through the tunnel, the evacuation would be complete. The Light Wall could then seal Tokyo off entirely, and all the divisions could safely focus on attacking the nestless Ultra.


      They had hoped to finish the evacuation earlier, but there were still a number of vehicles that had come from Ariake and Shinonome. Moreover, the Huge were constantly threatening them, and it had lead to the evacuation being slow-going.


      Then, the Lilies heard Tiuccia's voice over their comms. "Minato, do you copy?" she said. "We've engaged the gigant-types. But their escorts are headed your way. You'll need to intercept them."


      "Understood. We'll do that," said Minato, then turned to her companions. "We need to hurry towards Aomi and stop the Soldier Ants!" she told them.


      But at that very moment, Kishida Hanabusa, who had been in contact with the military, spoke up. "This is bad, Minato-sama!" she shouted. "There's a horde of small-types coming from the direction of Shiokaze Park!"


      "They're coming from Shiokaze Park too?!"


      Shiokaze Park was a seaside park in the western part of Daiba. Not only was it in the exact opposite direction of Aomi relative to the undersea tunnel, it was near where the evacuation vehicles were waiting. They had to intercept the Huge coming from there immediately.


      "But how can we intercept them..."


      When she saw the worried look on Minato's face, Saigo Kurena of the Fourth Division spoke up.


      "It seems none other will suffice," she said. "Do allow me, beautiful genius of a Lily that I am, to contend with the Soldier Ants."


      "...Kurena? What are you planning to do?" Minato asked, her expression now a questioning one. Kureha sighed and shook her head. "Can't you tell already?" she asked. "I shall use myself as a lure to direct the Soldier Ants elsewhere."


      "A lure!?" Minato exclaimed. Kurena turned her head, gazing in the direction of Aomi.


      "It is in the nature of these Soldier Ants to chase Boosted Lilies such as I," she explained. "If I make use of that trait of theirs, it will buy time for the civilians to finish evacuating beyond the Light Wall. Kindly guide them to safety as I busy myself with the task of slaughtering the Huge."


      One year earlier, when Kurena had been a member of the Funada Defense Team and fought Soldier Ants with them, she'd been attacked by many of the Soldier Ants and formed a hypothesis that they had a preference for preying upon Boosted Lilies.


      And now, she could exploit that preference to distract the Soldier Ants, giving the other Lilies time to deal with the situation in Shiokaze Park and the civilians time to escape into the undersea tunnel.


      But one of their number was opposed: Soga Suzuna. "Do you have any idea of how dangerous that is?!" she shouted.


      With a fearless smile, Kurena reached out and prodded Suzuna squarely on the tip of her nose. "Quite an excellent idea of it, in fact," she replied. "But we are Lilies of Odaiba Girls' School. We cannot allow a single foe to reach this place."


      "Then let me go with you!" Suzuna pleaded. Kurena shook her head.


      "This is my duty and mine alone. Please see to it that every civilian leaves Odaiba safely. I will hold the enemy at bay until they have."


      "......"


      Hirose Minato had a troubled expression on her face, but in time, it hardened with determination.


      "Once the evacuation is finished, we will most certainly come to your aid," Minato said. "Until them, we'll count on you to keep the enemy busy."


      "Hehe. I fear I'll have slaughtered them all by the time you arrive," Kurena boasted. Then she set off in the direction of Aomi.


      Running between the buildings. Kurena made straight for the Aomi docks. She reached an avenue, and at the end of it, dozens of Soldier Ants were making the earth tremble as they approached. As the horde drew close to Kurena, they paused. Then, just as she'd predicted, they turned their attention to her.


      "Come to me!" Kurena shouted. "And then I, Saigo Kurena, shall deign to show you my power!"


       

      
 Kurena brought her Jötunn-Schwert to bear with a splendid flourish, and as several of them let out an unearthly screech, the Soldier Ants fell upon her. She cut down a number of them in quick succession.


      "Hah!" she exclaimed. "You hardly even make for sport. If this is all you can do, I'll be able to handle you on my own!"


      But as she sought to strike the next enemy, a relaxed smile upon her face, pain suddenly shot through her thigh.


      "Ugh! What happened...?!"


      Kurena's eyes snapped to her leg. A Soldier Ant that she thought she'd killed had bitten her, with mandibles sharp as steel.


      When she looked more closely at the monster, she saw that the wound she'd inflicted upon it was rapidly healing over. It seemed it was an aberrant kind of Soldier Ant—one which possessed the power known as "Regenerator."


      At that moment, two of the other Soldier Ants leapt at Kurena, their jaws cutting into her body in multiple places. Despite the injuries, she managed to slice them apart with her Jötunn-Schwert and push them off her.


      Kurena was a Boosted Lily. She herself had Regenerator, and could heal her wounds... but the ones the Soldier Ants had left on her weren't closing. The battle of attrition had left her low on energy indeed.


      "Hehe. This won't be such a bore after all."


      With that, Kurena activated her Rare Skill—Lunatic Trancer.


      The Soldier Ants bit Kurena again and again, until her body was painted red with blood. But despite the wounds her body was covered in, Kurena slashed them with her blade again and again, laughing wildly as she did.


      "It doesn't get any better than this!" she screamed. "My CHARM and I thirst to claim your lives!"


      


      Meanwhiile, Tiuccia's group was battling a horde of Huge near the undersea tunnel at Akatsuki Port. A vast quantity of Huge had already come out of the tunnel; not just Soldier Ants, but mid-types and large types.


      As she was killing the last of the stronger Huge, Tiuccia spotted a gigant-type Soldier Ant behind them. "Let us take down that gigant and return to Daiba at once!" she shouted, then loaded the Neunwelt bullet into her Chrysáor.


      "Commence the Neunwelt Tactic!"


      The Lilies of the Fourth Division passed the magiesphere swiftly among themselves. Though the division was made up of Lilies from several Gardens, when they executed the Neunwelt Tactic, they made precision passes in perfect sync. And the fierce fighting up until now had only improved their skills.


      Looking upon those in her command and how strong they had grown, Tiuccia felt her royal blood burn with fervor.


      "Lialidell, I shall fire the finish shot!" she declared.


      Tiuccia charged forward, and with a shout of "Your Majesty!", Lialidell threw the magiesphere towards her with flawless aim and timing. Tiuccia caught the magiesphere running at full tilt and headed straight for the gargantuan Soldier Ant.


      "Taste the divine wrath of the Holy Empress!"


      She fired the finish shot. It hit the gigant-type squarely in the face, and the resulting explosion consumed many of the surrounding Huge.


      Tiuccia let out a small sigh, but no sooner had she than more Huge began to pour out of the undersea tunnel. "For how long, upon my word, do you seek to entertain me?" she remarked with a strained smile.


      Then she heard a desperate voice in her ear, through the comm device.


      "Tiuccia-sama!" the voice shouted. "Kurena-sama... she's...!"


      "Hanabusa, is that you?" Tiuccia replied, recognizing the voice as Kishida Hanabusa, who had remained at Daiba. "What's happened to Kurena?"


      "Kurena-sama went off on her own to lure the Soldier Ants in Aomi elsewhere!"


      "......"


      Hanabusa was so panicked she sounded like she was in tears, but her words were enough for Tiuccia to instantly grasp the situation.


      In order to buy the civilians time to escape, most likely, Kurena had gone alone to make herself bait for the Soldier Ants. She was a Boosted Lily, and could heal from her wounds with Regenerator. But she was by no means invincible.


      "Has Kurena not contacted you since?" Tiuccia asked Hanabusa.


      "I heard her say something on the comm just a moment ago, but then the call went dead," another voice replied; Hirose Minato, answering in Hanabusa's stead. Though Minato's voice was filled with despair, Tiuccia was not ready to abandon hope just yet.


      "Have no fear," Tiuccia said. "I know, because it is her, that Kurena yet lives. And I vow to you that I, and Mercurius, shall bring her salvation."


      "You will?" asked Honma Akehi. "But how?"


      Tiuccia did not reply. Instead, using her comm device, she placed a call to the headquarters of Odaiba Girls' School.


      "Come in, Odaiba HQ. Please direct the closest Mercurius airship, using the coordinates I will send you, to fire their high-powered guns at the horde of Huge in southern Aomi the moment they're in range."


      When she heard Tiuccia give that order, Yamanashi Hibari interrupted her. "You're calling in an air attack? If you do that, Kurena will get hit by it too!" she protested.


      "The gunships of Mercurius do not err," Lialidell told Hibari with a calm expression. "Their guns will fire true, and they will save Kurena."


      With a fearless grin, Tiuccia gazed up at the dark and clouded sky.


      "You shall now bear witness to the power of the Arks of Mercurius!" she declared.


      


      Some minutes later, a large airship appeared in the sky above Aomi.


      St. Mercurius possessed several large airships they called "Arks." Though they were airships, they bore little resemblance to the gunships that Yurigaoka and the military used, and were more like zeppelins or even ocean-going ships.


      Mercurius had seven of these airships in total, and when Mercurius Lilies sortied, they did so as "Air Platoons." They were capable of flying not only to anywhere in Kanto, but anywhere on the island of Honshu. The sight of them meant that salvation was coming, and so they were known as the "Arks of Hope."


      One of those Arks had descended through the clouds and toward the battlefield. It was Raguel, the ship used by the Fifth Air Platoon. All of the Arks bore the name of one of the seven archangels.


      Raguel was equipped with guns large enough to be called cannons, and it trained those guns on the southern part of Aomi, where Kurena was believed to be. Then they began to fire.


      With a boom, the sky flashed with brilliance like that of lightning, and gunfire rained down upon Aomi. Blast waves and the deafening sounds of impact erupted from the massive explosions. Clouds of dark smoke rose up, blanketing the entire area and hiding it from view.


      Soga Suzuna stared at the explosions in abject shock. "Are they out of their minds?!" she exclaimed.


      When all was once again still, Hirose Minato leapt into action. "Kurena!" she shouted. Along with Suzuna, she ran to where Kurena had been as fast as she possibly could. They plunged into the smoke, to ground zero of the bombardment, and found the area covered in giant craters—as well as the bodies of countless Huge, all scorched to death.


      Had Kurena, too, been hit by the high-powered bombardment? And had she survived?


      When the smoke cleared at last, they saw Kurena a short ways from the heart of the destruction.


      "My goodness," said Kurena. She stabbed her CHARM into the body of the Soldier Ant in front of her, using it to steady herself as she somehow managed to rise to her feet. "That was a rather uncouth means of rescue, was it not?"


      "Kurena! Are you all right!?" Minato and Suzuna shouted, running over to her. As they did, Kurena's knees gave out from under her, and she fell to the ground again. "I must confess that I've grown a little tired..." Kurena said.


      When Minato and Suzuna got a good look at her, they were astounded by the sight. Fighting the Soldier Ants for so long had left Kurena's body in a ghastly state. They'd bitten her all over, leaving innumerable wounds on her arms and legs. Her left arm, in particular, was barely still attached to her body and looked like it would tear itself loose at any moment.


      Suzuna hugged Kurena to her. "Kurena! Stay with us!" she pleaded desperately. "Help is on the way!"


      Kurena let out a deep sigh. "You needn't wail right into my ear. It's really quite bothersome," she said, in a tired voice. "Have you forgotten that I'm a Boosted Lily? These wounds will not last. Look, they're already closing." Indeed, the flesh of Kurena's near-severed left arm was already beginning to mend itself.


      Minato's face was a mixture of worry and relief. "I can't believe you..." she said. Suzuna let out a deep sigh, and gently nestled Kurena's head against her chest.


      "Kurena, we were able to safely evacuate all the civilians and junior high school Lilies. And you're the one who made it possible. Thank you."


      When she heard that, Kurena smiled blissfully. "That's what matters most," she replied. "Although I did take the opportunity to go on a most satisfying rampage."


      Minato took Kurena's hand and squeezed it, heedless of the fact that it was covered in blood. "Your bravery won't be forgotten," she told Kurena. "It will become a story for the ages."


      "My goodness. Was I truly that remarkable? Hehehe."


      Despite her injuries, Kurena's smile was a content one. They had evacuated the civilians from Ariake and Daiba safely, and gotten the ones from Toyosu out, too. The time had finally come to attack the nestless Ultra.


      Suddenly, a deafening howl resounded across the whole of Odaiba.


      "Was that...?"


      When Minato and the others looked at the Tokyo Gate Bridge, they saw that the lightning around Wakasu Park had grown fiercer. And at the center of all that light was the massive figure whose howl could be heard all across Odaiba.


      "The nestless Ultra is getting restless, isn't it..." Kurena muttered, as she gazed at the distant lightning.


      It was time for the Lilies to face the nestless Ultra in battle, and discover which one of them would prevail.
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      Chapter 5 - What Remains of the Miracle


      From where they were standing on Nozomi Bridge, Kondo Misaka and the rest of the second division were looking up at the dark sky.


      Only moments earlier, a Mercurius gunship had appeared in the skies above Aomi and started to fire. The Second Division stared blankly at the resulting explosions. None of them had expected a Mercurius gunship to be here.


      Altea Alessandrini, the commander of the division, peered at the gunship with an unamused expression. "That's Mercurius's fifth gunship, Raguel," she said. "Tiuccia must have called it here. How reckless she always is."


      "So that's what the cannons of a Mercurius gunship can do..." Amano Soraha murmured in an impressed tone as she watched the cannon fire scourge the earth.


      Misaka had seen Mercurius's gunships before, but this was the first time she'd witnessed their cannons firing from this close a distance.


      After the gunship had finished firing, it disappeared into the dark clouds again. Black smoke rose from the area it had shelled. The Second Division continued gazing at the devastation until they suddenly heard a roar akin to that of a distant beast.


      It was much like the roar that had resounded across all Odaiba when the nestless Ultra had first appeared. The Lilies' eyes immediately snapped over to Wakasu Park.


      "Don't tell me that was..."


      As all of the Second Division gazed at Wakasu Park, they saw the lightning there was fiercer than ever before, and the howl had come from within the light of the giant Cave. There was no doubt it had been the howling of the nestless Ultra.


      "I think the Ultra's just about ready to go for a stroll," Amatsu Marei muttered as she glared at the lightning.


      "Hey, shouldn't we attack it before it goes anywhere?" Misaka asked the others, but Kiko Totori immediately reined her in. "Not so fast," Totori said. "The giant Cave's still surrounded by Huge. It's much too dangerous to launch an attack on it just by ourselves."


      "But once the nestless Ultra's moving in earnest, there will be no stopping it," Seto Veronica Ichika protested. "We've got to do something, and soon."


      Tsukioka Momiji, the vice-commander, made a proposal. "Let's re-establish contact with the other divisions," she said. "To defeat the nestless Ultra, we're all going to need to work together."


      "True," said Altea. "We shall first endeavor to contact the Third or the Fourth—" But as she was speaking, they suddenly heard voices in the distance.


      "Misaka-sama! Momiji-sama!"


      The Second Division turned their head in the direction of the voices, and saw two Lilies running towards them from the Daiba area. They were Takehisa Nakaba and Kawanabe Nazuna, from the junior high school division of Odaiba Girls' School. The two were running so fast that when they finally reached Nozomi Bridge, they toppled over onto the ground.


      Alarmed, Misaka ran to the two of them and helped them back to their feet. "Why didn't you two evacuate past the Light Wall?" she asked.


      Nakaba and Nazuha should have been safely inside the Light Wall, not still here on Odaiba. Both girls' uniforms were torn up, and they were hurt in a number of places. But they'd come running here like it was a matter of life or death.


      As soon as Nazuna had caught her breath, she spoke to Misaka. "W-We've got a message for you from the First Division..." she said.


      "...From Chihana?"


      The faces of the Lilies of the Second Division tensed up. Nakaba, still breathing hard as she did, lifted her head and spoke next.


      "First, there's some good news. Thanks to the Fourth Division, we got all the civilians through the undersea tunnel and inside the Light Wall."


      Misaka's face brightened upon hearing that. "Great!" she exclaimed. "Now we can go all-out fighting the nestless Ultra!"


      "Hold on. They're not done talking," said Totori, and nodded to the two girls. "Please continue."


      "We have a message from Takegoshi Chihana of the First Division," Nakaba said. "Right now, the First Division has broken through into Uminomori Park via the southern route and is distracting the horde of Huge there. While they're preoccupied, she asks that the Second and Third Divisions join forces and, under the leadership of the Second Division, kill the nestless Ultra."


      "...W-We're supposed to kill the Ultra?!" Sengo Yuna exclaimed, the message coming as a shock to her.


      Suddenly having the crucial task of killing the nestless Ultra thrust upon them left the Lilies of the Second Division rattled. Among all their number, only Kondo Misaka was thrilled by what she was hearing. She would, at last, get to play a starring role in the defeat of their greatest enemy.


      Misaka grinned, clenching her hand into a fist. "It's finally time for us to show our stuff!" she said.


      "The First Division must have gone to Uminomori Park as bait for our trap," Altea said, her hand covering her mouth. "That is to say, in order to thin out the Huge on the northern route so that we and the Third Division stand a chance at launching an all-out attack."


      "Even Chihana's division is going to have a hard time fighting that many enemies for long," Hasebe Touka said, with a worried look on her face. "We have to kill the nestless Ultra right away or the First Division will be in danger!"


      The Huge had turned Odaiba into a sea of flames, and the First Division was going up against their main force. The First Division was assembled from the strongest Lilies belonging to each Garden, but nonetheless, it would be a harsh battle for them... and that meant the Second had to put an end to the nestless Ultra as quickly as possible.


      "Don't lose your composure," Totori said to Touka. "This strategy is probably the last chance we've got. We can't go into it worrying ourselves to death. Let's do as Chihana asked and join up with the Third."


      "......"


      Touka was still visibly anxious. Misaka laid a hand on her shoulder.


      "They'll be okay," said Misaka. "Chihana, Yuyu... I know they'll be able to survive this. That's why we're going to repay Chihana's trust in us and kill the nestless Ultra. No matter what."


      At that, Touka gave Misaka a small nod. "You're right," she murmured. Misaka turned away from her and towards Nazuna and Nakaba. Having done their duty as couriers, the two girls were sitting on the ground, exhausted.


      "You did well at getting us that message," Misaka told them, gratitude in her voice. "Just leave the rest to us now, 'kay?"


      Next to her. Altea addressed Momiji. "Contact the Third Division and have them meet us at the International Exhibition Center," she said.


      


      At that moment, the commander of the Third Division, Banshoya Ena, was heading to Toyosu Market with her companions.


      Ena's group now contained a mixture of Lilies from the Third and Fifth Divisions. They'd dealt with the remaining Huge in Toyosu and confirmed that there were no civilians anywhere. Next on their agenda was to join up with the other teams of Lilies.


      Kawabata Hotaru and Fujita Asagao had gone with one such team to kill the gravity-manipulating gigant-type. Hishida Haru, Yokoyama Azusa, and others had gone to defend Toyosu Market. After that, Hotaru had contacted them to let them know the gravity manipulator was no longer.


      As Ena and the others approached the vicinity of Harumi-ohashi, they saw Hotaru and Asagao waving at them.


      "Hey! Ena!"


      It wasn't just Hotaru and Asagao there, but Igusa Subaru and the other Lilies of the Odaiba Defense Team. None of them were visibly hurt.


      Ena made her way over to Hotaru. "Good work," she says. "It looks like you were able to avoid injury."


      "Naturally! It was a piece of cake with yours truly, Hotaru-sama, there!"


      "What are you even saying?" muttered Asagao, standing by Hotaru's side with an exasperated expression on her face. "Earlier you were so exhausted you looked like you were going to nod off on your feet."


      "I thought we agreed you wouldn't tell them about that, Asa-chan!"


      As Hotaru and Asagao bickered among themselves, Igusa Subaru reported the situation. "Haru's squad informed us earlier that they were unhurt," she said. "However, word's reached me that Fujimi Bridge has been destroyed. The military reports that, best as they could tell, Haru destroyed it herself."


      "Haru did that?" asked Ena with a frown on her face, but Asagao spoke up, wearing a serious expression as she did.


      "She must have done it to protect the evacuees in Toyosu Market," Asagao said. "...Even though she knew there were still Odaiba Lilies and other civilians in Ariake."


      "On that note, what's the situation in Ariake?" asked Yoshimura Thi Mai.


      "It's taken care of," Hotaru replied cheerfully. "The Second Division says they got them all to the undersea tunnel and out of Odaiba."


      "Oh? That's good news for once."


      Ena and the others let out sighs of relief, but Asagao's expression was still grim. "Everyone's still going to say that Haru left people to die," she said. "And she must have known that when she destroyed the bridge. That's why she did it alone. So that no one else would take any of the blame."


      "......"


      Ena and the others were silent, but then they heard a voice from behind them. "I'm prepared for what will come," said Haru.


      They turned around to see that Hishida Haru, Yokoyama Azusa, and the other two Lilies tasked with defending Toyosu Market had rejoined them.


      "We've confirmed there are no Huge remaining in Toyosu. They'll be reopening the Light Wall and evacuating those who are sheltering in Toyosu Market shortly."


      "I see," said Ena, stopping herself from saying anything further. When she looked into Haru's eyes, she could tell that the choice to destroy Fujimi Bridge hadn't been an easy one for her. The deep wound it had left on her heart would not soon be healed.


      Ena made up her mind to ask Haru just one question.


      "Can you still fight, Haru?"


      Haru lifted her head, a look of grim determination on her face. "Yes," she replied. "I'll be fine."


      "......"


      Azusa, standing next to Haru, gave her a worried look. But Ena decided to trust Haru's words. She knew that they would have need of her power in order to kill the nestless Ultra.


      "Now all that's left is to figure out how we kill it..." Ena muttered, but just then, she heard a voice from her comm device.


      "Ena, do you copy? This is Soraha." It was Amano Soraha from the Second Division.


      "Loud and clear, Soraha," Ena replied. "Is everyone okay on your end?"


      "So far, so good," said Soraha. "But more importantly, Chihana's counting on us to take out the nestless Ultra. Let's meet up at the Exhibition Center, fast as we can. We'll fill you in on her strategy there."


      Upon hearing there was a plan to fight the nestless Ultra, the Lilies' expressions grew tense. "Understood," Ena said. "We'll be right there."


      No sooner had Ena ended the call than they heard a warning siren from the towers of the Light Wall. The Lilies turned in that direction, and saw the section of the Light Wall adjacent to Toyosu opening.


      "There! Now everyone in Toyosu Market ought to be able to get to safety."


      Ena and the others let out a sigh of relief. Then they heard another voice over the comms.


      "This is Tono Natsuki. Ena-san, do you copy?"


      It was Tono Natsuki from the Fifth Division. She'd been injured during the Fifth's last stand on Shin-Tatsumi Bridge, and so she'd retreated to Odaiba Girls' School to receive medical treatment... or should have.


      "I, Osumi Azuki, and Danzuka Erisa will be returning to the battlefield shortly," Natsuki said.


      "...Are you in shape to do that, Natsuki?" Ena asked. Natsuki's voice was gravely serious as she replied.


      "I can't bear to rest while all of you are out there fighting. Azuki-san and Erisa-san feel the same way," said Tono Natsuki. She was normally quite a composed person, but in this, she too was a Lily of Yurigaoka.


      "...I understand. Don't push yourself," Ena said.


      "We won't. We'll be there soon," Natsuki said, and Ena cut the connection. Mai grinned cheerfully. "About time for the final battle, ain't it!" she said.


      "Koume and Yasuna aren't coming, are they, of course..." muttered Noguchi Shinano, the commander of the Fifth Division.


      "......"


      Ena laid a hand on Shinano's shoulder. "We'll have to win this for them," she said. "We will, most certainly, kill the nestless Ultra." Upon hearing her words, Shinano nodded.


      


      After reaching the plaza of the Tokyo International Exhibition Center, the Second Division settled in to wait.


      In preparation for the final battle, Amatsu Marei—being an Arsenal—was doing maintenance on everyone's CHARMs. She fetched tools from within the Exhibition Center, then surveyed what was in need of repair. And even in the midst of that, she focused her efforts on making improvements to Amano Soraha's Gram Extra and Kondo Misaka's Sohaya-no-Tsurugi.


      Soraha's Gram Extra had suffered some damage from the direct hit she'd taken while helping Misaka on Nozomi Bridge, while Misaka's solitary battle had left the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi rather the worse for wear. With her incredible skill, Amatsu Marei fixed up both of them. "These shouldn't cause you any more problems," she said.


      The Gram Extra was a remodeled version of the Gram, a CHARM built for the exclusive use of Legion Álfheimr. At first, it had been intended only for use in a demonstration at the technical conference, but after the nestless Ultra had appeared, Soraha had been fighting with it.


      The Sohaya-no-Tsurugi was a CHARM built especially for Kondo Misaka. Her specialty was dueling, and it had been engineered to assist her with that as much as possible.


      Both CHARMs had been designed by Amatsu Marei herself, for she was known to be the genius Arsenal of Ryuto Girls' Academy.


       

      
 Amano Soraha accepted the Gram Extra with a grin on her face. "You really are a wizard, Marei," she told Marei. "We're all lucky you're here."


      Misaka gave the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi a test swing, then spoke to Marei as well. "It feels better than she did before," she said. "Did you do more than just fix it up?"


      At that, Marei chuckled. "That's my job, isn't it?" she replied, with a smile. "Put those CHARMs to good use, you two." Her gaze then lingered on Misaka's face.


      "I must say, you're quite the fascinating Lily, Misaka," Marei continued. "After all... you fought a gigant-type, alone, for twenty minutes. Just how did you survive that?"


      Misaka crossed her arms as she thought. "How did I survive, huh... It was kind of like I was in a trance, so I don't really know myself," she said.


      "Hehe. That only makes you all the more fascinating," Marei said with a smile. "I'll have further questions for you later." That was when Touka inserted herself between the two of them.


      "Gosh. I'm glad we were able to rescue you, but never do something that dangerous again!"


      Her words made Misaka flinch. "I-I already promised you," Misaka said. "I won't do anything reckless without at least telling you first."


      Just then, they heard distant voices calling out to them. The Lilies of the Second Division turned towards the voices to see members of the Third and Fifth Divisions leaping in their direction to join them.


      The captain of the Second Division, Altea Alessandrini, had been discussing the battle strategy with her vice-commander, Tsukioka Momiji. When the Lilies were all gathered in one place, she headed over to them. "I appreciate you coming," she said.


      All the members of the Second and Third Division were present, as well as all the members of the Fifth except for Sasaki Yasuna and Senda Koume. There were 28 Lilies there in total, all in fighting condition.


      "We shall now commence the operation to kill the Ultra-type," Altea said. "To send that Ultra to its death with certainty, it will be necessary to use the Neunwelt Tactic on a grand scale. The Second Division can't do that alone. We'll be relying on your assistance, Lilies of the Third and Fifth Division."


      "It will require the magie of eighteen Lilies, minimum, to kill that nestless Ultra," Amatsu Marei informed them. The faces of all of those present hardened at her words.


      To kill the nestless Ultra, eighteen of them would need to pour every last drop of their magie into a magiesphere. But it was well known that having nine Lilies perform the Neunwelt Tactic was the most stable configuration. Increasing the number beyond that made the magiesphere more powerful, but also harder to control. Just how hard would it be to execute it with eighteen Lilies?


      "......"


      A look at their faces was enough to show how nervous Sengo Yuna and Serizawa Chikaru were. Putting a smile on her face, Misaka spoke to the two of them encouragingly.


      "Don't worry! We can do this. We've got Álfheimr members, some of Irma's Elite Four, and people from St. Mercurius and the Funada Reserve Team here," she said. "If we all give it everything we've got, we can definitely pull it off!"


      Altea addressed the others. "Misaka speaks the truth," she declared. "Victory is well within the means of those of us who stand here. The Third and the Fifth will focus on thinning the Huge and keeping the pass courses clear, while my Second Division will deal the final blow to the nestless Ultra. Is that understood?"


      Banshoya Ena and Noguchi Shinano, the commanders of the other divisions, both responded "Yes!"


      Then, with a tense expression on her face, Tsukioka Momiji began to speak. "According to the analysts at Odaiba Girls' School, the nestless Ultra will soon begin to move, and they expect a second wave of Huge to emerge at that point," she said. "Keeping the Light Wall in Full Admission Mode has taken a toll. Right now, if the nestless Ultra gets that far, the Light Wall won't be able to stop it."


      After Momiji had made her report, Ena stepped to the front. "Keep in mind that the nestless Ultra's magie is not infinite," she said. "The Huge we've fought up to that point were supplied with their magie by the Ultra and the giant Cave. The sheer number we've killed has no doubt whittled much of that magie away."


      "And that's thanks to how hard you've all fought," Shinano said with a smile.


      The Lilies here on Odaiba, in their respective divisions, had faced countless enemies and slain them all. By doing so, they must have drained the nestless Ultra and the Cave's magie reserves considerably.


      "It's true that there's a lot less enemies around now," said Seto Veronica Ichika of the Second Division.


      "The time is now," said Altea, with a firm nod. "We shall destroy the nestless Ultra and the giant Cave in a single strike!" The other Lilies around nodded in agreement.


      Ena then proposed her strategy to Altea. "We, the Third and Fifth Divisions, will lure the Huge away as we destroy the Cave on the near side of Wakasu Bridge," she said. "That will allow the Second Division to advance without issue."


      "We'll want to preserve as much of our strength and magie for the battle with the nestless Ultra as we can," Kiko Totori said in agreement with Ena. "But I'm sure the Huge will fight fiercely to defend the Ultra."


      Odaiba Girls' School had predicted a second wave of Huge would reinforce the nestless Ultra. If they had to fight those Huge as they advanced, it would sap their endurance and magie greatly. When they reached the nestless Ultra, would they still have the strength to kill it?


      Then Misaka, who had been listening, grinned widely. "Hey, let's launch our attack on the giant Cave using a gunship!" she suggested.


      Everyone's eyes widened at her unexpected idea. "Can gunships get to the Cave?" Touka asked.


      "They can," Misaka replied. "We'll ride a gunship to Wakasu and attack the Cave that way. One of Mercurius's Arks ought to be able to get us there real fast, right?" She looked at Altea hopefully, but Altea shook her head.


      "I fear that's not possible," Altea said. "Raguel only provided us some covering fire while en route to other places. We can't use it as a troop transport. Because of the nestless Ultra's presence, the Huge have gotten stirred up even outside of Odaiba, and Mercurius is focusing on keeping those incursions under control."


      "Besides, if any airship gets close to the giant Cave, flight-capable Huge will attack it and might cause it to crash," Sengo Yuna protested. "It's too risky a plan."


      Misaka let out a sigh. "I see," she muttered. "So we can't do that... and here I thought it was a great idea..."


      "Wait up. I'm on board with Misaka's plan."


      Misaka turned to look at the Lily who had unexpectedly voiced her support, and saw that it was Amano Soraha, right beside her.


      "It'll work if we ride a military gunship just to the very edge of Wakasu," Soraha said. "If we're going to take down the nestless Ultra and save the First Division, we need to take a few risks, don't we?"


      "That's my girl," said Misaka, grinning at Soraha. "I knew you'd get it!" As Soraha smiled back, Totori raised her hand. "I'm also in agreement with Misaka's plan," she said.


      "...Huh? You agree with me?" Totori's words made Misaka's eyes grow as wide as saucers.


      "What's with that look, Misaka? I'm doing you a favor here!"


      "Well, I mean, you're always chewing me out for being so reckless..." As Misaka tried to explain herself, flustered, Totori let out a small sigh.


      "It's reckless, that's true, but there's sense to it," Totori said. "If we do it just right, when the Third and the Fifth break through their front line, we'll catch the Huge in a pincer attack."


      "Yeah! That's something we could pull off, isn't it?" Misaka agreed. Totori shook her head and fixed Misaka with a serious look.


      "Misaka," she said. "Remember when I decided, along with Chihiro and Homare, that you should be the captain of Sanngriðr? That's when I decided I'd have your back. So I know that any strategy you come up with is going to work. Because Sanngriðr needs it to."


      "Totori!" Misaka abruptly hugged the other Lily. "I knew you wouldn't let me down, old friend!"


      Ena let out a sigh. "I feel like Misaka has eroded everyone's common sense around here," she said. The other Lilies gave her troubled smiles.


      Altea nodded. "But that settles the matter," she announced. "The Third and the Fifth will distract the enemy as our Second Division rides an gunship to Wakasu Park. Then we'll join forces and launch our assault on the nestless Ultra." Everyone nodded in acknowledgement of her words.


      Just then, an emergency transmission came in from Odaiba Girls' School.


      "Second Division, do you copy? This is Kifuji Suzu, from Odaiba. We have some bad news."


      "What's the matter, Suzu-san?" asked Momiji, and Suzu continued in a tense voice. "There's some junior high school Lilies from Odaiba Girls' School whose last known location was the shooting range near Wakasu Park," she reported.


      "What?!" Fujita Asagao exclaimed, unable to stop herself.


      "We thought they'd evacuated beyond the Light Wall, but we have no idea of their current status," Suzu said, in a tone of defeat. "It's possible that they're already..."


      The faces of the Lilies grew dark. If there had been people trapped right next to the nestless Ultra and the giant Cave, it was hard to imagine that they were still alive.


      But as everyone was about to lose hope, Misaka spoke up in a cheerful voice. "Hold it, girls! Don't give up on them yet!" she said. The other Lilies turned to her.


      "We've survived this long while fighting a battle that seemed hopeless. It's a miracle that no one's died yet. And when I say a miracle, I don't mean that it's something that just happened by chance," Misaka continued. "We worked together, all of us, and fought for this miracle to happen. And that's why we aren't going to let a single person die. Those girls are alive, and they're waiting for us. So let's go save 'em!"


      Totori let out a sigh. "Is there anything that could put a damper on that optimism of yours?" she wondered.


      "That's one of the great things about Misaka," Touka said with a giggle. Then Ichika nodded.


      "Misaka's right. We are Lilies. We are the hope of humanity. And that is why we, ourselves, must never lose hope."


      All of the Lilies present at the International Exhibition Center nodded in agreement.


      "Now, let us go slay the nestless Ultra!" Altea declared, and a chorus rose in agreement. As it did, Misaka's eyes never wavered from the giant Cave that was looming over Wakasu Park.


      


      At that moment, Takegoshi Chihana's First Division was still fighting in Uminomori Park.


      Uminomori Park and the Central Breakwater were two man-made islands that faced the sea adjacent to Odaiba. Normally, the weapons and fortifications set up by the military repelled any Huge that tried to climb up from the sea onto them, but those had been overrun by a massive horde of Huge.


      "Haaaaah!"


      Shirai Yuyu cleaved a mid-type in twain with her Gram.


      The First Division had stopped in Uminomori Park and were busy slaughtering the Huge there. But more came, without end, from within the Caves and over the Tokyo Gate Bridge. Though they'd slain a vast number of Huge, more Caves kept opening, and there was no end to their battle in sight.


      Ten of the mid-types opened their mouths and prepared to spit fireballs at them. Hibino Waku shouted "Yuzuriha, I'm using Phantasm!" as she activated her Rare Skill.


      Waku's rare skill, Phantasm, let her find the most optimal future from among countless possibilities and transmit it to those nearby using telepathy.


      "Got it! Testament!"


      Kawamura Yuzuriha activated her own Rare Skill, Testament. Often called a "widening skill," it made it possible for the Rare Skills of other Lilies to affect a larger area.


      Every member of the First Division saw the same future that Waku had. They knew the trajectories of the mid-type Huge and the fireballs they were about to let loose. When the fireballs went flying, the Lilies of the First nimbly dodged them and fell upon the mid-types, mowing them down like grass.


      Izumi Botan grinned at Yuzuriha. "Testament's really something, isn't it?" she exclaimed. "Good thing you're here, Yuzuriha!"


      "Hey, I'd rather have had Phantasm myself, you know," Yuzuriha replied with a troubled smile.


      It was in a battle right here on Odaiba that Yuzuriha had awakened Testament. But she'd wished so strongly to awaken Phantasm that it had come as a shock to her.


      "With the power of Testament, you can protect your sisters-in-arms," Taniguchi Hijiri said encouragingly. "You should take pride in having it."


      Exceptional Lilies from a variety of Gardens were in the First Division, and most exceptional of all was the tactical genius of its commander, Takegoshi Chihana.


      "Two large-types coming on the left. Sachie, Himari, you take them out. The rest of you, support the two of them," Chihana ordered. "Got it!" replied Fukuyama Jeanne Sachie and Ichinomiya Himari, immediately heading for the enemies.


      "Himari-san, with me!" "I'm here, Sachie. As I fight by your side, I can see the battle I've always dreamed of!"


      Takegoshi Chihana was renowned as Álfheimr's "Goddess of War", and it was her command ability in particular that was said to be nothing short of godlike. She had a perfect grasp of every Lily's abilities, and combined with her aptitude for assessing the situation, the attacks she directed fell upon their foes like divine wrath.


      The First Division fought with their backs to the undersea tunnel connecting Uminomori Park and Aomi, defending it, and yet whenever a gap opened in the enemy lines they instantly rushed forward to destroy a Cave. Their members perfectly coordinated, they fought with all their strength, all but putting their lives on the line as they did.


      As she cut through the enemy with her Tyrfing R-type, Himari shouted in delight. "This is what it is to fight freely and beautifully!" she exclaimed. "This is what I've always dreamed of!"


      Himari continued to fight joyfully, but just then, Sono Mao yelled out a warning. "You two! Watch out!"


      Sachie and Himari had only just begun to react when a massive fireball detonated right in front of them.


      "Aaaah!"
 "Ugggh!"


      With screams, the two of them were sent flying. The Lilies of the First looked at where they'd landed, and saw a newly opened Cave there, from which ten large-types emerged. "Oh, no! Run, you two!" Takegoshi Chihana shouted upon seeing them.


      But Himari and Sachie were still fallen on the ground, and one of the large-types charged at them. At the very moment it seemed like the two of them were about to be crushed to death—


      A single Lily flew forward, swift as the wind. With a resounding thud, the large-type's giant arm slammed into her CHARM, which did not yield.


      "I won't let you kill them! Not like you did to Onee-sama!"


      It was Shirai Yuyu. With her Gram, she'd protected the two Lilies from the enemy attack.


      "Yaaah!"


      Gritting her teeth, Yuyu shoved the large-type away and immediately slashed through it with all her strength. She cut down another large-type with the return stroke, but then a third one pummeled her with its attack.


      "Gah!"


      Her slender body went flying, and then hit the ground.


      "YUYU!"


      When Sachie screamed her name, Yuyu tightened her hands around the Gram. Even as blood flowed from her wounded cheek, she twisted towards a large-type and charged at it as fast as she could.


      "...Lunatic Trancer!"


      Crimson madness filled Yuyu's eyes. Negative magie began to radiate from her body. For Lunatic Trancer is a dangerous Rare Skill which draws the very same polarity of magie used by the Huge into one's body.


      Yuyu's transformation was not complete. The dark color of her hair gradually faded, replaced by white.


      Chihana's eyes opened wide as she beheld Yuyu. "Don't, Yuyu!" she screamed. "You mustn't use Divine Possession!"


      But it was already too late for her words to reach Yuyu.


      Her hair completely white by now, Yuyu charged alone into the horde of large-types.


       

      
 "AaAAAaAAH!"


      With a fierce scream, Yuyu swung her Gram, cleaving a large-type over five meters tall in half. On the return stroke, she cut down a second one. Two of the large-types surrounded her and pummeled her, but she immediately stood back up and killed them. The remaining large-types stood no chance against her relentless assault.


      With not a single thought about what might come of it, Yuyu fought with all her strength. The other Lilies of the First could do no more than stare as they watched her furious slaughter. It wasn't long until she'd killed every enemy and destroyed every Cave in sight.


      Yuyu stopped moving, and around them, stillness reigned.


      "...Onee-sama..."


      Yuyu's legs gave out from under her, and she fell to the ground.


      "Yuyu!!"


      Sachie dashed over to her in a panic and hugged Yuyu to her.


      "What were you thinking...?"


      Divine Possession is a state in which a Lily draws amplified magie energy from her CHARM into her own body, increasing her capabilities by an overwhelming amount. But when used at the same time as Lunatic Trancer, it causes the negative magie inside that Lily to rage out of control—something exceptionally dangerous, and possibly even fatal. The two powers are never to be used together.


      Chihana walked over to the two. "How many times have I told you never to use Divine Possession?" she scolded Yuyu.


      Taniguchi Hijiri came up to Yuyu as well and began looking at her injuries. "I'm sure that she did it because she didn't want to lose another friend," she said. "Isn't that right, Yuyu?"


      "......"


      Kawazoe Misuzu, who Shirai Yuyu had taken the Schutzengel's Oath with, had died during the Koshu Withdrawal. After that, Yuyu had withdrawn into herself and never allowed herself to grow too close to anyone. Chihana, Hijiri, and every other Lily at Yurigaoka knew that was because Yuyu never wanted to lose someone important to her again.


      Sachie wiped the tears from Yuyu's eyes. "Despite the danger, she risked her life to protect us," she said. "Shirai Yuyu, you're a Lily I can trust to do the right thing."


      "Let's let Yuyu rest for now. I'll take her position in the formation," said Himari, determination in her voice. Recognizing that determination, Chihana nodded to her, then turned to the other Lilies.


      "Girls! We're going to stay alive, no matter what, until the Second Division's killed the nestless Ultra!"


      As one, the First Division let out a fervent yell, then set off towards Wakasu Park.


      
~ ~ ~
 


      A military gunship emerged from the dark clouds above, and touched down in the plaza of the Tokyo International Exhibition Center.


      The gunship bore visible damage in several places. Every last vehicle had been busy carrying civilians to safety, and they had naturally needed to contend with attacks from the Huge, exploding buildings, and other such threats as they ferried people to the other side of the Light Wall.


      The mixed group made from the Third and Fifth Divisions was already on its way to Wakasu Park. The next step was for the Second Division to board this gunship and mount their own attack on Wakasu Park from the direction of the open water.


      Kondo Misaka and the others stood before the gunship as the military commander addressed them. "To my great chagrin, the only thing we can do is carry you to where the enemy is," the commander said. "We'll be praying for your safe return."


      "There's no need for that. We're grateful for all your help," said Tsukioka Momiji, the vice-commander of the Second Division, with a smile on her face. "We Lilies fight the Huge, and the military keeps people safe. Your role is no less deserving of praise than ours."


      Altea Alessandrini, the division's commander, bowed her head with her hand pressed to her chest. "And now the time to fulfill our role has come," she said. "Rest assured that we shall defeat the nestless Ultra." The other Lilies from the Second Division nodded vigorously.


      They boarded the gunship, and as its engine revved up, the aircraft lifted off the ground. The military soldiers saw the Lilies off with an all-hands salute. Misaka and the other Lilies, in turn, lined up by the windows and bowed to them.


      Then the gunship flew towards Wakasu Park, which was wreathed in lightning. The light of the giant Cave came into view, and then, so did a massive white figure at the center of the lightning.


      Misaka curled her hand into a fist, her eyes fixed upon the giant Cave in Wakasu Park. She turned her head and saw Hasebe Touka, who was next to her, gazing back at her with a serious expression.


      "Misaka," Touka said. "Let's make it back from this alive. All of us."


      Misaka reached out and gripped Touka's hand firmly, a smile on her face. "Leave it to me," she said. "No one's dying on my watch."


      And thus it was that the fighting maidens set off towards their final battle.


      


      A short while prior to this, the Third and the Fifth had made their way to Shin-Kiba Station and proceeded from there towards the Wakasu area.


      The commander of the Third Division, Banshoya Ena, was in charge of the mixed group. She lead the seventeen other Lilies in her command towards the Cave near Wakasu Bridge. They had made plans to regroup with the Second Division after they destroyed the Cave.


      A horde of innumerable Huge—the second wave—was coming from the Wakasu area. It wasn't made of Soldier Ants alone, but mid-types and large-types in numbers thick enough to block the roads. Ena called out to the other Lilies.


      "You needn't wipe out every last enemy! Our objective is to destroy that Cave!"


      The civilians of Odaiba and the military personnel had all been evacuated, and Tokyo was being protected by a sturdy barrier—the Light Wall in Full Admission Mode. There was no need to be on the defensive any longer. The Lilies could finally fight without worrying about what would happen if the Huge slipped past them.


      The eighteen Lilies continued forward into the Wakasu area. They avoided confronting the enemy head-on, instead proceeding along Shin-Kiba Greenway towards the Cave in front of Wakasu Bridge. But they found themselves met by a large group of Soldier Ants that had sensed their presence.


      Yoshimura Thi Mai, fleet of foot, ran to the vanguard. "Let's get 'em!" she shouted. The eighteen Lilies met the Soldier Ants head-on in battle.


      Kawabata Hotaru fought furiously with the two CHARMs that Senda Koume had entrusted to her—the Ukonvasara and the Charlemagne.


      "Feast your eyes on me, 'cause it's finally time for me to shine!"
 "Hey, Hotaru! You'll get yourself hurt if you keep doing that!"


      Fujita Asagao, fighting by Hotaru's side, cleared the way forward. Miyamoto Komuku and Nakabayashi Kaina also cut a path through the enemies.


      "We shall make amends for the Fifth Division's failure!"
 "For Koume and Yasuna's sake, let's kill that Ultra!"


      The group of Lilies scattered the Soldier Ants, and proceeded to slaughter the other Huge that they encountered on the way to the Cave. In a short while, the Cave adjacent to Wakasu Bridge came into view.


      From within its dark expanse, Soldier Ants were boiling forth. Just behind them was the gigant-type Soldier Ant who was steward of the Cave.


      "Let us commence the Neunwelt Tactic!" Banshoya Ena called out to her companions.


      Ena fired the magiesphere from her Gram, and as the members of the Third Division passed it among themselves, the Soldier Ants sought to block their way.


      But with unerring precision, Serizawa Chikaru blasted them with cannon fire. "I won't let Odaiba become another Koshu!" she shouted.


      Chikaru had, without a doubt, grown over the course of the Odaiba Counteroffensive. She, who had such little confidence in herself, was now gunning the enemy down without pause in her determination to protect her sisters-at-arms.


      "Well done, Chikaru!" Ena said, the sight of Chikaru's progress bringing a smile to her face. With that, she set off running towards Wakasu Bridge.


      The gigant-type Soldier Ant was waiting for them in front of the cave. The Lilies of the Fifth Division cleared the path ahead with gunfire, and soon, it was time for the Neunwelt Tactic magiesphere to be passed for the last time.


      Ena prepared to pass it to Aoki Kaho, but suddenly, there came a shout.


      "Please let me do the finish shot, Ena-san!"


      Noguchi Shinano, the commander of the Fifth Division, rushed to the front.


      It had been Shinano's fault that the Fifth Division had ended up in the state that it was in, and she hadn't been able to stop regretting it since. She couldn't keep herself from imagining that had she held firm back then, they would have been able to hold the enemy in check.


      Ena understood how Shinano felt, and so she decided to let Shinano have the magiesphere. "We're counting on you, Shinano!" she said as she made the final pass.


      Just then, the gigant-type Soldier Ant spat fire from its maw. The flames singed Shinano as they missed her by a hair's breadth, but she charged forward nonetheless, her resolve firm as she rammed her Risanautr into the magiesphere.


      "Yaaah!"


      The magiesphere impacted the gigant-type Soldier Ant's head directly, causing an explosion that killed many of the Huge surrounding it. When the gigant-type ceased to be, the Cave soon disappeared too, as if it were melting away.


      Shinano had used all her strength. She collapsed where she stood.


      "Shinano!" shouted Ena in alarm, rushing over to her to help her back to her feet. She saw that Shinano had tears in her eyes.


      "...Koume. Yasuna. We did it," Shinano murmured quietly.


      Ena and the other Lilies sighed in relief when they saw that Shinano wasn't hurt. At that moment, they heard the high-pitched noise of a gunship in flight, and saw a single gunship flying over the sea towards Wakasu Park.


      Upon seeing that sight, Ena turned to her companions. "We're far from finished! Let's regroup with the Second Division!" she shouted.


      The seventeen other Lilies standing before her nodded in determination.


      


      Aboard the gunship, the Second Division was flying high above the water.


      With the Tokyo International Exhibition Center as their takeoff point, it took less than an hour to reach Wakasu Park. The rear hatch of the gunship opened, allowing the Lilies to jump out at any time.


      There was a swarm of flying Huge circling around the giant cave in Wakasu Park. They noticed the gunship drawing near, and flew towards it.


      Altea Alessandrini, the commander of the Second Division, issued an order.


      "Begin your descent!"


      One after another, the ten Lilies of the Second Division leapt down to the ground. After all of them had landed on the shore of Wakasu, the gunship immediately ascended into the sky to escape the oncoming Huge.


      The Wakasu area was the furthest north that one could go in Odaiba while still facing the open sea. It had full of greenery, particularly the former Wakasu Seaside Park, but there were also some shooting ranges and CHARM workshops operated by Odaiba Girls' School.


      The nestless Ultra was in the very center of what had once been Wakasu Seaside Park.


      When Misaka landed on the ground, she saw a pale giant in front of her. "So that's the nestless Ultra..." she said.


      The light of the giant Cave had faded away, allowing them to clearly see the gargantuan, bone-white figure. It was over a hundred meters tall, towering over the nearby Tokyo Gate Bridge. Though it resembled a spindly humanoid in shape, it was devoid of color, like a fish from the depths of the sea. Indeed, it was akin to the sea monsters that ancient myths spoke of.


      Misaka and the other Lilies were momentarily overwhelmed by the sight of the Ultra, but then the Huge that surrounded it began to swarm towards them. Many were the small-types known as Soldier Ants, but there were also quite a few large-types and even a few gigant-type Soldier Ants.


      "I can't believe there's still these many enemies..." Tsukioka Momiji said, her face growing pale as she looked upon the overwhelming opposition.


      Kondo Misaka readied the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi and charged forward towards the horde. "We'll just have to make quick work of 'em!" she shouted.


      The ten Lilies of the Second Division began moving towards Wakasu Park, where the nestless Ultra was.


      "I, Altea Alessandrini, shall cut open a path for us!" Altea declared. Standing on the front line, she skewered a large-type with her Murglais, blasting it apart. The thrusts of her blade, coming from a slender figure like hers as they were, seemed unbelievably powerful.


      "That's the Tyrant of Mercurius, all right!" exclaimed Misaka as she witnessed Altea's feat of arms.


      Altea was renowned as the "Tyrant of Mercurius", for there were none who could stand in her way. The Murglais was a CHARM designed especially to withstand her vicious thrusting blows and movements. It captivated many with its resemblance to an European sword in blade mode, and many people considered it the greatest of Grand Guignol's creations, particularly when Altea was wielding it most beautifully.


      With her Lichtbringer in Blade Mode, Tejima Komachi cut deadly swaths through the enemy. "Himari and Waku are out there, fighting," she said. "I have to do my part as a Lily of Irma!"


      At Irma Girls' High School for the Arts, Irma was famous as one of the Elite Four. Her CHARM, the Lichtbringer, could be used as both a huge sword and as a shield.


      "Keep fighting your way through 'em, girls!" Amano Soraha shouted as she cut down enemies with the Gram Extra. Amatsu Marei had tuned it up, and now it was as powerful as could be. Even as Soraha attacked enemy after enemy, the autoguard shielded her from their counterattacks with a barrier.


      The Second Division sought to reach the center of Wakasu Park, but the sheer number of Huge that were appearing in front of them made it hard for them to move forward. Not only that, but some of the small-type Soldier Ants had Regenerator, and refused to stay dead once they were killed.


      As they were trying to mop up the small-types, another horde advanced towards them. At its center was a gigant-type Soldier Ant.


      "If something doesn't change, we'll never reach the Ultra," observed Sengo Yuna as she fought fiercely with her Dragvandil. But just then—


      "Misaka! Sora!"


      The mixed group of Lilies, lead by Banshoya Ena, came running over Wakasu Bridge. "We'll fight with you!" they shouted as they charged at the Huge. They collided with the enemy, causing the horde to split into two.


      When she saw the gap in the enemy lines, Altea called out to her companions. "Now! Let us commence the Neunwelt Tactic!"


      Ena moved to load the Neunwelt ammunition into her CHARM, but as she did—


      "GYUAAAAAH!!!"


      The nestless Ultra let out a fierce roar. Without even making the conscious decision to do so, Misaka clapped both her hands over her ears.


      As it roared in fury, the nestless Ultra began swinging its arms. And with each swing of those arms, the fins attached to its hands sent shockwaves of magie flying towards the Lilies.


      Altea whirled towards the others. "Those are dangerous!" she shouted. "Don't let them touch you!"


      Misaka and the others tried to deflect the shockwaves with gunfire from their CHARMs, but instead, it was their energy bullets that vanished when they met the shockwave.


      "Hold on, what just happened?!"
 "They just erased all the magie we fired?!"


      When Sengo Yuna shouted in surprise, Amatsu Marei furrowed her brow, gazing at the shockwaves. "Its hands must be able to generate negative Magi," she said. "If we do a long-range Neunwelt, there's a danger that it will be able to use those hands to reduce the power of our magiesphere."


      If the nestless Ultra could weaken their Neunwelt magiesphere with negative magie, there might be no way for them to defeat it at all.


      "We've fought so hard, and now we can't kill it?!" Touka shouted in panic, but Misaka called out to her as she dodged the shockwaves.


      "Don't worry! We just gotta make sure it can't block the magiesphere with its hands. And that's easy-peasy!"


      "But how would we... wait, is that what you mean?!" Soraha said, dancing away from the shockwaves as each one neared her.


      "Yeah, that's what I mean," said Misaka, grinning fearlessly at her. "We dodge past those hands and do our Neunwelt at point-blank range. The magie intensity will be real high that close to the Ultra, so if we make our passes there, we'll get an even more powerful magiesphere. And if we do it with more than eighteen people on top of that, I bet nothing it does with its hands can stop us!"


      "You're making it sound so trivial! Do you have any idea how difficult that will be?" Totori shouted at Misaka as she sought to thin the horde before them.


      'Magie intensity' refers to the level of ambient magie in the air. In the immediate vicinity of gigant-types and Ultra-types, this level is far higher, and that means when Lilies do Neunwelt passes while close to a strong Huge, they can create a more powerful magiesphere. But getting that close to the enemy comes with no small amount of risk.


      On top of the seemingly endless numbers of Huge before them, the nestless Ultra's shockwaves were coming down like rain. And there was still a gigant-type Soldier Ant blocking their way. They would have to do Neunwelt passes while fighting their way through all that to the nestless Ultra.


      Ena, who had heard them over the comms, suddenly butted into the conversation. "It will be challenging enough to do a Neunwelt with that many people, but pushing through a horde of foes at the same time in order to reach the nestless Ultra is going to be unbelievably difficult!" she exclaimed.


      "It's only by surmounting many such challenges that we stand here," replied Altea, cutting down the enemy as she did. "The greatest of them all stands before us yet unconquered, yet if we do so, victory will be ours."


      Marei looked over at Yuna. "Yuna's Rare Skill is Charisma," she said. "Charisma has the power to purify negative magie. If Yuna uses it, we'll be able to keep the magiesphere stable. That pares the challenging part down to getting close enough to the nestless Ultra."


      "What?!" Yuna shouted. "The battle plan's going to rely on me?" She was clearly shaken by having such a huge responsibility suddenly thrust upon her.


      Ichika, who was next to Yuna, addressed her in a rather unkind voice. "I thought Ryuto's Lilies were famous for their bravery," she taunted. "Is this who they really are? You'll have me backing you up, so just relax and help us out with that Rare Skill of yours."


      "...Urgh..."


      After a while, Yuna made her decision. "Okay," she said, her voice trembling. "I'll do everything I can to help you. Because it's the honor of Ryuto that's at stake here, too."


      There was a sigh over the comms; it came from Ena. "Very well. We've come this far, so we shall take one last risk," she said. "Why not let that foolhardiness of Misaka's guide our way until the very end, after all? Let's have every Lily here take a turn with the magiesphere who's capable of it."


      Altea grinned a fearless grin. "I concur," she said, then turned to Momiji. Momiji had been listening to their entire conversation, and as she fought, there was distress on her face.


      "Momiji," said Altea. "I would place my trust in you, my good sir. Craft a strategy which can guide us to the nestless Ultra."


      "Y-You want me to get us to the Ultra?" Momiji exclaimed, with surprise in her voice. Altea smiled at her.


      "Tsukioka Momiji, I am told that when you were in the Funada Reserve Team, you were already a first-rate tactician. In this battle, I have seen proof of that with my own eyes. You, sir, are the most suited of any of us to devise our strategy to approach the nestless Ultra."


      "But this is so critical," Momiji said, with fear and indecision written on her face. "If I make a mistake, then..."


      They would get only one opportunity to kill the nestless Ultra. Momiji didn't have the self-confidence to believe that she could plan a strategy which could seize that opportunity and guide their makeshift team of Lilies to victory.


      She had achieved fame as the tactician of the Funada Reserve Team, but when that team had disbanded, it had broken her trust in her own abilities. If her strategy wasn't perfect enough, it would place the lives of all the Lilies there in danger. Momiji looked as though, at any moment, she would crumble beneath her anxiety and the pressure she was feeling.


      Upon seeing Momiji in that state, Altea made her way over to the other Lily and faced her directly. Then she spoke, her words and the sentiments they carried coming from her very heart.


      "Momiji, please have faith in yourself. For in my estimation, you are among scarce few Lilies. Everything that I could wish for in one who stands by my side upon the battlefield is to be found in you, and all of it without flaw. Conceive of any strategy that you will, and look upon me as I make it happen," she told Momiji. "So, I ask you again—guide us to victory."


       

      
 "...Altea-san..."


      Granted courage by Altea's words, Momiji turned to the other Lilies with a serious look on her face.


      "I propose that we use a zero-top strategy," she said.


      "A zero-top strategy?" Misaka asked as she blasted away with her CHARM's cannon. Momiji nodded, then also returned to fighting.


      "As things stand, when we fight our way to the nestless Ultra, the other Huge will undoubtedly encircle Altea-san if she's in the AZ. That's why I want to have her fall back to the midfield. If she can't fire the finish shot from there, we'll create a gap in the enemy lines and have her pass it to someone who can."


      "So basically, the final pass is to Altea, and then she can evaluate the situation and either fire the finish shot herself or pass it to someone else?" Komachi asked as she cut down the Huge with gunfire. Momiji nodded to her.


      Misaka grinned as she finally grasped what the zero-top strategy was. "So when it's time, it might be any of us who fire the finish shot," she said.


      Normally, the finish shot of the Neunwelt Tactic was fired from the AZ, which was closest to the enemy. But right now, there were far too many Huge and they would have the AZ surrounded, meaning it might be impossible to even reach the nestless Ultra.


      That was why Altea, who normally fought in the central AZ, would be falling back to the midfield. When the time came to end things, from that position, she'd have the options of either firing the finish shot or making a final pass to someone else.


      It meant that instead of Altea, it could be anyone in the Second Division who fired the finish shot, and that intrigued Soraha and Misaka.


      "That's a wild strategy, all right. Let's give it a go!"
 "If it means I might get to do the finish shot, I'm game!"


      Momiji regarded her companions in the Second Division. "This strategy depends far more upon teamwork than those we've used before," she told them. "As we approach the nestless Ultra, you must not let yourself get cut off from the rest of us."


      Totori and Touka both nodded to her.


      "Understood. Let's fight as a team."
 "Having to trust your friends isn't so bad, is it?"


      Ichika and Komachi spoke to the other Lilies as well.


      "We've fought our way here together, so we'll get this done together!"
 "Let's take Odaiba back from the Huge, all of us!"


      Misaka grinned at her sisters-in-arms, nodding to them. "C'mon, everyone, let's go kill the nestless Ultra!" she shouted. The Lilies raised their voices in a cheer at her words.


      Then Altea and Ena spoke in unison. "We will now commence the Neunwelt Tactic!" they declared.


      Thus began their grand-scale Neunwelt.


      "I shall lead the way!"


      Banshoya Ena, the commander of the Third Division, fired the magiesphere from her Gram and the members of the Third and Fifth began passing it among themselves. They had already done a Neunwelt to destroy the cave in front of Wakasu Bridge, so the mixed group had little magie and endurance to spare.


      Even so, they would need a larger amount of magie than normal to defeat both the Ultra and the nearby gigant-type Soldier Ant. For that reason, thirteen members of the Third and the Fifth took turns charging the magiesphere. The other five members were on defense, ensuring that the horde of Huge couldn't disrupt the magiesphere as it was passed around.


      The Huge surged forward towards them, like a tsunami. Yoshimura Thi Mai and Danzuka Erisa of the Fifth Division advanced to the vanguard, shouting as they did.


      "We gotta keep that magiesphere safe!"
 "Let's do all we can to protect it!"


      Serizawa Chikaru and Tada Shiera, from the Third Division, provided supporting fire from the rear without pause.


      "I won't allow anyone to die here!"
 "That magiesphere is ours! They won't touch it!"


      Nishikawa Miharu, too, moved to hold the enemy back. "Bear witness to our might, Huge, if you dare!" she announced.


      As the magiesphere passed from Lily to Lily, it shined ever more brightly.


      They hadn't broken through the horde of Huge to the nestless Ultra yet, and so their hearts were filled with unease. But they were fighting not just for themselves, but for all of the Lilies, all of the people, on Odaiba and in Tokyo. Their mutual determination to see the magiesphere on its way to the next Lily, without fail, did not falter.


      Watanabe Akane and Yokoyama Azusa caught the magiesphere, then passed it along.


      "Have faith in our victory, girls!"
 "Don't even think about what might happen otherwise!"


      The nestless Ultra was still wildly firing shockwaves of negative magie at them. When the shockwaves hit the ground, they sent anything nearby flying. Hishida Haru managed to avoid it all as she made her way to the Second Division and passed the magiesphere, filled with the magie of thirteen Lilies, to them.


      "You'll have to do the rest, Second Division!" Haru shouted.


      Kiko Totori caught the magiesphere that Haru had passed to them. "Thirteen Lilies is quite a lot of magie, all right," she said. "Yuna, you're next!" She passed the magiesphere to Yuna.


      "I have to do this, for the sake of Ryuto's honor!" shouted Sengo Yuna. "Charisma!"


      Sengo Yuna activated her Rare Skill, Charisma. Petals of light blossomed around her, shining with dazzling brilliance. Thir light banished the negative magie that filled the air, much to the displeasure of the Huge. They let out keening wails, their movements growing sluggish.


      "Marei!" shouted Yuna as she flung the magiesphere.


      "Hehe, it's a delight to be fighting together with first-rate Lilies like you," Marei said, catching the sphere with the tip of the Durindana.


      The Durindana was a CHARM Marei had modified for her own use from the Durandal. She'd simplified its transformation mechanism, making it capable of transforming at higher speeds. Marei put that to work as she switched the CHARM into Shooting Mode, and made the next pass. "Ichika!"


      "Charisma's really something!" Ichika said as she caught the magiesphere with her Gungnir. "My body feels like it's weightless!"


      Ichika activated her own Rare Skill, Heliosphere, and charged towards the enemy. She was known as "Miss Perfect," and she demonstrated why as she obliterated a rank of Soldier Ants with the magiesphere and continued onward.


      "Sachie, Yuria, and everyone else... we'll all do this together! Komachi!"


      Ichika made her pass. Komachi caught it while charging ahead at top speed and slaughtering every Soldier Ant she passed. She was known as the "Matador" for a reason.


      "It's not just Irma here. All of us are Lilies. Our hopes will be as one!" said Komachi. "Misaka!" She passed the magiesphere.


      "It's finally my turn!" shouted Misaka as she caught the magiesphere. She poured all the magie she had into the bullet.


      The only Lilies who hadn't charged the magiesphere yet were Altea, Momiji, and Soraha. After those Lilies had held the magiesphere, it would be strong enough for them to make the finish shot.


      Before long, the nestless Ultra was finally looming before them. "Commence the zero-top strategy!" Altea shouted to the others.


      The Second Division shifted to the formation for the zero-top strategy.


      Hordes of the Huge closed in upon them. "Momiji!" Misaka shouted, passing the magiesphere back towards Momiji, who was in the BZ.


      At the same moment as Momiji caught the magiesphere from her position in the far back, the three Lilies in the AZ—Altea, Komachi, and Misaka—fell back to the middle. Their formation now had no top, and thanks to that, passing the magiesphere around would be easier.


      When the Lilies changed position, the small-type Soldier Ants reacted by rushing at them. Seeking to destroy the magiesphere, the nestless Ultra was flinging shockwaves of negative magie everywhere. The Lilies of the Second Division evaded each and every threat as they took the new formation.


      The gigant-type Soldier Ant charged towards them from the left, intent on interfering. "We need to stop that one, or this formation won't last!" Totori shouted.


      "Leave it to me!" Misaka said, raising the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi high and charging at the gigant. "I held out against one of these on Nozomi Bridge, somehow or other. And now you'll all get to watch!"


      "Wait! You're going to fight a gigant by yourself again?!" exclaimed Touka, trying to stop her.


      Misaka turned around, reaching out with her hand towards Touka. "I'll be fine," she said. "Because you're here this time, Touka. You've got my back, don't you?"


      Just then, the gigant-type Soldier Ant took aim and spat a fireball at Misaka.


      "Heliosphere!"


      Touka activated her Rare Skill, Heliosphere, in order to shield Misaka. A barrier formed around the other Lily, and the fireball dissipated harmlessly against it.


      She then launched the bits of her Aspid-Zmey. The four drones flew around in their own trajectories, peppering the gigant-type Soldier Ant with gunfire.


      "You're always so selfish, Misaka!" shouted Touka, marching right up to Misaka. "Do you have any idea how much you've made me worry about you?!"


      "Touka?" said Misaka, taken aback.


      "Back when you were on Nozomi Bridge, I was terrified that we'd get there and find you dead! I'm not strong, so there might not be anything I can do for you except tell you how I feel, but you still mean so, so much to me, Misaka!"


      Misaka was stunned by the vehemence of Touka's words.


      Despite all that had happened, she still had a place in Touka's heart. A place no less dear than the one Touka held in Misaka's own heart. The realization made her so happy she could hardly contain herself.


      It was at that moment that Misaka realized what Touka truly meant to her. She didn't know how to put what she was feeling into words, but she knew that as she faced the future, she wanted Touka to be by her side.


      "I've never once thought you weren't strong, Touka. I'm always counting on you for everything," Misaka said. "You've always been there with me to do the things that I can't."


      As she spoke, Misaka blasted the gigant-type with cannon fire from her CHARM, dodging its counterattacks.


      "Touka, you mean the world to me, too. So, please... let me protect you. When I haven't got it in me to do it alone, let me keep counting on you. And let me keep fighting by your side forever!"


      "...Misaka..."


      Upon hearing how Misaka felt about her, tears welled up in Touka's eyes.


      "...Thank you, Misaka," she said. "I will."


      Misaka drew the gigant-type Soldier Ant off to the side, giving Altea and Soraha room to pass the magiesphere. At the same time, Marei moved towards Misaka and engaged the pack of smaller Soldier Ants, pulling them away so they wouldn't go in Altea's direction.


      Misaka brought the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi to bear. Magie welled up throughout her entire body.


      "I'm going all out, so keep your eyes peeled and don't take 'em off me!"


      Just as it had at Nozomi Bridge, Misaka's body shone with dazzling light. The light of her magie spread to envelop the air around her, twinkling like a star.


      "Is that light Misaka's power?" Marei said, gazing at the magie surrounding the other Lily. "But what power could that be? I, too, feel strength returning to me. Is this Charisma, like Yuna has? No, it can't be. This is something different..."


      Misaka attacked the gigant, the monster screeching when the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi cut into it. As the two fought, the Huge flooded in from the nearby areas. They charged at Misaka, and Touka defended her with the Aspid-Zmey.


      As she swung the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi, Misaka shouted to Altea. "Leave this bunch to us!" she said. "The nestless creep's all yours!"


      Maintaining the zero-top formation, the Second Division fought their way towards the nestless Ultra. Altea, in the AZ, cleared the space in front of the Ultra by drawing the enemy's attention and then falling back to the middle. Yuna did her part to distract the enemy as well, opening a route for Momiji to pass the magiesphere to Altea from her position in the BZ.


      Meanwhile, Komachi was fighting to keep the pass course to Soraha clear, and similarly, Totori was using her Ancile's shield mechanism to force the enemy back and give Momiji room to pass.


      A clear path from Momiji to Altea opened at the last second. Totori deployed her Heliosphere barrier, and shouted, "Momiji! The way's open!"


      Momiji was ready. She swung the Futsu-no-Mitama, flinging the magiesphere at Altea with everything she had.


      "As a Lily of Odaiba, I will put an end to this battle! Altea-san!"


      The magiesphere flew forward with the speed and ferocity of a finish shot. But just before it reached Altea, its speed suddenly dropped, making it easy to catch. Momiji was known as the "Pass Artist", for her passes were nothing short of exquisite.


      "Your reputation is well-earned, Tsukioka Momiji! Never before have I borne witness to such a beautiful pass!"


      Altea cut down three Soldier Ants at once, then moved to intercept the magiesphere. But a large-type suddenly lumbered in front of her, as imposing as a wall.


      The large-type tried to crush her, but it was too late—for Altea had already used her Rare Skill, Phantasm. Having read the monster's movements, she dodged the attack with a twist of her body.


      "Hmph. One such as you could never stand in the way of the Tyrant."


      With a fearless grin, Altea spun gracefully around. She flung the magiesphere in a gentle curve, aiming it directly at the empty space in the center of the AZ, immediately in front of the nestless Ultra. "Soraha!" she shouted.


      Amano Soraha rushed in at top speed, in an overlapping run, from her place on the left side.


      Soraha was one of the world's strongest Lilies. Even in Legion Álfheimr, her magie capacity and resilience were among the highest. The moment the path was clear, she charged at the nestless Ultra with speed that seemed inhuman. Thanks to her companions drawing the enemy away, nothing stood in her way.


      Yuna's Charisma, and Misaka's mysterious power, had restored Soraha to full strength.


      Altea and Komachi moved to the vanguard to keep the Huge from approaching, and Momiji readied herself for the minute chance that the magiesphere might be knocked in her direction.


      "Sorry, my Ultra friend, but this is it for you!" Soraha shouted. She leapt into the air, catching the magiesphere with the tip of the Gram Extra and instantly pouring her magie into it.


       

      
 Borne upon the point of the Gram Extra was a magiesphere containing the power of twenty-three Lilies. It shone as brightly and as beautifully as the full moon itself. Soraha was known as the "Wielder of the Blue Moon," and as she moved to make the finish shot, no name was more befitting of the glorious spectacle that she was.


      The nestless Ultra swung its arms towards Soraha to crush her.


      But at that moment, Soraha stopped moving—the finish shot she'd been setting up for had been a feint. She dodged the Ultra's attack and took aim at its defenseless head. In desperation, the nestless Ultra began flinging shockwaves around again, but Misaka blasted them all away with the cannon of the Sohaya-no-Tsurugi.


      "Do it, Soraha!" Misaka shouted.


      Soraha leveled her CHARM at the nestless Ultra's face.


      "CATCH THIIIS!!!"


      She unleashed the finish shot, charged with the overwhelming power of twenty-three Lilies. As she did, the report of her CHARM was like a deafening thunderclap. The nestless Ultra could do nothing to stop her.


      Cracks began to run through its body. Bright light shone from within those cracks.


      And then, with a flash of light that was nothing short of blinding, the nestless Ultra exploded.


      


      Takegoshi Chihana, and the other Lilies of the First Division, saw the explosion all the way from Uminomori Park.


      The Huge had pushed them back as far as the undersea tunnel, and there was nowhere left for them to retreat to. Shirai Yuyu had recovered consciousness and rejoined the battle, but their magie and CHARMs alike were at their limits. Even so, they were determined to fight for as long as they could—and then, they saw an explosion rising from the far shore of Wakasu Park.


      With the nestless Ultra gone, the Huge dissolved one after another right before the Lilies' eyes.


      Chihana realized that the battle was finally over. She let out a deep sigh. "It seems we managed to do it," she said.


      The Lilies of the First, all of them, were exhausted. They dropped to the ground right they stood.


      "We wooon! And I'm dooone!"


      Kawamura Yuzuriha grinned, her face smeared with dirt, then toppled over. Upon seeing her do so, the other Lilies began to laugh in joy.


      


      Tiuccia Paumgartner and the Fourth Division saw the light of the explosion from Aomi.


      They were on the Aomi side of the undersea tunnel, fighting a horde of Huge that the First Division hadn't been able to stop. But then, when a booming sound caused them all to look over to Aomi Park, they saw a sphere of expanding light rising up towards the sky.


      "I can scarce fathom it, but it appears victory is ours."


      The battle was over, and the Lilies of the Fourth Division collapsed from sheer exhaustion.


      On account of all the fighting, Tiuccia's lovely face and her elegant attire had both become filthy. Heedless of that fact, she twirled to face her companions and spread her arms wide, with a brilliant smile.


      "Your efforts have been most commendable! Together, let us hold a grand banquet, where I shall recite the tale of this battle in verse!"


      The other Lilies looked upon Tiuccia, who hadn't changed a bit, with troubled smiles.


      


      When the light of the explosion faded, the nestless Ultra had disappeared without a trace.


      The Soldier Ants and other Huge that had poured out of the giant Cave dissolved into motes of light and vanished, as did the gigant-type Soldier Ant.


      Breathing hard with exertion, Misaka gazed at the spectacle before her. "Did we do it?" she asked. "Did we really manage to kill it?"


      She looked around to see her sisters-in-arms standing stock still, all of them scarcely able to believe the miracle that they had created.


      A few moments later, the dark clouds covering the sky above Odaiba began to break up. The rays of the sun once again shone down upon Odaiba, at first timidly, and then in greater and greater abundance.


      The bright sunlight finally convinced the Lilies that it was all real. Smiles began appearing on one face after another.


      When Misaka turned to look at Touka, the other girl nodded to her with tears in her eyes.


      "We won! We really did it!" Misaka shouted. "All of us did it!" She flung her arms around Touka as the other Lilies all began to celebrate—clapping, hugging each other, and yelling in sheer joy.


      In her excitement, Misaka lifted Touka up off the ground. "Stop it, Misaka! This is embarrassing!" Touka protested.


       

      
 Totori gave the two of them a fed-up look, while Komachi smiled uncertainly. Yuna had collapsed from exhaustion, and Marei and Ichika were making sure she was okay. Momiji, who was nearly as exhausted, had sat down right where she'd been standing. Altea placed a hand on her shoulder, and murmured, "Splendidly done."


      Misaka looked over at Soraha, who Ena and Mai had come up to. "Soraha!" she shouted. She jogged over to Soraha and raised her hand high, with a smile on her face. With a loud clap of their hands, the two of them high-fived.


      Then Misaka remembered something important. "Oh, right! What about those girls from Odaiba?!" There had been some junior high school girls from Odaiba Girls' School trapped on a shooting range near here.


      At that moment, she heard a distant shout of "Hey!", coming from Yokoyama Azusa and Watanabe Akane.


      Misaka turned towards them, and saw several young girls in the Odaiba uniform, including Suzuki Chinami and Otake Sunao, being lead out of a nearby building. They collapsed just outside it in exhaustion.


      Concerned, Misaka and the other Lilies ran over to them, but Akane gave them a smile. "Everyone's fine," she said.


      "Thank goodness..." the Lilies said in unison, letting out sighs of relief.


      Then Tono Natsuki, who had contacted the other divisions, shouted to them. "Everyone! The First Division and Fourth Division report no casualities!" she said.


      "It really is all over, isn't it?" Touka said to Misaka.


      "Yeah," said Misaka, nodding to Touka with a smile. She took Touka's hand in hers. "It's a victory, a miracle, and we made it happen."


      The two of them turned, and gazed out upon the sky and sea of Odaiba.


      Sunlight glittered on the water, so brightly it was blinding.


      
~ ~ ~
 


      On that day, Odaiba was filled with voices of joy.


      The appearance of the nestless Ultra had done great damage to Odaiba. But Lilies from Kanto's strongest Gardens had been there, and thanks to all of them, the nestless Ultra was no longer. Moreover, during the battle, not a single person—no Lilies, no soldiers, no civilians—had died.


      That's why that battle is etched into the history of the war against the Huge as a miraculous victory.


      The Lilies who won that battle each set off towards their own new horizons.


      And the legend of the Odaiba Counteroffensive continues to be told to this day.


      



      
        Assault Lily Wunder 

        The Odaiba Counteroffensive


        The End
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