
  


  
    
  


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  Prologue


  


  ■ Tsuan


  (Her halberd was twirling around. I noticed as I turn to look over her shoulder. She is staring blankly and slanting her head. After being asked for an interview, she slanted her head even more.)


  Interview? What do you mean? Just talking is enough? To you? Why? Being asked a question, it’s good to answer? Where did you come up with that? …Well, fine.


  Then please tell me your name.


  Hmm. Tsuan. It means blue. It’s cool. I’ve taken a liking to it myself.


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  Can you talk about your past?


  I──woke up in this Neighboring World. There are no memories of the other world besides my name. When I noticed a halberd in my hands, I realized it was my mission to fight. But at first, I was scared, and remember running away in fear.


  You did well in surviving.


  Master…Kagarike Haraka picked up and taught me. I was talented in fighting, I loved fighting, and I was able to live my life without any issues.


  When hearing it like that, I have to wonder. Did you have any hesitation in fighting and defeating your opponents?


  …Not so much. I would overlook them if they were begging for their lives, but otherwise I would erase my opponents. I gambled my life like a chip and my opponents would do the same. There is a weight in taking a life, but that weight was also my livelihood. …Thinking like that, I…


  What’s wrong?


  No, it’s nothing. In any case, I did so without hesitation. A paradise where fights lasted forever just like Valhalla in Norse mythology. I felt like I was there. I thought I was invincible. …. Until I encountered Tokisaki Kurumi.


  …How was Kurumi-san?


  Tokisaki Kurumi is a Spirit, and I am a Quasi-Spirit. But there isn’t much of a difference in terms of body specs. The speed of her bullets isn’t too difficult to grasp. If she was a phenomenon that could only scatter disaster like the legends say about Spirits, then I think I would have been convinced of defeat and run away. But she wasn’t like that. It was much more humiliating. I lost in strategy, I lost in tactics, I lost in wisdom, I lost in fighting. …I lost the battle with a paper-thin difference. Well, strictly speaking, Higoromo Hibiki was using Tokisaki Kurumi’s powers, so it can be said to not count.


  Hahaha, okay…okay.


  However, even if I fought against the real Tokisaki Kurumi at that time…I think the results would have probably been the same. Tokisaki Kurumi is…by no means the strongest. At the very least, I can win in a comparison of strength, and I’m proud to say that I would be superior in close quarters combat. But if we fight, I would lose.


  Why’s that?


  Huge amounts of combat experience, tactics that fully make use of the special characteristic of her weapons, or various other things, but…in the end, I think I can’t win against her survival


  instinct and sense of purpose. I’ve never experienced it before, but I think it’s called memory of him or prince? I can’t recommend it personally. Anyway, that’s why I feel like I would lose.


  That means…it’s like winning through the power of love?


  …Love…love is…I don’t know, but maybe that’s the way to describe it. If I love someone too, I wonder if that power can be obtained. Or since I’m thinking it with that intent, I wonder if that wouldn’t be considered loving somebody.


  I don’t know. The shape of love is different for each Quasi-Spirit. By the way, can I change the question now? I would like to ask you about your likes and dislikes.


  What I like is fighting, and what I dislike is losing. Nothing else in particular. I like idol activities…well, only just a little. I also quite like undergoing maintenance for <Lailaps>.


  Hmm, there’s an overflowing impression of a lack of interests. Ah, do you have any message for yourself in 10 years?


  Me in 10 years… To me. Am I still fighting? If I’m not fighting, then keep fighting by any means possible. That is my hope.


  There’s one last question. Tsuan-san, you’re──what do you want to do after this?


  I want to start my journey. That is what I’m dreaming of. Isn’t Higoromo Hibiki proceeding to do the same?


  Well, for the time being…


  It's fine. You won't die even if killed. I guarantee.


  That's a bad guarantee!


  ■ Sagakure Yui


  (Sagakure Yui can perform mutual coordination with beings that look identical to herself. She is a mass-produced doll…but actually, her abilities and level of intelligence are the equivalent of a Quasi-Spirit. How unexpectedly amazing.)


  Uhh…an interview? Well, it’s not a word I have much of a connection to… I wonder what I should say even if you call it an interview. Just answering the questions is enough? Yes, I understand. In that case, anything is fine besides highly-classified information about the Neighboring World. Ah, you say the secrecy of the Neighboring World is fine to leave aside? Then all right, please ask away.


  First, what is your name?


  My name is Sagakure Yui. The little sister of Sagakure Yuri, the former Dominion of the Seventh Region Netzach…being a man-made imitation, I suppose it’s fine to define myself as an artificial Quasi-Spirit? For convenience, I was given the name of Sagakure Yuri-sama’s little sister. This body was manufactured by my older sister, but strangely──or perhaps understandingly, I was also mass-produced. As an artificial body, I don’t know whether my older sister’s favoritism towards her little sister was superficial or just twisted love. However, I wasn’t born as a disposable entity. I was able to synchronize with another Sagakure Yui to pass along information.


  …Ah, now that you mention it, Tokisaki Kurumi can also create clones. I’ve heard that she too can do something similar. Synchronization…is that really necessary? I mean how many uses do those bullets in her possession even have in the first place? So convenient…


  My role in the past was to gather information about this Neighboring World. Either that or erase Quasi-Spirits whom have become unnecessary, hinderances, and obstacles. Well, leaving the first part aside, the second half…I wasn’t really successful.


  Huh? How so?


  My senses, thoughts, feelings, and ethics are all based on the original Sagakure Yui. Therefore, uhm, combat ability is──difficult to describe as abundant. Even if I include the abilities granted by my Unsigned Angel and Astral Dress, I would say that I specialize in espionage after all.


  Just like a kunoichi.


  Why is it like a kunoichi? I’m not quite sure about it myself. But I’d be pleased to say it’s my own ideal way of handling matters.


  Is it okay to ask about your older sister?


  My older sister, she probably wouldn’t affirm to being broken if asked. Um…the nameless boy that Tokisaki Kurumi is chasing after. She also fell in love with the person in that distant world. …I guess she wanted to go to that other world. It should be considered a sin to betray everyone for that──but I would still like to understand her motives.


  I see. May I ask you about your likes and dislikes?


  For my likes, it would be…reading and meditation. As for dislikes, nothing particularly…ah, there is one. Going about in every direction to help realize my older sister’s unreasonable goals. However, nowadays I do feel nostalgic for moving about.


  Reading is a standard answer, but what about the genre? Could it be a romance novel after all?


  I’m not sure what that is, but that’s not it. Can you promise me that you won’t tell anyone else? You will? Really? Then, let me confess. It’s about idols. It’s a novel about the rise of a hot-


  blooded idol’s youth. The novel Kirarin Revolution, which is based on the successful life of Kirari Rinemu, (author: Hazumin IOB) was the best. As expected, the author in question must be Kirari Rinemu-san.


  I don’t think she’s the person in question. …Or rather, considering the author’s name…


  Idols are amazing, aren’t they? Shinning so brightly…good at singing…good at dancing… S-rank idols are a work of art, aren’t they? The one night only performance between Banouin Mizuha-san and Kirari Rinemu-san was the best…


  O-Oh. An unexpected hobby was finally discovered. Leaving that aside, what do think about the future? This may feel like a strange way to ask this, but what do you what do from now on? Please answer as if leaving a message for yourself in 10 years from now.


  What do I want to do? I have already decided. I will stay in this Neighboring World and help keep it running. As long as my older sister is gone, we will continue to deteriorate over time and eventually disappear.


  But I think that’s fine. A message for myself in 10 years…hmm, I’m not sure I’ll still be alive in 10 years. Because of that, I would need to put my answer on hold. If I’m still alive, then I would consider it very lucky.


  Yui-san doesn’t want to go to reality?


  Not particularly. I have no memories of the other world, nor anything resembling lingering attachments to it. In the first place, it’s doubtful whether my existence can even live in reality. The other surviving Sagakure Yui models agree with my opinion. We shouldn’t go to reality.


  …Ah, that’s right. There’s still that occasion. I just said that I shouldn’t go, but that also means saying that I can never go back home.


  After all, I──I think I’m a resident of this side.


  (As Sagakure Yui-san said that, she displayed to me a smile that looked heartbreaking and a little painful. It was a smile that gave the sense of resignation and loneliness.)


  It was a case of having a little bad luck. Neighboring World…surely it will become a bit lonelier.


  ■ Kirari Rinemu


  (Kirari Rinemu-san never gets lost. As soon as I discover this, I approach with a big smile on my face. Behind is Banouin Mizuha-san, who is motionlessly staring at Kirari-san and me. A


  transparent gaze that contained a fever that couldn’t be concealed in a cage. Hmm, can I say that this is liking someone too much?)


  Is it okay to have just a little of your time?


  Sure, what is it? An interview? No problem! What’s the theme? Is it about my new song? I was told it was only in poor taste, but Hibikin should understand!


  No, no, please stop selling this as compliance for a head-on scuffle. …For now, even though this already a mess, please just give me your name for the time being.


  Me? Kirari Rinemu, age is around 16 to 17 years old? Three sizes are a secret. Then again, with my splendid self-confidence it should be super acceptable. Hobbies are being an idol, special skill is being an idol, favorite thing is idols, which includes singing as well? Oh yeah, thank you very much for that time!


  H-Hey. No, don’t let the rage flow over this self-introduction… Well then, next I would like to ask.


  Fighting is regarded as necessary in this Neighboring World, but I think that not fighting is not necessarily a weakness. Fortunately, the number of Quasi-Spirits who agree with this have increased…the Ninth Region Yesod has come to an understanding as region where fighting is not needed.


  Uhm, excuse me. I have a small question to ask first.


  But, now. It feels a little strange these days. It’s not that I’ve ended up in a slump, and everyone is going around working really, really hard. Everything is going well. But that’s just it. It means that there are no idols above me and Mizuha. Don’t you think that staying as a regular on the hit charts for over a year means stagnating or regressing? Of course, I still have new songs.


  And they keep getting first place every time they’re put out. But something like this…I’m sick of it!


  Please listen to me! You’ve already reached the part of the story I wanted to talk about! Yes. This is what I think. If you can go, you should go!


  Even if I’m gone, the Ninth Region Yesod will still somehow be managed. ──I, see. Is that your choice? So that’s it.


  That’s what Hibikin wanted to hear, right? Now, ask to the rest to Mizuha! Even for me, while I’m not that stupid, I am quite foolish. I want to cherish Mizuha’s feelings, and I want to respect Mizuha’s thoughts no matter what. Come on, come on! (Forcefully pushing her)


  F-Final Question! Say something to leave behind for yourself in 10 years!


  Nothing! I haven’t given a thought to myself in 10 years!


  A-Alright! Then next up is Mizuha-san!


  ■ Banouin Mizuha


  (Naturally, the baton was passed to Mizuha-san. Even if she didn’t listen to the prior interview, she could read the mood to tell that what was being asked was important. No, was she really eavesdropping? Well, leaving that matter aside for now, she took a few deep breaths and looked on to her staff. They looked reluctant, giving the impression of taking up a little more distance than usual from Mizuha-san.)


  Uh, is this, okay?


  Yes, of course. You have something to ask, right? As Banouin Mizuha, I will do my best to answer.


  A beautiful girl with a face that can make the crowd go wild, but in contrary to that this person is also quite adorable… Anyway, be that as it may, I would appreciate it if you could introduce yourself.


  R-Right. Banouin Mizuha. Age is unknown. I have already publicly disclosed my height, but weight is a secret. Sorry.


  Ah, as expected is that because of being an idol?


  No, there are rare fans who try and exactly match their weight with mine… They do this through unreasonable diets or conversely through forcibly gaining weight. That is poisonous to the body. So that’s why except for my height, I keep it confidential.


  It was a much heavier reason than I expected… Uhh, well then please continue.


  Yes. Of course, I like idols. I like singing, dancing, being photographed, just about all of it. What I dislike…nothing really comes to mind. Ah, no. Being hated, or rather I should say I’m scared of that. Um, to be disliked.


  W-Well, I don’t think you would normally be disliked. Ah, could it be? Is it being disliked by a specific person?


  T-That may be true. Ah, but it’s not good to single-out a person. It’ll be definitely not good, right?


  …Yeah, I have no intention of pursuing this, but… it’s kind of obvious. I mean, I don’t think the person you don’t want to identify would hate Mizuha-san.


  Really!? It would be great if that was the case, but…Rinemu-san is always in trouble because I can’t get a grip. Uu, I wonder if my feelings have been conveyed… I hope that they’ve been conveyed…


  (Did this clumsy idol just give away the name!?)


  Maybe I wanted to be asked about this…you think? Yes. I have decided. If Rinemu-san decides to go, I will also go. If she decides to stay, I will also stay. Being passive and easy to be swept away, I wonder if okay to decided my life in such a manner? A lot…I’ve thought about it a lot. But I want to be together with the person I like after all. …Huh? Did I say something very awkward just now?


  (You realize it this late in the stage) Ah, but isn’t that fine…


  It seems like I gave quite the crude reply… Well, that’s all for me. Whether or not my fans will follow me…I’ll leave that to them. …Everyone should think calmly, the world over there is probably…no, uhm…never mind. I’m not that bright. Someone else can explain it better.


  One last thing. Please give a message to yourself in 10 years.


  To myself in 10 years. Maybe I be together with that person. Don’t drift apart even if you have a quarrel.


  ■ Carte À Jouer


  (Carte À Jouer, the former Dominion of the Third Region Binah, challenged and lost to the White Queen, and encountered Tokisaki Kurumi when running away. She seemed to have been her fan for a long time, and would make passionate love calls. However, I feel that Kurumi-san fairly gives that a cold reception. That aside, the important part is the four playing cards. Ace of Spades, Twelve of Hearts, Nine of Diamonds, and Four of Clovers, each playing card can move around with something resembling self-consciousness.)


  Hello everyone, how are you?


  Ah, Higoromo Hibiki has come! I’m always so jealous that you always move together with Tokisaki Kurumi-sama! But I can’t say that I want to take your place! Because I don’t know what to say when I’m nervous! So let me just say, “I’m so jealous…I’m so envious…. I hate…” Opps, that last part of the dialogue just got changed to a frightening font.


  Is this how you break the ice, you dimwitted prince? Ah…do you even have a self introduction? You must not have one.


  Aren’t you the one treating me rudely!? Ah, ahem. My name is Carte À Jouer. Former Dominion of the Third Region Binah…no, I mean current Dominion. Why do my own underlings look like they’re casting doubt? Anyway, you can think of me as a genius Quasi Spirit overflowing with talent and beautiful looks! And also, I am Tokisaki Kurumi’s number one fan! All done.


  Number one fan gives off a dangerous scent like an impression of Annie Wilkes.


  Don’t compare people to that confinement yandere murderer. Generally, I’m── “Ah, I understand. I can’t deny master may have a little bit of that desire.” (Ace of Spades) “I can’t deny that our master tends to be a psychopath.” (Four of Clovers) “Right? That means we are always in a big pinch, aren’t we?” (Nine of Diamonds) “Call a police officer!” (Twelve of Hearts)


  It got noisy all at once!! This is getting complicated, so hurry up and do something about it!


  Too──noisy! Shut up!! …Fuah. Sorry, let’s continue talking. As you can see, my ability is anthropomorphized trump card…people…well, maybe the ability for trump cards to move about freely is easier to understand? Still, convenient is convenient. Under any circumstances, thanks to the blessing of these trump cards, a minimal level of war strength can be preserved. Above all, I was able to act as a king (leader).


  Did you want to be a king?


  No, not in the slightest. This may come off as a surprising fact, but I am rather shy. Shyness…communication being too troublesome…I just want to look up to someone else to support.


  It is a really surprising fact…that you used to be a Dominion…


  I’m not such a useless Quasi-Spirit to turn a blind eye when they are being persecuted. Ahahahaha. But well, I think this a good opportunity.


  Ah, that means──


  Yeah. I’m…I’m thinking of going over there. Uhh, at the end of the day, I have the disposition of a wanderer. Somehow becoming a Dominion…was more or less because I was asked for help. But, from now on it should be more peaceful than it used to be. Considering the lineup of the remaining Dominions, the future is secure. So then, I want to keep going where the wind is blowing. However, I do have one concern. Can you hear me out?


  Yes. What is it?


  ──Is it okay for these guys to go over there?


  (While saying so, Carte À Jouer sighed and pointed to the Trump solders surrounding her. The trump cards made a fuss while chattering away.)


  Ah…what do you think? I don’t know what will happen.


  That’s right. If it won’t work for these kids, then it can’t be helped. Let’s revoke the previous statement and stay. Although, it’s a little lonely that I won’t be able to meet up with Kurumi sama anymore. “Don’t use us as an excuse!” (Ace of Spades) “If you care about us, please decide for your own sake!” (Twelve of Hearts) “It’s the end of the line if you don’t do what you want because of us!” (Four of Clovers) “If you decide it like that, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life!” (Nine of Diamonds)


  (Carte À Jouer looked on at her trump cards with a surprised expression. Pressured by the serious looks of her normally playful trump cards, she cleared her through under the disguise of a cough.)


  …Let’s withdrawal the previous statement. I want to go to the other side. No matter what I need to depend on or what I need to part ways with…I will go to the other world. Damn it, to think the day has come where you guys can persuade me. Do you noisy playing cards want your corners bent?


  (Gyaah, the trump cards let out a noisy scream. Was having their corners bent really something that scary?)


  Ahem. Finally, please give a message to yourself in 10 years.


  Message…even if you say that. I have no choice but to pray that I will not be lost on the road 10 years later! In the first place, we can get old there! Well, I want to believe I’ll make do somehow!


  Thank you very much!


  By the way, Higoromo Hibiki. What are you going to do? Are you…also going to the other side?


  Hmm, about that. I think it’s impossible for me to go to reality.


  How come?


  My body may not be from there in the first place. That is to say, I might disappear if I go over here.


  (Hearing my words, Carte looked taken aback as her expression stiffened. Then, as she muttered an apology, I reassure her it was fine.)


  But well, it may be okay. There are various secret measures.


  Well then, I feel relieved. I’m sure you can live strongly anywhere. Just like a rat in the city! That’s not a compliment!


  ■ Ariadne Foxrot


  (Ariadne Foxrot looked sleepy from the bottom of her heart. She was flatly sitting down, but sometimes she would steer around to look at the other Quasi-Spirits. Next to her were Yukishiro Maya and Kagarike Haraka. Both of them were taking a break and looking up at the sky. She was a fluffy girl with soft golden hair that was lightly tied up. Cute rather than sweet and pretty, her looks were the type to speak with a heart symbol attached. But right now, this person had drool attached to her mouth.)


  Excuse me, can I have a small bit of your time?


  Hm? Hmm? …Hm…hm…?


  This person seems to have hopelessly fallen asleep. Haraka-san, please wake her up.


  Munya…munya…higya!? Hey Haraka, that’s a little bit too much. I’m up, I’m up. Eh? An interview? Too troublesome…oh, but it’s Hibikin. …Well, then it can’t be helped. I’ll answer.


  I don’t know if that was polite or rude. …Well, it should be fine. Let’s start by introducing yourself, please!


  Ariadne Foxrot. ~The end.


  Hey, is saying your name in that catastrophically cutesy sleepy voice any way to end it? There should be more to say. What about being a Dominion?


  Hmm…Dominion of the Fourth Region Chesed. Unsigned Angel that I use is called <Taiintaiyounijuyonsetsuki>. It resembles threads of mercury that can be used to slice or capture anything. I can also classify emotions under seasons to measure and manipulate.


  That’s the reason why you were absurdly strong in the casino card game contest. Well, with Kurumi-san being Kurumi-san, various other things still influenced the end result.


  That’s for sure. Kurumin was very clever, wasn’t she? But well, it was a good game that I will never forget. I wanted to do it again.


  May I ask you about your likes and dislikes? Ah, as for likes I have a general inkling on what it may be.


  The thing I like is a collection of bedding goods?


  Eh, what about sleeping?


  Isn’t it a natural habit for humans to sleep? Then, don’t you think likes and dislikes would be irrelevant? I mean if sleeping was something you hated, would you not sleep? I don’t think that would be very good for your health…?


  I was suddenly struck by a sound argument!?


  Hmm, what I hate… I wonder if it’s something that prevents me from sleeping. No…it might be different after all. Since I don’t mind if Haraka or Maya disturb my sleep. Ah, did I just say something embarrassing right now? Hmm…assuming that…ah. What I dislike…there was only one person that I disliked.


  Miyafuji Oka. I hated that child. Yeah. Because that girl…was a really good girl, right? Always moody thinking about the future of the Neighboring World, she did her best taking over from her predecessor in the leadership role for us in the region conference. Maybe it was noblesse oblige that made her exert herself through all the difficulties. …Even nobles wouldn’t go that far. I’m special. I’m amazing. So, it’s not painful at all. So, I’ll always do my best. She was completely different from someone like me. Every time I would fall asleep, she would preach to me about what it meant to be a Dominion… Even so, before I knew it, she was led around by the nose and brainwashed. To be used like that and then die. Immediately after she died, I wasn’t shocked, but…done like that, something would slowly come out.


  …Is that so…that’s…yeah, you’re right. I would hate that as well.


  But thanks to that, I was able to decide. I think this is the most important thing Hibikin wanted to ask. I’m going to stay in this Neighboring World. This world that child worked so hard for. I want to see it till the very end. Even if it may disappear after this. Still…still. I can’t stand that the proof of a person who has worked so hard will completely disappear.


  …I understand. Thank you very much. Then, please give me a message for yourself in 10 years.


  May I still be on good terms with everyone 10 years from now. That’s about it. Do you have anything else to ask?


  I don’t have anything more to ask, but I do have something to say. Best regards for world peace.


  Understood. Then, I’ll take a nap until something happens next. Good night. ■ Kagarike Haraka


  (Kagarike Haraka. The oldest Quasi-Spirit, a shrine maiden battle enthusiast that is accompanied by several disciples. Both mature and childish, she is a Dominion that kept fighting and winning. When she saw me, she bluntly said, “oh” and pointed to herself.)


  Thank you very much for your hard work.


  Yes, yes, it’s exhausting. No, it really is. I don’t think I’m getting up there in years. There seems to be no physical aging in this world. But mental aging will be inevitable. Well, leaving that aside, you want an interview?


  Oh, yes. Uhh, can I ask you introduce yourself first?


  Kagarike Haraka. Age is unknown. I don’t know height, weight, or three sizes because I’ve never measured myself. I should be around 2 meters? Something like that. Unsigned Angel is <Slap Curse Maker>, an Unsigned Angel that can manufacture spirit talismans.


  Oh, I feel like I’m hearing this for the first time. Instead of attacking with an Unsigned Angel, you make spirit talismans through your Unsigned Angel.


  There is a handicap in placing something that may cushion the blow, but that’s part of the reason it’s almighty in versatility. I am confident that I can handle everything no matter the battle situation. I can stand my own ground or construct an advantageous team to secure the win. In the end, no disciple reached my level. Tsuan grew in a completely different direction.


  Kurumi-san may come close. That person has an absurd performance when it comes to making the war situation advantageous.


  Ah, I get what you mean. Calling it almighty is narrow-minded and gives the impression of being forcefully overturned through strategy and tactics. Honestly, that’s my favorite fighting style. I wanted to fight her at least once. But since we would certainly end up trying to kill each other, that would probably be bad.


  Kurumi-san enjoys winning fights, but she dislikes struggling in a close game. So, unless there is a good reason, I think it’ll be difficult. To Haraka-san, she would say, “fighting the type where tactics are in conflict really is too troublesome. I’d rather not open the possibility of having to overturn a reversal of a reversal.” That’s why it’s probably impossible.


  I see, so it’s impossible. Then, we don’t need to worry about killing each other!


  I have various things I want to add to that, but leaving that aside, can you still only build yourself through battle?


  At the moment, yeah. Maybe I can find another way of life if the situation changes a little more. I can’t say either way.


  That means, you are…staying behind.


  Yeah, that’s right. But not being able to find a way to live outside of fighting is a secondary reason. I’m staying because of an even more important purpose. Well, I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with the world beyond.


  That’s──


  Not to mention, I have friends staying. Then, I will also remain here. The disciples as well…it seems that about half are going, but some are choosing to stay. I don’t know if a new tomorrow will be waiting or if the same today as yesterday will be continuing. However, I want to believe that it will be fine.


  Well, it is a little painful to have some friends stay while bidding farewell to others.


  But I want to protect this world. The Quasi-Spirits who have died, as well as our predecessors Dominions who entrusted us with the future, would want that. Of course, that includes Miyafuji as well.


  Miyafuji-san, surprisingly…forgive me for saying that. She was certainly loved.


  We have socialized well for a long time. For that reason, having to endure the incident in the Seventh Region Netzach was quite the sobering affair. Maybe that’s why I thought I couldn’t forgive the White Queen. Until then, I mostly considered her a somewhat unknown and eerie existence that was causing a lot of damage.


  Miyafuji Oka was a girl that was as remarkable as she looked. She retained memories of the other world, with the person herself claiming she had come from a distinguished family there.


  If times hadn’t changed, she said that she would have been a princess. Holding onto memories of the other world, she was frantically trying to control the Neighboring World.


  There are no adults in this world. We don’t get old. Only experience inscribed in the soul barely puts us into the concept of ‘age’. All children, with only some having to grow up.


  In short, a Dominion is an adult Quasi-Spirit. …Well, there’s also Kirari who became a Dominion without becoming an adult.


  That’s why Oka did her best. Ruling, governing, influencing, occasionally purging, she prayed for this Neighboring World to be a better world.


  …That said, she also wasn’t the type to make friends because of her personality. Ah, she really seems like the type who would be on bad terms with Kurumi-san.


  Ah, definitely the type that would never get along with Tokisaki Kurumi. Then again, Tokisaki Kurumi does seem better at smooth-talking. She would probably groan and run away. Hmm, I really wished you guys meet in different circumstances.


  Is this why Haraka-san is choosing to stay behind?


  Well, I must admit. There are other people choosing to stay, so it would be a pity if it turned into chaos. From the perspective of the other world, the Neighboring World surely must be a mistake, an area that should be deleted… But still, I don’t think its necessary to choose to perish.


  Well, that’s true. This doesn’t mean the same as wishing to perish. There will be many Quasi-Spirits who have no place in the other world.


  Isn’t that the case with you, Higoromo Hibiki?


  (Kagarike Haraka narrowed her eyes as if to search for my true intentions. I’m not scared as I look straight back. I’m not glaring, but I hold onto the courage to keep eye contact. I knew long ago that I didn’t have a place to belong. But still, I choose.)


  It’s fine, I’m ready. One chance, one chance♪


  …Well, if you say that, I won’t stop you. You also fell in love with a troublesome person. The person I fell in love with is wicked~♪ That’s the one.


  You’re also too troublesome, so not changing your mind on staying is probably fortunate…


  I’ll have to completely disregard being told off like that. Now then, finally please leave a message for yourself in 10 years.


  Ten years later huh… Hmm, I hope the three of us can still laugh together 10 years from now. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but it should be somehow fine if it’s the three of us.


  ■ Yukishiro Maya


  (Yukishiro Maya is the Dominion of the Second Region Chokmah. She is a girl who is always carrying around a heavy book. Slender body, bluish short-cut hair, and red under-rim glasses, all of that looked good on her. When she saw my face, she cutely slanted her head. This adorable person gives the impression of not making any noise.)


  What’s wrong? Did something happen?


  This is an interview. One by one. As much as possible to all the Quasi-Spirits that I know.


  Hmm…I don’t mind. But I don’t think my story will be particularly interesting?


  It’s me rather than Maya-san who gets to decide that. Now, please start by introducing yourself.


  Uhh…Yukishiro Maya. Height is 141.4 cm. Weight is 39.8 kg. Three sizes are unknown because I’ve never measured that. Occupation…occupation? I am the Dominion in charge of the Second Region Chokmah. Hobbies are reading, special skills are reading, and Unsigned Angel is books. Its name is <Perfect Bookblock>. Under the declaration break the seal, books numbered from 1 to 10 can be taken out to exercise each one’s abilities. It’s very useful.


  Like with Haraka-san, it’s an all-purposeful summoning type.


  Unlike her who specializes in combat, I focus on a wider range of elements like rule design, tracking, concealment, etc. Numbers 1 and 5 are for direct attacks while the other 8 are not. Everything else is for getting around a situation by means other than direct combat. Oh, shall I open all ten books for a better explanation?


  No, maybe at another time. Somehow it would feel too troublesome…


  When said like that, it makes me want to forcibly explain them to you. Alright, please prepared yourself, I will explain them all to you without any breaks. To start, the First Book <Novum Testamentum> attacks with pieces of book pages in the form of a shinning sword. It’s used for close quarters combat. The Second Book <Bookwalking> is used when opening multiple books at the same time…it’s a bit complicated, but if I don’t use this, I can only use one book at a time. Third Book <Cats Rule> closes the surrounding space with a curtain, making so that you won’t be noticed even with a lot of noise. The Fourth Book <Light Law Apostles> as you know is the rule setting book. The Fifth Book <Firehouse Mystery>, is an attack-type book that, as the name suggests, releases a flame that burns vigorously. Incidentally, the flames won’t spread to the book itself. The Sixth Book <Golden Cube>, a book with a regeneration effect useful for recovery purposes. Also possible for discernment between allies and enemies. With the Seventh Book <Hopping Starlight>, I’m scared of how absurdly high I can jump when using it. The Eight Book <Glory Gravity Glory> crushes the target with its own weight multiplied by 100 times gravity…I don’t use it much because it’s grotesque. The Ninth Book <Soul Stalker> is a book used for tracking a specific target, with a drawback being that its speed is slow. And finally, the Tenth Book <All Paper Aegis> is a so-called defensive book. As its name suggest, it’s fairly strong through processed paper. When used together with the Third Book, it can also be used to create a campground.


  That was extraordinarily long and tedious, but I’ll take note of that for the time being!


  Well with this kind of ability, I think it’ll be useful in the future. I intend to continue making use of it in this Neighboring World until my lifespan runs out.


  Did staying behind come naturally to you?


  There is no reason not to remain. Or rather, let me be honest. …Going to the world beyond…having to build various things from scratch…something like that is…painful…and troublesome…


  It’s more of a pragmatic reason than I expected!?


  Let’s say that I was a missing person named Yukishiro Maya. I also assume that I had a family. However, I have no memories of that family. Going over to the other side may help me remember, but I still won’t be able to judge if my family is good or bad.


  Additionally, if I came back alive to a family that thought I was dead, I may be throw into an even more complicated situation. For instance…returning five minutes after disappearing from the other world would cause no problems. But if it was 10 or 20 years later…it would absolutely be bad for me to return looking exactly the same as when I left. Furthermore, if I came from a rich house, the issue of inheritance would be confusing.


  Yeah, I get the gist of it! …Certainly, going over there means throwing away everything that has been accumulated here.


  And there’s one more thing that can’t be overlooked. This Unsigned Angel and Astral Dress that are necessary to be Quasi-Spirits. I wonder if they can be used over there.


  …A-About that…I wonder…


  Assuming they can be used…a ridiculous number of troublesome humanoid battle weapons will be sent over to the other side. Assuming they can’t be used, a large number of girls will have to grow up with no residence or future. I haven’t so much made light of that world’s ill intent. Perhaps the majority will be placed in danger… So that’s why those two are reliable.


  Those two?


  Of course, I’m talking about Kirari Rinemu and Banouin Mizuha. The fact that they are heading over to the other world is the result of discussions between the Dominions. Whether they are capable or not, those girls do hold valued qualities.


  They are both idols…oh, I see.


  Right. They have talents that can be understood in the other world. We will also send backup staff members, so there is the possibility of success…but even without that, with Kirari Rinemu’s vitality, I think most things will work out. Banouin Mizuha can also takes a step back and look at every matter with a calm and modest point of view. And two more Dominions are also planning on going. They will be reliable as well.


  Of course, the world beyond…I’m worried because the real world has much more malicious and fraudulent intent than the Neighboring World. In that sense, I would like to entrust handling that to Tokisaki Kurumi.


  To Kurumi-san? Seriously?


  …I should say it myself, but it’s impossible after all. Throughout heaven and earth, there seems to be no one more vainglorious than Tokisaki Kurumi. But well, I’d appreciate it if you could help me a little…I want to leave that to you.


  Okay, well I’m sure Kurumi-san will do something about that!


  Yes. A lot of things have happened, but I’m happy to be able to laugh now looking back. I’m glad Tokisaki Kurumi was there. Of course, you as well, Higoromo Hibiki.


  H-Hey. My heart is not ready if you say that so suddenly… No, there’s no need to thank me. Well, I’m not a big deal. I think it could have been done without me.


  Higoromo Hibiki. Speaking like that has already passed through humility and into what we call arrogance. You were Tokisaki Kurumi’s wand, sword, detainer, and booster. Will you also be going?


  There is a 10% chance of dying. Yeah, well I’ll be going.


  Is it because of lacking a body?


  …Yeah, something like that. The other side is probably not where I belong. But being in a world without Kurumi-san would feel aimless. So well, I feel like I’m aiming for a one chance.


  You don’t need to give up. Everyone, including Tokisaki Kurumi, lacks a body. But there’s a great difference between body and soul. A soul…cannot be made because the elements that compose it are completely unknown. But you can grasp what substances the body is made of. If you understand, there is something you can do. Because we have that power.


  That’s──


  Composition of chemical elements through Reiryoku. After all, a body is composed of substances that can be found anywhere. Then, it should be easy to build. With this, you should reach your desired conclusion.


  What do you mean by this?


  A body composition recipe for the substances the body is composed of. Just drum that into your head and do your best. That is exactly your one chance.


  …So that’s it…! Hope, I can see it!


  There you have it. In return, I got sick of looking at all those medical anatomy books. Since it’s a very heavy mental burden, I’m going to lie down or else I’m going to vomit a little.


  (With that said, Yukishiro Maya expressed a faint, but exhausted smile. Plop, she laid down on the ground’s surface. I think it over while looking at the body composition recipe passed along. I wonder if there really is a one chance.)


  Finally, please give a message for 10 years from now.


  If I have ten years of time, it’ll be time to move on to the next action taken. Specifically, that would be writing. I’ve already decided on a plot, but the first line hasn’t been written yet.


  Huh, what are you planning to write about?


  A story of a girl who was reincarnated into the Neighboring World.


  I know of a person like that. Tokisaki Kurumi is such a person.


  But that would complicate the story to death. I plan on making a bland Quasi-Spirit the main character.


  (No, I definitely think that Kurumi-san is suitable for being the main character!)


  ■ Jugasaki Retsumi


  (Jugasaki Retsumi is the proxy Dominion of the Eighth Region Hod. And, in love with Banouin Kareha from the bottom of her heart, she was a Quasi-Spirit that had fallen in love. Perhaps that’s why I was overwhelmed by her voice at first.)


  I’m thinking of going from the Neighboring World to the other world.


  Huh, really!?


  Yeah, I’m very serious. Oh, but I haven’t forgotten about Kareha. I remember her remarkably clearly. I haven’t forgotten her face at all. I’ve got a portrait just in case I forget. Fufu.


  Honestly, I thought you would be staying in the Neighboring World. This is the world where Kareha-san passed away in.


  On the contrary, if Kareha was alive and I was dead. I would think this, “don’t worry about me, I want you to go see lots of new worlds.” I definitely would say this, and I’m confident that Kareha would accept my words no matter what.


  …And, Kareha-san would say the same thing?


  Say, if it was the Kareha that I liked, she would absolutely accept that. While crying and saying that it is cruel, still──she would accept that I would be happy if I did that.


  Love is invincible, isn’t it?


  Oh yeah. My love is forward-looking, invincible, and cool! So that’s why, let’s do our best over there!


  A number of Quasi-Spirits in the Eighth Region Hod also want to move to the other side.


  My mission is protecting the children that Kareha tried to protect and achieving Kareha’s wishes for happiness by being happy myself. And surely, my happiness lies ahead in this venture.


  Ah!


  Ah?


  I forgot! My name is Jugasaki Retsumi, the Dominion of the Eighth Region Hod! Nice to meet you! My hobby is shooting guns!


  Isn’t it too late now!? Well anyway, it’s fine. Please hurry up and tell me more!


  Life means keeping at it until one succeeds! Tomorrow is another day! The only thing that won’t change is my love for Kareha!


  If I proceed to the other world, I would like to somehow convey the charm of that person! What’s one last thing you would say to yourself in 10 years?


  I will love you even after 10 years, Kareha!


  (Retsumi Jugasaki happily laughed while saying that. Quite as if she wasn’t afraid in the slightest of going to the other world. I imagine people like Kirari Rinemu and Jugasaki Retsumi are full of a pioneering spirit. But maybe that was the reason. The Quasi-Spirits who had decided to go from the Neighboring World to the other world weren’t scared because they were going together.)


  ■ Cistus


  (Now, next up is a clone of Tokisaki Kurumi──strictly speaking, what would you even call a clone of a clone? Derived from the Tokisaki Kurumi that I know, a girl who is no longer Tokisaki Kurumi. That is the existence known as Cistus.)


  So that’s why…you ended up coming here last. Well, will this serve as the last performance?


  No, the last one is Kurumi-san. But I doubt if it will be an interview.


  Oh, that’s right. Then here is my self-introduction. My name is Cistus. Or would it be more accurate to say I am a Tokisaki Kurumi that is no longer a Tokisaki Kurumi? I was captured by the White Queen. And once deprived of my power, my sense of self as Tokisaki Kurumi was shattered into pieces. And then, as Hibiki-san knows, I pointed my rifle at Tokisaki Kurumi to challenge her to a fight, lost──and was subsequently resurrected like this.


  Are there any differences from before and after death?


  In that regard, I think I’ve come to have a very different idea. Humans are like that, right? The Hibiki-san I know, and the Hibiki-san that I don’t know, are like different people entirely.


  Ah…uh…that’s…certainly…


  It’s not bad. People grow, and so do Quasi-Spirits. Even is there are no such changes in physical aspects, the mind is influenced by experience. Hibiki-san and me have engaged in such an adventure.


  However, that also inevitably means moving away from the main axis of Tokisaki Kurumi. Having the same experiences and behavior would mean never deviating from that axis, but──


  I have been filled with different experiences as well. Perhaps, I have been clearly disqualified as a Tokisaki Kurumi clone. In the first place, the color of this Astral Dress seems to be a good indication. I prefer yellow and white over red and black.


  ──Do you want to stay here?


  Yes. I will stay. I want to travel around this area as I please. I want to live as I please. Forgetting my old purpose, forgetting my old dreams, leave behind everything including ties and sentiments. I──just want to live.


  As Hibiki-san is aware, the other clones have a mission. However, I somehow think that it has likely already been fulfilled. Then, there is no need for clones anymore. That is to say──I am free. No matter where I go or what I do, I am free.


  My name is Cistus. A person who was once Tokisaki Kurumi and is no longer Tokisaki Kurumi. Simply put, that is who I am.


  Finally, do you have any words for yourself in 10 years?


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  To myself in ten years, you may come to regret this choice. You may lament that you should have returned back to the other world, to reality. But for me at this moment, this choice was inevitable. Your regrets are nothing more than begging for nothing. Please keep that in mind.


  (Cistus said so with a fickle laugh. A little lonely, just slightly uneasy, but even with that she stood up trembling with hopes for the future. Something like that was tightly packed into her expression. Looking at that, I think to myself. Ah, I see. This person is no longer Tokisaki Kurumi. Even though she had the same face as her, it didn’t mean she was heading to the same destination as her. I can’t tell if that’s good or bad. I don’t know, but I think that’s fine for Cistus.)


  


  


  Then, Go Kill Each Other With Your Ex-Best Friend


  


  The Neighboring World screamed.


  Unable to be called anything else, a fierce battle had begun. The surrounding space distorted, creaked, and smashed apart every obstacle. Not to mention Quasi-Spirits including the Dominions, even Higoromo Hibiki hurriedly tried to move away and evacuate from that place.


  At the center of that whirlpool of Reiryoku was Nightmare and Queen.


  Let’s help or attack all at once. Such a proposal existed prior to this battle, but it wasn’t in a conceivable state right now.


  For a comparison, this was like an indoor tornado or heavy artillery fired in one’s own quarters. Too fierce, too violent, they couldn’t think of any option other than running away.


  That was the battle between Tokisaki Kurumi and the White Queen──or rather Yamauchi Sawa.


  “──<Zafkiel>.”


  “──<Lucifugus>.”


  Tokisaki Kurumi, the monster who could control time.


  The White Queen, the specter that could control space.


  Both of them right now, to the very letter──made a desperate effort devoting themselves to killing each other.


  “──The First Bullet <Aleph>!”


  “──The Libra Bullet <Moznaim>!”


  Kurumi attacked charging forward, but the White Queen avoided it by swapping positions with the surrounding structures. Pushing at Kurumi’s defenseless flank, the White Queen fired from her pistol repeatedly. However, Kurumi’s accelerated physical ability gave her the speed to avoid the bullets shot.


  As Kurumi’s figure tremored like a heat haze, the White Queen’s bullets disappeared into the void. At this point, both sides were aware.


  This battle wasn’t something that could be finished by just shooting blindly. A victory decided like that would purely be an accidental disposition of the heavens. Close to shogi or chess, this bout would be a competition of the tactics and skills between the two.


  However, there was one decisive difference from those perfect information games. Both Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa had fangs hidden from each other.


  Kurumi didn’t know all of the abilities handled by the White Queen’s Demon King astronomic clock ──<Lucifugus>. Just knowing it had some effect on space rather than time was a terrifyingly vague understanding to follow. Honestly, that was like saying anything goes. Kurumi deeply sighed.


  On the other hand, Kurumi also had an advantage over the White Queen. The White Queen was familiar with all of <Zafkiel>’s abilities due interrogating her clone Cistus──she must be thinking something along those lines.


  However, that wasn’t the case. In the Fifth Region Gevurah, a region of sword and sorcery, Kurumi and the irreversible decision to distort <Zafkiel>.


  The Eleventh Bullet <Yud Aleph>…that bullet now resembled the Seventh Bullet <Zayin>. Whether if it was a saber or gun, the moment any attack touched Kurumi whose time had been suspended──that is to say, it would be completely nullified. Certainly, it was a bullet of unparalleled absolute defense.


  And the Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet>. If the eleventh was an absolute defense, the twelfth was an absolute attack. Kurumi could affirm her victory if that blow landed. The problem was that the bullet could only be fired once when considering the total amount of Reiryoku and time needed. And even if it was an absolute attack, it wasn’t an absolute guarantee. There was the possibility that it could be avoided.


  Kurumi thought the only way to defeat Yamauchi Sawa (Queen) is through the Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet>.


  That’s why, in this battle of wits of killing each other, she needed to somehow hit her with that bullet.


  Kurumi considered this as she fought with even greater caution. However, this inevitably created an adjournment for Tokisaki Kurumi. In other words, she couldn’t use the Eleventh Bullet <Yud Aleph>. To be more precise, the timing for its usage was extremely strict.


  The White Queen’s battle experience didn’t seem any less inferior to Tokisaki Kurumi’s own. Since she has waged life or death struggles against the other Dominions, she couldn’t be considered just an amateur indulging in extraordinary power.


  The moment she shot the Eleventh Bullet <Yud Aleph>, which wouldn’t be recognized by Yamauchi Sawa, there is a high possibility that the Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet> would be detected as her trump card. It was an expectation held for the White Queen she had fought against in this world.


  Therefore, Kurumi’s first move must be cautious. She needed to start by confronting her with the bullets of <Zafkiel> she was familiar with like the First Bullet <Aleph>.


  Be that as it may, she didn’t have an ample surplus of time. Kurumi inwardly grinded her teeth against each other. The reason for that was──


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Yamauchi Sawa didn’t know about the Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet>. Not to mention, she didn’t even know about the Eleventh Bullet <Yud Aleph>. However, she did understand Tokisaki Kurumi. Having full knowledge of her, it was to the extent that she felt convinced to make this assertion.


  (Hmm. I wonder if there is something.)


  In other words, Sawa could read up to that point. Nonetheless, there was too little information. She knew there was a trump card, but couldn’t tell what that ace in the hole might be.


  Sawa felt that the current status quo was advantageous to her in a ratio of 7:3. First of all, there was the disparity in physical abilities. Even with Kurumi accelerating with the First Bullet <Aleph>, her own speed without physical enhancement was almost equal. Of course, Kurumi has the Second Bullet <Bet> (slowing down) and the Seventh Bullet <Zayin> (time stop), and there was the disadvantage of a reversal if they could land a hit on her.


  But in that regard, there were preventive measures from <Lucifugus>. A twice-fold slashing attack with the Cancer Sword <Sartan>, shaving space with the Leo Bullet <Arie>, and accomplishing position swapping instantaneous movement through the Libra Bullet <Moznaim>.


  Numerous useful cards on hand, and most importantly Kurumi didn’t know all of them. That part was huge.


  General hadn’t fought with all of her saber and bullet abilities. Therefore, Tokisaki Kurumi must move in constant vigilance regarding the ace up Queen’s sleeve.


  Rather than using her abilities to drive her into a corner, she would drive her into corner by not using them and keep her second guessing. That was Sawa’s tactic against Kurumi.


  Kurumi and Sawa exchanged gunfire at close range in order to observe each other’s facial expression and what was reflected in the iris of each other’s eyes.


  Removing their bodies from the predicted attacks, not afraid to step forward to each other’s gun trajectories by flicking back with a saber and gun barrel, they avoided the deadly bullets in a presentation of mutual display.


  Using close range combat with firearms, it was a distance that Tokisaki Kurumi should originally not be skilled at.


  “The First Bullet <Aleph>, the Second Bullet <Bet>, two in a row…!” “Damn…!”


  After shooting at herself, a souvenir (debuff) was placed onto Queen without a moment’s delay. Not able to avoid it, the bullet grazed her──at that moment, the perception of swinging her saber felt abnormally slow. If it had been an ordinary Quasi-Spirit, they would have been left confused over the gap between consciousness and movement at this moment.


  “The Gemini Bullet <Teomim>.”


  In a hurry, the White Queen stopped the attack by shooting a bullet at herself. The bullet bearing the crown of twins copied the White Queen’s body, and even transferred her consciousness to the new body. The former body crumbled away as the new body survived.


  “…!”


  “It shouldn’t be surprising. My <Lucifugus> controls space. Copying is easy as long as the Neighboring World is a world where existing with physical bodies is not necessary. Even you──”


  Those words ran on reflex. Even after reaching this late in the game, she realized with a bitter smile that she wanted to continue talking to her.


  That said, her thoughts as the White Queen issued out an alarm without interruption.


  Kurumi using the First Bullet <Aleph> didn’t simply mean getting faster, nor did the Second Bullet <Bet> meant slowing down either. Accelerating time meant that everything was faster, with every ability important to combat also speeding up.


  There were three principal components in the act of shooting a gun: setting up the gun, aiming, and pulling the trigger. All of the abilities required for those movements have accelerated. Swinging the arm, dynamic vision, speed at pulling the trigger, all of that were included.


  But even with that mind, her advantage still hasn’t shifted──


  ──She froze.


  Kurumi’s <Zafkiel> was facing her head. And Kurumi’s smile, warping her cheeks like a clown, turned into fearless and brazen laughter.


  Sawa saw the laugh and tried to jump at that moment. Her action was correct, but her choice was a little too slow.


  At the same time as she jumped, there was an uncomfortable feeling coming from her ankles. Slender white arms extended out from the shadows, profanely and unknowingly clutching onto the Queen’s ankles.


  “The Eighth Bullet <Het>…!”


  Leading into this battle, Kurumi undid her self-imposed shackles. She lifted the ban on the forbidden bullet, the Eighth Bullet <Het>.


  From the very beginning, she couldn’t predict what would happen. Will the past of Tokisaki Kurumi’s clone come, or will the past of the main body appear?


  At any rate, this bullet may disperse further chaos onto the Neighboring World, In the first place, as a clone there was no guarantee she would be safe after using the Eighth Bullet <Het>.


  This anguish, agony, and fear, all of it was thrown away by Tokisaki Kurumi. Defeat the White Queen. Defeat her even if it meant sacrificing herself.


  Not because she was a Spirit, this was a duty and obligation as Tokisaki Kurumi. Because of this sense of duty, she needed to devote everything──


  Tokisaki Kurumi exercised the authority of the Eighth Bullet <Het>.


  “Kihihihihihi────!”


  The clones immediately understood what to do. They understood that they were existences meant for fighting. As imitations of Kurumi’s thoughts without change, they behaved in accordance to that.


  “Hinderances.”


  Yamauchi Sawa crudely called them that, pointing at clone’s brows and shooting them on sight as they were being born. However, no matter how good the White Queen’s specs were, aiming at another target was nothing more than an opening in battle.


  Kurumi didn’t hesitate as she kicked Sawa in the abdomen.


  “…!”


  Knocked back, Queen was sent flying and rolled onto an empty plain. The pain was only for an instant, but it was enough to make her gasp for air. With pursuit incoming, Queen prepared a bullet to intercept──but it never came.


  Queen stood up to gaze in wonderment. She had lost sight of the Tokisaki Kurumi who was supposed to be in front of her.


  “I see…so you’ve decided on your resolve.”


  Saying she lost sight of her wasn’t completely accurate. Encircling Queen’s surroundings were a crowd, crowd, crowd of Tokisaki Kurumi. As they all were lightly smiling, Sawa also slowly smiled.


  “Yes. This is great. When surrounded by Kurumi-san like this, it really feels like we are earnestly trying to kill each other. Of course, I need to show I’m serious too.”


  Slowly laughing, her tone was gentle. However, the emotions contained in her words were like sharpened blade.


  Kurumi thought about killing each other.


  Really, it was now too late. She was going to kill Yamauchi Sawa.


  “…I will come.”


  “Please do.”


  Volley firing that could disorient the eyes. There were no blind spots. If there were any it would be ground, but Sawa wasn’t planning to bury herself like a mole. In the first place, she didn’t even intend to avoid it.


  “<Lucifugus>──Double-Style Heavenly Bullet, The Leo Bullet <Arie> / The Gemini Bullet <Teomim>.”


  “…!”


  Astonished, the surrounding Kurumi clones widened their eyes. The bullets surrounded the queen like a tornado. The Leo Bullet <Arie>, and the Gemini Bullet <Teomim> imitating it, the two of them devoured all of Kurumi’s bullets and nullified her shooting attempts.


  Of <Lucifugus>’s abilities──this was a combination type.


  “This is…!?”


  One of the Kurumi clones created by the Eighth Bullet <Het> murmured that as if stunned. Being near Queen by chance, Queen mercilessly shot her to death.


  “Now, it’s my turn. Kurumi-san, please──”


  Then, with a sweet smile just like spring sunshine, she continued.


  “Don’t die so easily.”


  Being told that, the Kurumi clones were enraged by that provocative remark pointed their guns again──but as they were standing still, Queen instantly closed in on the Kurumi clones.


  The glistening blade of her steel sword──pierced through the heart of one of the Kurumi. That Kurumi vanished like mist at a moment’s notice.


  “This…Queen…!”


  The group of Kurumi frantically dispersed in order to continuing shooting from their guns without pause. But Queen’s combination of the Leo Bullet <Arie> and the Gemini Bullet <Teomim> was constantly guarding her surroundings.


  They were just like a herd of hunting dogs being devoured for trying to break into enemy territory.


  However, their numbers were still overwhelming──the Kurumi clones took the time to calmly and ruthlessly continuously shoot. And even the Leo Bullet <Arie> surrounding Queen was not perfect.


  A few bullets slipped in through the gaps.


  Queen was slightly injured, but she disregarded that entirely while searching for Tokisaki Kurumi. She understood that no matter how many clones created by the Eighth Bullet <Het> she killed, it was meaningless.


  The important matter was to kill the main body (well strictly speaking she was also a clone) producing the clones. Healing these wounds can wait until after solving that issue first.


  Examining the circumstances closely, if Tokisaki Kurumi were defeated at this time, this battle would come to an end. The White Queen would be victorious, the Quasi-Spirits defeated, and the Neighboring World would collapse.


  Searching──searching──searching──she had taken notice. There was only one. Without bleeding impatience, there was a Tokisaki Kurumi looking at Queen with determined eyes and standing alone 12 meters ahead. She must have deployed the surrounding clones to remain inconspicuous.


  “I. Found. You♪”


  With that lighthearted voice, the White Queen charged forward. The Leo Bullet <Arie> disappeared as the simultaneous sweeping fire landed direct hits on the White Queen’s body. However, without stopping to flinch from the pain──in the first place feeling pain had disappeared a long time ago──Queen arrived at the main Tokisaki Kurumi.


  “…!”


  Kurumi set up her rifle as the queen raised her saber.


  The speed of Queen’s thrust was slightly faster than Kurumi. Gunshots resounded at close range──but there was no pain felt by Queen’s body.


  A blow convincing enough to have killed her. But then, Queen found herself shocked by her mistake.


  The Kurumi who was pierced threw away her old-fashioned guns in order to tightly grasp onto her saber. With her not letting go, she reflexively tried to pull it away.


  “You were a bit off, Sawa-san.”


  That voice came from the side. Approaching before she was aware, Tokisaki Kurumi pointed <Zafkiel> at Queen’s forehead.


  Disappearing, the Tokisaki Kurumi that Sawa stabbed had faded away with a laugh. She was definitely a clone created by the Eighth Bullet <Het>.


  “If it’s you, I was convinced that you would find me. If it was Sawa-san, certainly──you would find me even on this battlefield.”


  Ah, so that was it. It was such a commonplace rationale. What Yamauchi Sawa had thought, Tokisaki Kurumi had also considered. Then it was natural that she could build the appropriate countermeasures.


  The best place to hide a leaf was in a forest.


  But what if the leaves were neither brown or green, but rather a poisonous color that could be identified just by looking at it?


  Answer: it would be a good idea to prepare leaves with the same poisonous color to make them stand out.


  Queen faintly considered such a thing. It was clear that she didn’t have enough time to defend or evade.


  And Tokisaki Kurumi wasn’t charitable enough to hesitate.


  She fired.


  Aiming at the crown of the head, she shot from <Zafkiel> without any hesitation. The clones ready their guns in unison to further the pursuit even more.


  Then, she noticed the ground rumbling.


  “This is…!?”


  “Fufu, sorry. You guys weren’t in time.”


  The girl shot through the head opened her mouth that was spewing out blood. Behind Queen, a huge door manifested with a sparkling glow. The shape looked familiar, but the presence it exuded was too different.


  The gate that connected the regions to each other. That was exactly what was behind Queen. It was the goal that Kurumi had been aiming for all this time.


  “The gate…for the First Region Keter…!”


  And to make matters worse, the gate was open.


  “Let’s start again, Kurumi-san. Fufu…now, shall we continue killing each other (date)?” Even after being shot in the head, Yamauchi Sawa laughed and jumped backwards. “Wait…!”


  Queen disappeared. At the same time, the door was gradually closing. “Tokisaki Kurumi!”


  A voice came from afar. Yukishiro Maya screamed to her while being in a frantic state. “Hurry! Go!”


  With those words, Kurumi threw herself into the gate to the First Region Keter without any hesitation. Naturally, the surviving clones also passed through the gate one after another.


  “I’m coming too──! Please go on ahead!”


  A familiar voice arrived from far away. Kurumi slipped out a giggle as that inspiration help give her nothing to fear.


  Tokisaki Kurumi…Kurumi-san entered the gate to the First Region Keter. She was determined to win no matter what awaited her.


  As for the other one, for Higoromo Hibiki, there was no option to retire here. “Higoromo Hibiki, you should go too! Haraka!”


  “Gotcha! Sorry, but let me send you flying in a sort of violent way!”


  “I’m ready for anything! …Violent? Flying?”


  Hibiki responded while easily influenced by the current mood. But then, after having something that felt like a tag slapped onto the nape of her neck, her face turned pale after understanding what that act entailed.


  “Um excuse me. What did you just put my back──”


  “Jet propulsion spirit talisman. Fly at the speed of sound and enter the gate!” “Aaaaah, it’s just like I thought!”


  Flung while being super-accelerated from using the spirit talisman, Hibiki forcefully plunged into the closing gate.


  Furthermore, had it been one second later, it would have been too late and ended up a huge disaster with Hibiki crashing into the gate. But whether fortunate or unfortunate, Hibiki didn’t know that as she had closed her eyes from going too fast.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  The First Region Keter. The supreme and sacred region where even those that knew of its existence couldn’t visit.


  A place full of mysteries to the extent where even its location was uncertain, let alone if there was Dominion or not.


  When Tokisaki Kurumi landed there, her clones looked confused and looked at each other. “We──do you all remember?”


  “Yes, of course…” “I remember.” “How can I forget.” “Here is──”


  This was the school building of Kyoou Girls Academy, the place where Tokisaki Kurumi spent time together with Yamauchi Sawa.


  The twilight-colored sunset was spread out everywhere in the sky. Listening carefully──it felt like she could hear noise coming from students. With the gate connecting this region to the others having already disappeared, Kurumi felt like she had returned back in time to the other world.


  “It can’t be…we have…returned…to the past …of reality…?” One of the clones nervously whispered that, but Kurumi immediately rejected that idea. “No…that isn’t it. This was just made that way.”


  Maybe person who created the Neighboring World was connected to either Tokisaki Kurumi or Yamauchi Sawa. Kurumi humored the idea, but then immediately rejected that possibility.


  Rather, it may be the opposite. With Yamauchi Sawa’s arrival, the First Region Keter may have changed to look like this.


  “As I thought, this region must have originally held nothing. With Sawa-san…and after that our arrival, this region was reasonably controlled to look like this.”


  Yamauchi Sawa and Tokisaki Kurumi.


  The sanctuary where the two of them fostered their friendship and were allowed to talk in this calm sunshine.


  The place walked was where they savored youth, experienced youth, and embraced youth together.


  ──She remembered.


  She remembered her past as Tokisaki Kurumi, and the memory of waving her hand to bid farewell to her friend.


  However, the only feeling that arrived to Kurumi’s chest was an indescribable emptiness. Her consciousness had already switched to the mindset of killing each other. However, this landscape couldn’t help but make her feel nostalgic.


  “Kurumi-san!”


  And then, a lively voice mercilessly interrupted her thoughts.


  “Ara, ara.”


  “Yeah, I managed to sneak in at the last minute! For the time being, the other Dominions are also hurrying to catch up. It seems it’ll take some time to open the closed gate.”


  “Well, I didn’t expect reinforcements. I suppose this either fate or destiny.” “…Is it a nuisance for me to come?”


  “Yes, very much so.”


  As Kurumi replied with a smile, Hibiki lowered her shoulders.


  “That’s disheartening.”


  After that smiled passed, Hibiki thought about what this meant for Kurumi. “Well, I don’t want to say anything boorish. But wasn’t she your best friend?”


  “Yes. No matter what happened or what occurred, she was a close friend that I believed I would be together with for the rest of our lives.”


  “────”


  “That’s why I have to kill her. As a person who was once a friend, that’s why it’s absolutely my responsibility.”


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  Kurumi announced her sad vow in a light-hearted manner. Hibiki couldn’t help but bitterly smile, deciding on what she had to do as while beaten by Kurumi’s higher resolve.


  “Please do your best, Kurumi-san. …I’ll be praying here.”


  She tightly hugged Kurumi and whispered like a close friend.


  Kurumi was not entirely caught off guard, but this scene, sunset, words were all too warm. She almost unknowingly cried a little.


  ──Hibiki’s sentiments were warm. It was difficult for her to leave. However, her hands grabbed Hibiki’s shoulders and slowly pulled her away. Her feet faced the direction of the school building. Before that, she flicked Hibiki with her finger for the time being.


  “Then, let us proceed. We.”


  Leaving behind those words, Kurumi and her clones started running.


  Goal: defeat the White Queen──Yamauchi Sawa. Stop her by any means possible from destroying the Neighboring World. For that reason, throw away any hesitation. Even if it meant having to once more kill her former best friend. Or even if this led to destroying herself.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Yamauchi Sawa decided to destroy the Neighboring World.


  What was the purpose of this Neighboring World? Why was it born and why did it continued to exist like this?


  Yamauchi Sawa didn’t understand either point. However, there was one thing she could say for sure. Rather than naturally occurring like the cosmos, this Neighboring World was an artificial world.


  It was enough if she could understand that much. Rather, by setting that as a limiter for her understanding, perhaps she was afraid of being detected by the person who created this world.


  However, asking what this world symbolized was a different matter.


  Yamauchi Sawa understood. There are various rumors, studies, dissertations spread amongst Quasi-Spirits, but the general consensus was that this was the world after death.


  Calling it the world after death was simple enough, but that image varies from country to country. Hell, underworld, Valhalla, and so on.


  However, there was one universal point shared between every country’s religious views. The world after death is a world of only souls after abandoning their bodies. Even if their bodies had seemingly revived, that must mean at any rate──they must have at least once abandoned their bodies.


  The Neighboring World was a world sewn together by enormous Reiryoku and an enormous girl’s soul. Enormous Reiryoku──let alone a sun, if that amount of energy was comparable to a galaxy, it could make the impossible be possible.


  Input specific time and coordinates, and then releasing that energy towards that.


  Time would rewind and the future could change. Yamauchi Sawa would never die and the past would be changed so she would continue existing as Tokisaki Kurumi’s friend.


  …Unfortunately, she didn’t know the person who turned her into a Spirit. At the very least, if she knew who it was, it may be possible to change the past by extinguishing that person with the energy of the Neighboring World.


  Up to that point, Yamauchi Sawa was thinking and acting on this while raising havoc through the Neighboring World. However, one problem created from there.


  It was the means to unite the enormous Reiryoku squirming in this Neighboring World. After all, although there is only the soul in this Neighboring World, there are countless girls in possession of hearts. These girls could either scatter Reiryoku by using it, or simply choose to disappear.


  She attacked the Third Region Binah to become Dominion, stockpiling on information from well-informed Quasi-Spirits in the process. But even so, she still couldn’t find a way to unify the Reiryoku.


  However, one piece of information arrived to Sawa after she became Dominion. ──The story of a single boy occasionally slipped into the Neighboring World.


  Even though she knew that gaze was directed towards someone other than herself, the myth of that love captivated her.


  That was only a glimpse of a memory. What if the real thing appears?


  Already captivated by the memories of the boy, Yamauchi Sawa attempted to test if they would work on Quasi-Spirits in this world. Those girls danced widely. Submitting to that boy’s words, they offered up the Reiryoku necessary to stay in this world and carelessly became Empties.


  By using <Lucifugus>’s abilities, the Gemini Bullet <Teomim> and the Scorpio Bullet <Akrab>, it ended up becoming an imitation of the boy existing in the memories of those Quasi-Spirits.


  “I’m shocked. Is that worthless love really so important?”


  General scornfully sighed at this, while Lady who convinced in this belief. And then, there was Queen who didn’t understand it at all.


  Regardless, that ability was fully utilized to her heart’s content. It played a substantial role in bringing ruin to the Dominions. The Virgo Sword <Betulah>──the blade that causes girls to fall into love.


  “Tell me what love is──”


  Sawa suddenly hummed a passage from Mozart’s The Marriage of the Figaro. She didn’t know. She had lived without knowing what the emotion of love was like.


  No, should that even be invoked for the dead? The loneliness of not being able to reunite with family, the frustration of not be able to realize love, which one was worse? For Sawa, this didn’t make sense anymore.


  For Tokisaki Kurumi, Sawa thought that girl would definitely choose love.


  Love that functioned as madness. As a girl who died mad from love, she would unmistakably choose it.


  “How vexing.”


  Such feelings emerged. A Tokisaki Kurumi she didn’t know, a boy she didn’t know, just about everything felt irritating. It was irritating, but she wasn’t going to stop anymore.


  Perish, perish, perish.


  Sing, sing, sing.


  Die, die, die.


  From the onset, she was an inverted Tokisaki Kurumi. So then, her purpose was to hate love. “──Have you finished praying?”


  The loving words of a loved one reached the back of Sawa who hated love.


  ◇◇◇


  


  She couldn’t afford to leisurely look around this school building. But even so, Kurumi couldn’t deny the soft sense of yearning that engulfed her and scratched away at her chest.


  The corridor she walked together with Sawa. The classroom where they studied and talked. From the chemistry lab to the gymnasium, from the sports grounds to the roof top, all of it was filled with nostalgia.


  However, there was no Sawa in any of those places.


  In that case, there was only one answer. The final destination of fate, a place where people mutually facing their backs to each other would gather. A place of salvation for those carrying sin, seeking either punishment or forgiveness.


  A unique building on the premises──called a chapel, it was a location peculiar to this academy.


  Sermons were held once a month, and the cathedral was only used during Christmas. But for students, rather than considered sacred, it was a place to get drunk on the secretive and solemn atmosphere.


  There were girls who talked here after school, with some even confessing their love. Some even held wedding ceremonies to swear eternal friendship (or love).


  Kurumi and Sawa also played here (even if it was reprehensible). Playing by offering prayers, playing by giving confessions, playing through make-believe sermons, otherwise it probably wouldn’t just be a sham marriage ceremony.


  “Speaking of which.”


  For some reason, she was always embarrassed imitating the wedding ceremony…


  Such an insignificant thought came to mind. Going through, she opened both the heavy doors. Sitting in front of the altar, closing her eyes, and joining her hands together, there was a pure white girl praying.


  It was Yamauchi Sawa. It was Tokisaki Kurumi. It was an inverted clone. It was the White Queen.


  And, taking form from mixing all of that together, a pure white──person who was none of those people.


  “Have you finished praying?”


  “Yes.”


  As Queen stood up, that faint hatred in her eyes──immediately disappeared and was replaced by a resigned, or perhaps complacent smile appearing on the surface.


  “So, this is the First Region Keter. How strange.”


  “You who arrived here became the Dominion. It’s not that strange.”


  “I don’t think so. I don’t have much good memories for this school.”


  “…For you, maybe that’s right.”


  “Aren’t you also the same? Even a graduation ceremony couldn’t be done.” Aah──right, certainly it was quite like that.


  “Here is a fragment of peaceful times, the residue of sunlight, things I can’t remember even if I want to remember. I can’t even remember what I remember in the first place. That’s all there is to it.”


  Thinking it was perhaps like that, Kurumi nodded.


  It was becoming very difficult to recall those foolish ordinary days, the childish small talk shared in that world.


  “Even so. I still want to treat you gently.”


  With said, she bitterly smiled at her own mismatched remarks. Sawa also grinned in response to her smile.


  “You want to treat me gently even while killing each other?”


  “Please don’t phrase it like that. What I am saying is, it’s unbearably──sorrowful to consider.” “That sadness and joy. Let’s leave it all behind here. Just about everything is unnecessary.” Distance was within 10 meters. Just like before, the two thrusted their weapons at each other.


  A feeling of oppression grinded and crushed the atmosphere. The premonition of death that couldn’t help but linger in her mind.


  Tokisaki Kurumi / Yamauchi Sawa, thus the final mutual killing had begun.


  If the speed of their movements was at the speed of sound, then the speed of their thought process was at the speed of light. And the speed of their bullets, gouging out each other’s bodies to plunder their lives, was at a divine speed transcending even that.


  Kurumi smoothly pointed to her own forehead and pulled the trigger. Jumping at the same time, she ricocheted off the wall like a rubber ball and instantaneously closed in on the Queen’s flank.


  “──!”


  Sawa, who stopped the blow with her saber, crossed her arms and pointed her gun at Kurumi’s eyebrows. Crouching──dodging. The thunderous roar echoing overhead would have been a fatal wound if just a second too late.


  Something that was neither fear nor joy ran through Kurumi’s spine like an electrical current. Still crouching, Kurumi immodestly spread her legs wide and pointed <Zafkiel>’s rifle to the heavens.


  She fired.


  Everything from the jawbone to the crown of the head was blown away. However, this body lacked a soul.


  “The Gemini Bullet <Teomim>.”


  Rather than astonishment, she recognized the circumstances with a level of preparedness. What she destroyed was only an empty shell.


  The saber stabbed Kurumi’s body, and her pistol, like parts of a precise machine, punctured Kurumi’s shoulder.


  “The Fourth Bullet <Dalet>.”


  Kurumi, who just incurred serious injuries, immediately regained her prior position with this short break. The White Queen had chosen a wait-and-see option rather than trying to force Kurumi into a corner without any pause.


  ──There must be a plan.


  That much was understood. She took a glance to see if there was some sort of trump card. Trying to grasp that plan──or at the very least understanding so even that secret weapon couldn’t overturn her advantage.


  For Sawa to kill Kurumi, the option she was intending to choose.


  ──Ah, how fun.


  Sawa thought that something like this was the equivalent to an exchange of love. She had to consider her opponent with all her might, fostering murderous intent, and then devoting body and soul to killing. What else to call this besides love?


  It may have been either Sawa or Kurumi who thought this. By relentlessly piling up thoughts of what could come next, reading the opponent’s next move had fallen into a state where they might as well have become their opponent.


  Dissolving into a single murky lifeform──Kurumi was Sawa and Sawa was Kurumi.


  However, in this war of mutual killing, their gambles competed for the sake of determining either superiority or inferiority.


  “The Eight Bullet <Het>.” “The Virgo Sword <Betulah>.”


  The black clones and white illusion mixed like a twill pattern. However, as Kurumi’s reinforcements rushed through the chapel door one after the other, black began to dominate this place.


  While watching this, the White Queen spoke while quietly laughing.


  “The Virgo Sword <Betulah>.”


  “Again…! How pointless…!”


  As Kurumi said that, she defeated the illusion in front of her eyes in an instant. ──Tokisaki, Kurumi?


  There was a voice.


  The voice changed into a low-tone voice that shouldn’t be heard in this world.


  That wasn’t the problem. The problem was that voice was, that voice was, that voice was too emotionally resounding, chiming at the center of her heart like a bell.


  At the same time, she knew that his voice right now was only an illusion brought about by Queen──but even so, Kurumi clumsily was struck by Sawa’s blow.


  “Ka, ha…!”


  Blown away. While being blown away, she ruminated over the illusion from just a moment ago. Consideration of the hateful consequences brought about instinct rather than consideration, indignation rather than disgust.


  In other words.


  Tokisaki Kurumi was absolutely livid.


  “Queeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeen!!”


  By the time she landed against the wall, she lifted her arm to rapidly fire. The clones also simultaneously started shooting. Left to that furious firing squad, Sawa evaded with three dimensional like movements.


  As if to entirely render those bullets null, simultaneous to her leaping to the sky, the impact of her second mid-air kick bounced off the very atmosphere itself.


  Whether like a rebounded ball or quite possibly a ricocheted bullet, Sawa flew into the sky at inhuman speed.


  The chapel collapsed from being unable to withstand the impact. With the roof blown away and the altar crushed by debris, the symbol for believers to pray had turned into a miserable corpse.


  Sawa ran away with Kurumi chasing after her.


  Sawa, who landed on the wall of the school building, kept running along the wall without pause. The downpour of bullets chased after her as she sprinted. The glass windows were blow away and the pure white wall was now hideously scorched.


  “The Third Bullet <Gimmel>!”


  Sniping done to the observed future. The wall that Sawa was stepping on had aged one step ahead. Unlike the bullets only meant to demolish, this one caused Sawa to unknowingly step into a trap.


  “──!?”


  The wall used as footing melted like mud. Naturally, her light jog across the wall ended here. “Volley fire.”


  In response to Kurumi’s commands, the clones created by the Eighth Bullet <Het> concentrated their bullets onto Sawa.


  Direct, direct hit, continuous direct hits. Unable to even scream, Sawa was blown into the school building. A feeling full of confidence──rather than an illusion of an empty husk, this was a certainly the bulls-eye on the genuine article.


  But, if so. What was this unpleasant feeling?


  “…Move out, we!”


  Waving that thought aside for now, Kurumi and her clones entered the school building. Before entering, Kurumi glanced behind herself to recount her numbers.


  The clones created by the Eighth Bullet <Het> were now around 30. Since she had originally created around 50, it seemed around 20 clones had already disappeared like the morning dew.


  She immediately rejected the inward proposal that her numbers needed to be replenished. As expected, Tokisaki Kurumi was also just another one of the clones. She was a former silhouette that happened to be able to use <Zafkiel> by chance.


  In other words, unlike the main body, creating clones through the Eighth Bullet <Het> was a terrible burden.


  For a comparison, it was like shaving away at herself to gather materials. A huge amount of time, a huge amount of Reiryoku, and above all──a huge amount of herself.


  Being shaven away, creating clones was nothing more than self-torment for Kurumi.


  The original Tokisaki Kurumi didn’t seem to feel any pain using the Eight Bullet <Het>. Was there a difference in ability between the main body and a clone? Or perhaps──


  Perhaps the mental framework of the original was leagues apart from her own.


  When she entered, the scene had changed quite as if like in a movie. It transitioned from dusk to a dark alley during nighttime.


  Chills ran through her entire body not because of this sense of impending crisis, but because of the despair from the bygone past.


  At that moment, rather than be on alert, an opening was built. There was no one to blame but herself. The girl, who had slipped into the opening made by her distracted mind, closed in on her target, Tokisaki Kurumi.


  Fortunately, Kurumi had allies right now. And it was only due to this luck that she defended against her attack.


  Honestly, Kurumi may have done so instinctively. …Even though the enemy was here, she had taken a step back.


  That step divided life from death.


  Kurumi couldn’t react to the White Queen’s piercing slash and was torn apart.


  However, cowardice, rather than confronting her sins, saved her life. The certain-kill slash only stayed as sustaining a serious wound.


  “────!”


  “Tch…!”


  “We!”


  As one of the clones screamed, Kurumi collapsed at the same time to the retaliating gunfire. Queen retreated back after her body received those bullet injuries. Meanwhile, one of the clones picked up Kurumi and fled. The thirty clones divided into two groups of ten and twenty, with the twenty clones chasing after Queen.


  The ten protecting Kurumi left the alleyway and evacuated to a nearby private home. There were no people or furniture, but the clone judged that this was enough to hide themselves. “Are you okay, me…!?”


  “Ah────”


  Her closed eyelids opened. Confirming she was alive, the clones all felt relieved. Kurumi loosely reached out as if asking for something.


  “Hibi…ki…san?”


  “…Unfortunately, we are not Hibiki-san.”


  “──Yes, that’s right.”


  It felt like her lungs were growing cold. Kurumi stood up, firing the Fourth Bullet <Dalet> to go against the flow of time and heal her wounds.


  “Let’s conduct a new strategy, we. I will chase after Sawa-san alone, and you all will surrounding me at the center. If I engage Queen, do not hesitate. Along with myself, keep a continuous suppressive fire.”


  “Is…Is that really, okay?”


  One of the clones asked her in response. Needless to say, suppressive fire was a tactic of pouring a hail of bullets for the sake of not letting the target escape. The damage would extend to Kurumi, who would be nearby Queen.


  “I can hold on longer with the Fourth Bullet <Dalet>. In the first place, one of the reasons for this struggle is caused by her continuously skipping around to run away. With all of you shooting to pin her down, I also get to show off how crazy I am.”


  With that said, Kurumi fearlessly smiled.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Twenty was certainly an overwhelming number. However, these clones can’t use <Zafkiel>’s abilities, while the White Queen could utilize <Lucifugus>.


  At this point in time, the difference in strength was overwhelming. The clones were aware of this and devoted themselves to stalling for time. They competed quality with the difference in the number of people.


  “Honestly, such a poor plan to be useful.”


  Sawa sighed while grumbling that.


  Hating dear Kurumi, she continued killing them even if they were just clones.


  In a sense, it could be said to be an exhilarating event, or it could appear to be a sorrowful event that could make one cry.


  …In this battle so far, Yamauchi Sawa was suppressing her exceedingly strong emotions. She hated fighting, but was also fond of it.


  She liked to love, but also found it distasteful.


  She liked conspiring, but also hated it as well.


  Even so, everything is for getting revenge on Tokisaki Kurumi──revenge? Revenge──if she didn’t think so, she couldn’t do this──no, this is what she wanted to do.


  “…It hurts…ugh.”


  A headache, Sawa shuddered at the phenomenon of having migraines. Until now, it was impossible for her to have a headache just from thinking.


  A hail of bullets swooped down on her once more. Her emotions were overcome by irritation. “Hinderances…!”


  She retaliated back at the Kurumi clones with that frustration. Two Kurumi clones were extinguished by <Lucifugus>’s Leo Bullet <Arie>.


  Shaven away, the clones disappeared with resigned-like smiles.


  The irritation was growing more and more intense.


  She wanted her to regret, to despair, to express murderous intent just like herself.


  And yet, no matter how much time passed, that girl would never direct anything to her besides a killing intent born from an obligation.


  …If so, perhaps Kurumi was aiming to treat her like this.


  She was a sworn enemy that should be hated. A nemesis that needed to be defeated.


  But she couldn’t sense that. It couldn’t be felt. All that was directed towards her was an all too uncomfortable feeling of pity.


  Pity.


  Irritation flooded like the surging waves as it felt like she was drowning in hatred.


  Did she feel pity towards her for being killed? Did she feel sorry for herself for being the one to kill?


  If that was the case.


  If it was like that.


  “Aah──”


  With this so unbearable, who should I strike down with these impure emotions. Who?


  “…Yeah, you were there.”


  Tokisaki Kurumi’s best friend. A pure girl with no background, past, or origin, she became her partner and followed this long, long journey to the very end.


  Higoromo Hibiki.


  Yamauchi Sawa recognized her as an enemy that should be destroyed. And, this headache. “…It hurts…”


  It couldn’t be said that this headache was a discrepancy separating Yamauchi Sawa and the White Queen.


  Sawa was trying to be the White Queen, by all means that was an emotional point that should never be reached.


  With a ghastly expression, Sawa conducted a Reiryoku investigation as the Dominion. She relentlessly tracked for any stunted, frail Reiryoku. Ah, Sawa thought so that was why.


  She understood why General captured her. She wanted to store her Reiryoku in their memories for sake of making tracking feasible.


  “Well, if that was the case, I should have killed her at that time.”


  She sighed. She tightened her concentration for both her sweetness and arrogance to become enmity. She had only considered her to be a trifling bug, but she was Tokisaki Kurumi’s greatest weak point.


  Now, then.


  It looks like she was able to find her. Then, let’s proceed to kill promptly without hesitation and mercy. No more being careless.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  “Ah, this is bad.”


  Right after opening her mouth, Higoromo Hibiki sensed an exceedingly absolute crisis approaching herself.


  In the first place, Hibiki was well-attuned to signs of this move being played. Even more so if it was coming from Queen.


  After all, she was once caught and brainwashed. Perhaps at that time, the girl named Yamauchi Sawa memorized her signature, or something like the wavelength of her Reiryoku.


  A small fly like herself…no, being much cuter, her frail Reiryoku was like a small bird. “Well, I don’t really mind.”


  Fufufufu, Hibiki laughed. Actually, she was expecting this. It was no surprise. Higoromo Hibiki was Tokisaki Kurumi’s weak point, and she knew that better than anyone else.


  So that’s why she perhaps shouldn’t have come to the First Region Keter. It may have been better to wait for Tokisaki Kurumi’s triumphant return in the Second Region Chokmah.


  On the other hand, Hibiki was aware that she was key person.


  When making a logic comparison between the abilities of Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa (White Queen), there was no mistake that Yamauchi Sawa outperformed. Even Kurumi would (albeit reluctantly) admit to that.


  On top of that, Sawa was about to kill Hibiki, Kurumi’s weak point. If Kurumi sensed that, she would need to fight while protecting Hibiki.


  Even with the clones, having their forces dispersed meant that the Queen’s advantage in this fight wouldn’t waver.


  ──However, in that case.


  That’s only the story if Higoromo Hibiki continued being a weak person. “Now, without further ado…time to die!”


  After cheerfully saying that, Hibiki closed her eyes to perceive the overflowing Reiryoku surrounding herself. Gulping, she confronted that terrifying potential head-on.


  And then, immediately after that.


  There was a creaking sound.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Higoromo Hibiki was hiding in a small, uninteresting apartment within this expansive cityscape. She could have torn off the roof and entered that way, but Kurumi would take notice to that. So instead, she planned to quietly open the front door.


  As for Higoromo Hibiki, coming this far she should have noticed the signs already. Even if she tried to flee, she would be hunted down and killed. Even if she tried to retreat to further indoors, she should understand that still meant death.


  A typical bad end where each direction led to a dead end.


  Therefore, that girl was either frightened of her impending death, preparing her last rites, or perhaps praying for a helping hand to arrive. She thought it must be one of those choices.


  All of that completely missed the mark.


  There was no fear, preparation for death, or prayers.


  Higoromo Hibiki very naturally opened the door and went outside. Sawa, who had just arrived at the apartment, was left dumbstruck staring at Hibiki.


  “…”


  Yamauchi Sawa was at the mercy of a violent emotion that hadn’t been around for a long time.


  It was equal parts rage and astonishment. The appearance of Higoromo Hibiki had completely changed.


  “What’s wrong, Queen-san. Didn’t you see this coming?”


  A transparent voice, so even the voice had changed.


  She clenched her teeth so much that it felt like they would break.


  Right, Higoromo Hibiki’s appearance had already completely transformed just like that time when she stole the power of the Queen.


  “…Your Unsigned Angel <King Killing> must have already been destroyed.”


  “Of course, it has. But I have used that to overcome crisis scenarios over and over again. Moreover, I have even used it to take over the Spirit called Tokisaki Kurumi. Rather than a physical texture, I’m using memories of the feeling at that time.”


  “That’s absurd. That would be like trying to clear a hairpin curve with a F1 car without a steering wheel.”


  “Then I would cut off one arm and stab it where the handle was to solve everything.” “──Oh, I see. It was quite the frantic move, wasn’t it?”


  In response to those words, Higoromo Hibiki, whose looks resembled Queen, shouted “That’s right!”


  Unsigned Angel <King Killing> allowed Hibiki to take the place of another person. Moreover, it was feasible to be able to exercise a portion of that person’s power.


  Just like a slave trying to kill a king, this was a peak weapon for being extremely dangerous.


  And even after being destroyed, its remnants remained within Higoromo Hibiki. Just before moving from the Second Region Chokmah to the First Region Keter, Hibiki had noticed that.


  Higoromo Hibiki’s appearance was black and white. A form endowed with an imperfect and perfect inner world.


  To sum it up, parts were taken from both Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa. Nightmare and Queen, plundering half from each──this was the natural conclusion.


  “I would like to ask for you impression.”


  “Fufu. My impression…you say.”


  Sawa was brimming with killing intent over Hibiki’s inquiry. Hibiki herself inwardly assumed a triumphant pose over her outlandishly terrible plan being a success.


  …Needless to say, Higoromo Hibiki’s transformation incurred a high risk. For a comparison, things like cosmetic disguises weren’t as difficult in the Neighboring World as it would be in reality. Instead, it would be much easier in the Neighboring World where anything can be done through Reiryoku.


  However, a genuine transformation──a phenomenon best described as transfiguration, was exceedingly difficult even in the Neighboring World.


  First, there would be an image problem. It would mean disguising as someone you don’t know for a cosmetic facial change. But if it was only to that extent, a slightly dexterous Quasi-Spirit should be able to use that power on herself and others.


  Like with Hibiki, even special abilities and appearance could be imitated to an extent through a special Unsigned Angel.


  However, that wasn’t the case for Hibiki right now. Even with that, it should be impossible to build this metamorphosis.


  For humans looking at a tiger──it’s impossible for them to become a tiger.


  At any rate, they wouldn’t be able to comprehend it. Humans can neither understand the feelings of a tiger, nor can they imagine concepts like a tiger’s behavioral instincts and hunting performance.


  But if it was feasible.


  It must have been an unfathomably painful act. Everything from the skeleton, muscles, and skin was remade. Skin peeled off and repasted, hair torn off and re-implanted, muscles either enlarged or reduced, bones reinforced with titanium──that would be the real-world equivalent of what she had done.


  This was no different from torture. But at least torture had a finite point where release may occur. This pain knew no such limits.


  In fact, Hibiki was frantically trying to endure her entire body creaking in pain. And in that regard, Sawa also understood that well.


  For this reason, Sawa’s hatred coincided with her being flabbergasted.


  This woman, this insignificant Quasi-Spirit did this just to provoke Yamauchi Sawa. “Congratulations. Your plan is a success.”


  “Oh. Well about 80% was because I thought it’ll be cool, so I’m glad it worked.” “Yes. I’ll have to kill you soon as thanks.”


  Firing <Lucifugus>’s pistol──repelling with an imitation of Queen’s saber. “Fufufu, how this, ouuuuuch!”


  With the impact of the bullets, the pain endured until then had exploded and scattered. “Well, I expected as much. This is an act of self-destruction. Can I ask you only one thing?”


  “Y-Yes. This pain feels like a tatami needle stuck between my ear and chin, but I’ll answer if I can.”


  “Why would you go this far?”


  Of course, Sawa understood. She would say it was for Kurumi. But even with that in mind, this went far beyond putting one’s life on the line.


  “…Can you already no longer return?”


  “Ah, uh. I guess the cat’s out of the bag.”


  In any case, she could no longer turn back. Higoromo Hibiki had abandoned her face. Every time she looked at the mirror, a face that looked like either Kurumi or Sawa would appear.


  Despair that was impossible to imagine.


  Moreover, the only thing that this could accomplish was contributing to Tokisaki Kurumi in this battle.


  There was no praise or reward. So why would she go this far?


  “…I don’t think be with Kurumi-san much longer.”


  Hibiki spoke.


  “With that said…trying stop Kurumi-san…yeah, I don’t even need to think about it. After all, if it’s the Kurumi-san that I know…”


  Hibiki confessed.


  “This dedication may shake Kurumi, but I’m convinced that in the end Kurumi-san will chose to head for reality. That’s what I know about Tokisaki Kurumi.”


  Surmounting, surmounting, she would continue to overcome.


  No matter how much suffering the journey contained, she would continue to walk and ascend without any concerns.


  “So that’s why, well──fufu.”


  And so, Higoromo Hibiki cheerfully laughed.


  “I want to see her super shocked at the end! Ahahahaha! With this, I’ll surely win! She might even be left utterly speechless!”


  “If that’s why you’ve gone and done that, then you definitely left me extremely speechless.”


  The person, who responded to Hibiki’s slightly self-abandoning words, descended down from the sky.


  “I am surprised. As it is, I’m not saying you were unbearable to look at, but there is the feeling that this is a better face. Then again, there are still traces of Higoromo Hibiki-san’s extortionary uniqueness that still needs to be worked on.”


  “Um Kurumi-san? Isn’t that bit too slanderous?”


  “──Really, there aren’t any traces of Hibiki-san anymore. You…”


  A sad voice landed into Hibiki’s earlobe.


  “But it’s fine. Now, let’s fight together. Ehehe, I can say those lines now.” That sadness was negated by her bright innocence.


  Her regrets, despair, and resignation were postponed as she strived to do her best right now. While watching this situation frustratingly, Sawa readied <Lucifugus>.


  “…It hurts…”


  She frowned from her headache.


  “────”


  Kurumi was observing Sawa. To be precise, she was gazing at the hair on her head. Hibiki also seemed to notice as she pulled of Kurumi’s sleeves.


  “I know. But not yet. …Hibiki-san, I think this goes without saying. Are you prepared to proceed to the ends of hell?”


  “Of course!”


  “I see. If so…let’s go!”


  Kurumi and Hibiki both jumped together. At the same time, the surviving 12 clones also leaped. “How irritating…!”


  Queen roared and howled.


  While lamenting her expressing clear anger for the first time, Nightmare was glad at the same time.


  Mutual premonition──after a few minutes, everything will be settled.


  The only unknown was who would be left standing in the end.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  “The Eighth Scorpio Bullet <Het Akrab>──!”


  For her first move, Yamauchi Sawa came up with an unthinkable outlandish scheme. At the same time, she tore off one of her arms and shot a bullet into the arm. Her arm swelled in the blink of an eye and became a clone of the White Queen.


  “I’ll leave it to you.”


  “I understand.”


  The clone of Queen glared at Higoromo Hibiki. Just from that alone, Hibiki was convinced.


  “Handle that one, we! I’ll shoot down Sawa-san!”


  “Understood!” x12


  Replying while chanting in unison, the twelve Kurumi clones shifted the blunt of their attack to the clone of Queen. The Queen shouted.


  “<Lucifugus>!”


  The astronomical clock was summoned. Almost at the same time, Yamauchi Sawa, who had quickly regenerated her missing arm, also announced.


  “<Lucifugus>.”


  Kurumi stared intently at the two astronomical clocks.


  “She can also use it…!?”


  “I exchanged my right arm after all, so I’ll be troubled if this much can’t be done.”


  Sawa calmly answered. It was hard to notice since she had torn it off so quickly, but she didn’t seem to be in pain. Rather than a clone this was more like division…the equivalent to a partition of one’s own power.


  “The Leo Bullet <Arie>.”


  The bullet that shaved away space pushed forward as it pleased. The Kurumi clones avoided it in a hurry.


  “Hibiki-san, take this!”


  “I’ve got it!”


  Receiving the old-fashioned gun from one of the Kurumi clones that threw it across to her, she turned around to aim.


  Breathing together as if in sync, the clones retaliated with sweeping fire. Hibiki also avoided the Queen’s Leo Bullet <Arie> at the last second.


  “As I expected…!”


  Certainly, this clone could use <Lucifugus>, but that didn’t mean she could fully demonstrate its abilities.


  The power distributed weakened, as the partitioning of superpower usually meant some sort of decline.


  The principle was the same to how Kurumi’s clones couldn’t use <Zafkiel>.


  That’s why tracking, which was a special characteristic of the Leo Bullet <Arie>, couldn’t be performed.


  In that regard, this was just a tactless bullet that shaved away space.


  Of course, receiving that blow would mean dying. If she could avoid that blow, then that would mean not dying.


  “Aim!”


  Hibiki politely said that as she set up the antique gun. She aimed at between the eyebrows and pulled the trigger. Smooth motions without pause, it flowed just like natural movements.


  The skill of using firearms focused on three actions: setting up, aiming, and pulling the trigger. Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa were both super top-notch at this, but Higoromo Hibiki was second-rate with skills far out of reach of first-class.


  However, that would be the case if describing the original Hibiki.


  Albeit slightly, she now inherited the skills of both Kurumi and Sawa. Higoromo Hibiki’s skills reached the same rank as those two and arrived to the White Queen’s clone capable of using <Lucifugus>.


  The bullet landed right between the eyebrows. An artistic counter that forced the forward leaning White Queen to bend backwards.


  However, her head wasn’t blown away.


  “Sturdy…this…this…!”


  Hibiki immediately gave up trying to say something impressive. Sometimes she just could find a good metaphor, because they mostly seemed more applicable to Kurumi more than anything else. That said, she could have said something about shooting from behind. However, as expected, she didn’t. The feeling of shooting only was already probably too much for her!


  “──How fussy. Like I thought, I should have shot her dead right here and now.”


  The clone expressed a fearless smile while informing Sawa, who clicked her tongue in annoyance as she agreed to that suggestion.


  “Yes. So please don’t miss anymore. Please crush her, General.”


  “Certainly.”


  Kurumi nodded to show understanding of Sawa’s intent. In this clone, she had designed another persona to place her trust in. However, if that was the case──


  That thought had to be temporarily push to the side. Sawa shot the Leo Bullet <Arie> to tear apart the space between Kurumi and Hibiki. Both of them understood the meaning behind that bullet.


  “A one-on-one fight, bring it on…! Well, then again I do have all the clones on my side here!” Hibiki and General collided head-on, falling to the ground in a tangled manner. Breaking through the roof, the destination ahead of that was a café with a retro atmosphere.


  At the counter of the store, Hibiki kicked to hurl a large jug of water at her. General instinctively sliced it with her saber, causing the downpour of water to blind her vision for an instant.


  “Cram!”


  With that one word alone, Kurumi clones understood what Hibiki was trying to accomplish. And from that, they used life-threatening tactics to be truly useful.


  To oppose General from swinging her saber, Hibiki and her allies surrounding her with their numerical advantage to forcibly seal the saber. Close combat that went beyond the limits of close-range combat. With density reminiscent to a packed train, General and Hibiki began their fight to the death.


  Rather than a contest of power and skill, this was a kamikaze performance, self-destruction with the willing resolve of deliberately letting flesh and bone be torn to pieces.


  And to make matter worse for her adversary, this method was effective.


  “Annoying…!”


  “Yes, that’s quite right! Sorry for it being annoying! But well, I imagine all fights should be like that!”


  Being shot at point blank, General moved beyond human intellect to dodge, dodge, graze, and dodge. Kurumi’s clones tried to entangled her legs──but that ended in failure. On the contrary, just as she was about to tumble, General thrusted her saber into a clone.


  “Kuh…!”


  As the clone disappeared, General firmly planted her feet and clutch onto her saber. Not letting her do that, Hibiki crashed her antique rifle into the saber. The saber still tried to kill Hibiki,


  but its positioning had no choice but to be redirected from the constantly shooting from Kurumi’s clones.


  They defended against both attacks and attempts at retreat. But on the other hand, it was certain that Hibiki and the clones had incurred several wounds.


  The circumstances of offense and defense were rapidly changing.


  Everyone there had temporarily forgotten about their goals.


  Transparent murderous intent clashed against sheer fighting spirit. All past ties and connections, and even the next course of action, were directed towards the girl front of their eyes.


  All to send that person flying…!


  “Taaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Hibiki roared and pointed her gun at General’s face.


  General also held her pistol and shot directly at Hibiki. In response, a Kurumi clone elbowed her from behind. But the bullet, which couldn’t be avoided, crushed Hibiki’s left eye. In return, Hibiki also injured the Queen.


  General couldn’t recover. Rather than not letting her use the bullet, the Queen’s healing technique──the Aquarius Bullet <D'li> had a field spanning recovery effect.


  At this distance, not just herself, but the injured Kurumi clones and Higoromo Hibiki would also heal. As expected, enacting such a stupid move caused her to hesitate.


  Of course, neither Hibiki or the remaining Kurumi clones could use the Fourth Bullet <Dalet>. All of these wounds, pain, and despair would remain.


  Rather than a game of endurance, this was a showdown of conviction.


  Thoroughly beat down your opponent and send them flying──until the very end, she would still stand up through sheer willpower.


  “I. Won’t. Lose!”


  Higoromo Hibiki used all of her strength in a straight right punch that exploded onto General’s face.


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Contrary to the heated battle between Higoromo Hibiki and the Queen’s clone, the final battle between Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa was one where they mobilized all of their abilities to gruesomely kill each other.


  “The Fourth Bullet <Dalet>!”


  “The Aquarius Bullet < D'li>!”


  Both took the time to heal. Constantly shifting positions to catch the other off-guard, both kept searching for an optimal shooting location.


  While running on the roof, one person pulled the trigger on the enemy flying in the sky. Either there or using a cramped alleyway or other architectural structures, their roles of attacker and defender constantly swapped.


  While doing so, they were struck by each other’s thoughts. Feelings that could be mistaken for an existence with physical mass.


  “…Why are you doing this for him?”


  “So, what’s wrong with it being for my own selfishness? Why is Sawa-san getting in the way?”


  “Getting in the way? Right. I have to kill you because you are getting in the way. I am the same, everyone besides me are hinderances.”


  “That’s──”


  “Because I was hindered upon, shouldn’t I also have the privilege of hindering you?”


  While saying that with a smile, her hair flickered a little again. Sawa didn’t seem to notice it herself, but this firmly confirmed it for Kurumi.


  “Perhaps that might be true. But you are the one who involved the Neighboring World.” …That’s right.


  She dragged the Neighboring World into their mess. She got involved the girls who were earnestly trying to live here. They haven’t done anything. And even if they did, it’s not like they deserved to be unreasonably killed.


  “I hope you haven’t forgotten what you did to Banouin Kareha?”


  “…Who?”


  In response to that, Kurumi struck Sawa’s face hard with a rather cheerful smile.


  “Pardon me. To hear you of all people saying that would make even me act emotionally. But it can’t be helped. It’s too much to make someone fall in love, destroy them, and then not be even bothered to remember that person’s name.”


  “Oh…that’s right. Lady did scheme all sorts of plans. ──But, the one who fell in love is in the wrong. After all, the cause was in the degree of what she felt.”


  “For Sawa-san, those remarks are like a drainage pipe for sewage. To kill or be killed, that’s like asking which one is better at being worse.”


  The current rebuttal was more about the White Queen’s brutality rather than about Yamauchi Sawa. Therefore, Kurumi didn’t hesitate to denounce Sawa’s words.


  Sawa rounded her eyes at Kurumi’s words, after which she (perhaps unknowingly) started to ruffle her hair.


  Once again, her color blurred.


  “…It hurts…”


  It ached. Perhaps incomprehensible to her, a mysterious pain struck her for a moment and then instantly disappeared.


  “By the way, I have one question.”


  “…What?”


  She took a deep breath. In Kurumi’s eyes, emotions that had never been seen before had emerged.


  “──Are you really the White Queen?”


  Doubt. That was what this would be called.


  “What do you mean? I am Yamauchi Sawa, the White Queen. No matter how much my appearance changes──”


  “Yes. Rather than appearance, if both Sawa-san’s past and emotions are correct, I wouldn’t hesitate to call you Sawa-san. But you being correct as Sawa-san is only in regards to the past. If you are the Sawa-san I know, no matter how much she has fallen──would never show contempt to a girl who had fallen in love.”


  “…!”


  To those remarks brimming with confidence, Sawa involuntarily pulled the trigger on her gun. As it approached, Kurumi deflected the bullet by striking back with her gun barrel.


  “I will ask you once more.”


  Applying pressure with this idea, or perhaps with an expression that could kill, Kurumi asked her question.


  “Do you really think you are Yamauchi Sawa?”


  “Stop…screwing around…”


  “It seems your head was hurting earlier, Sawa-san.”


  “Can you shut up for a bit, Kurumi-san?”


  A manner of speech that was similar to a blunt refusal. Kurumi calmly and coldly observed Yamauchi Sawa with the eyes of a hunter. Sawa probably didn’t understand it yet, but she could tell from looking at her from a third-person perspective.


  To describe this in a single word, this was separation.


  Up to now, Yamauchi Sawa and the White Queen were connected as the very same person. But originally, the two of them were different in just about everything from ideas, motives, hobbies, dislikes, and objectives.


  ──The only commonality was hating Tokisaki Kurumi.


  With that feeling alone, the two of them were accomplices that became the very same person. And, perhaps to seal that contradiction, multiple personalities were created.


  General, Lady, Executioner, Agent, Politician, and Overlord.


  By changing personalities frequently, she was constantly correcting potential contradictions. Yamauchi Sawa and the White Queen were originally existences that should never intersect.


  However, as Sawa surfaced and continued to fight Kurumi, those inconsistencies could no longer be fixed.


  Just like a personal computer continuing to let its cache memory pile up, her condition was worsening little by little.


  “You may not have noticed it, but your hair color has come back a little.”


  “…!”


  Sawa reflexively pressed down her hair. She could tell from Kurumi’s expression that this wasn’t a lie. Understanding what this meant, Sawa’s face distorted in disgust.


  “This, is.”


  “In the end, complicity is born from sharing the same goal. The current Sawa-san and the inverted me are out of alignment.”


  This was a conflict between surface level emotions and instinct. Like the hands of a clock going crazy, they would never again be in complete agreement. Once she started to slip, she would continue to suffer from this discomfort.


  Sawa was in agony / Queen was suffering, and so she quietly admitted to that fact. “…That may be the case…”


  Sooner or later, a collapse will come. Sawa’s hatred and the hatred of the inverted clone were categorically different.


  A girl who hated because of being betrayed by her favorite person, and girl who had no choice but to hate because of the manner of her existence in the first place.


  “…But, thanks to that…there are…some things I can see now.”


  “…What can you see?”


  “Reaching this point──I didn’t want to get my own hands dirty. I didn’t want to cross that final line. That’s what Kurumi-san is hoping for!”


  Together with a bloodcurdling scream, Sawa fired from her gun.


  “I despise having that leeway. That pity is annoying…!


  Hate, hate, hate, there’s no way out of it. I absolutely have to destroy this right now! I am no longer me!”


  Sawa fired from her gun while screaming like a banshee. Kurumi crouched down to dodge, and quietly left that place.


  Not even bothering to think of the consequences, Queen chased after her.


  With her eyes muddied by murderous intent and hatred, Queen lost the composure worthy of a queen.


  Taking a deep breath, Kurumi wondered if the timing was sufficient now. Should she shoot that deadly bullet now?


  Kurumi carefully guessed Yamauchi Sawa’s current state.


  It felt like she had finally reached the despair deep within the Queen. It felt like right now was a good chance. However, on the other hand, the experience Kurumi cultivated denied such sweet notions──or perhaps it was rejecting the hope she was still cling onto.


  She was just angry. She might calm down after a few seconds. This moment that seemed ready to attack might just be a state where Sawa could still exert her abilities immediately in response.


  Still, while causing Sawa to lose control to this extent was a point in Kurumi’s favor, it was still too risky to use that bullet in these circumstances.


  As expected, it would only work in that situation──


  “It would need to be like that.”


  Whether a human, beast, or Spirit, all living creatures have a moment where they are weakened.


  The route taken will be decided based on that from now on. No matter how many detours must be taken or how close to death she would be in the process.


  Tokisaki Kurumi’s judgement was correct. Sawa managed to regroup from her turmoil while chasing after Kurumi. As if to display her calmness, Sawa exercised her authority as a Dominion.


  “…!”


  Yet again, this was another place of memories. Moreover, this time the scope was quite minuscule.


  “…This is…”


  Sweet dripped. Her heart raced. She had no unpleasant memories here. This was a place filled with only good recollections. However, to all those good memories…it was entirely remade within the boundary of a certain day.


  “Sawa-san’s house…what…is Hibiki-san around the attic?”


  If Hibiki heard that, she would angrily mutter something in protest. …There were no signs of Hibiki in this home. Kurumi guessed that she was probably outside.


  In that case, she was alone here with Sawa. But──here was a little inconvenient. Simply put, Kurumi’s weapons were guns. Leaving the pistol aside, the gun barrel of the rifle was 20 cm too long to use indoors.


  In that respect, Sawa──the White Queen’s <Lucifugus> was the combination of a saber and a pistol. The saber would be a little tricky to move around, but it would still be much easier to use when compared to a rifle.


  Both the 20 cm difference and the difference in weapon categories weighed heavily on Kurumi’s mind.


  “It seems you’ve regained your composure, Sawa-san. I would imagine turning the tables through anger and cheap provocation is something that wouldn’t suit either of us.”


  “In professional soccer, there’s something called a home-field advantage. It could be any place like Tokyo, Osaka, and so on. When playing at the home location, as expected the winning percentage is different.”


  “Oh, the more I know. Did you like soccer?”


  “Yeah, not at all. I think by dad like it though.”


  “Then, what does Sawa-san intend to say with that piece of trivia?”


  “Yeah. I am…I am going to beat Kurumi-san here.”


  Clack, clack, clack, both of them halfway approached each other. The proud living room of the Yamauchi residence boasted a space of around 16 tatami mats. A long time ago, her family and a cat lived here. But now, there were only two people seething with bloodlust.


  “Like I thought, in times like this… we should do it like that. The norm for any match.” “No, no, at times like this…we should make use of this.”


  Kurumi said that as she took out a coin from her pocket. A silver dollar coin minted in the United States in 1903──more commonly known as the Morgan Dollar. With a size and weight that exceeded a 500-yen coin, it was a popular item among collectors.


  “Why do you have that?”


  “I’ve seen this in your home before. This is a pretty rare item.”


  Ah, Sawa was convinced from that explanation. Her father often traveled abroad for work reasons. That’s why her childhood was delighted with rare souvenirs every time he came back.


  However, there were some things that weren’t of interest to her. Oversea coins were one of them. Kurumi had come to her house several times──so she probably remembered it from then. “Sawa-san, are you ready?”


  “Certainly, Kurumi-san.”


  Letting out a small laugh, they smiled at each other. Both smiles were innocent like a maiden and crafty like the devil.


  Silence. Kurumi flicked her finger and the coin spun in the air with a stiff sound. Both clenched their respective Angel or Demon King.


  Both of them were foreign elements truly unsuitable for this living room filled with gentle affection and harmony.


  The bloodstained weapons in their hands felt entirely mismatched for here. “<Zafkiel>.” “<Lucifugus>.”


  And so, the final killing had commenced.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  “This is the end for me. Hibiki-san, the rest is──”


  “Yes!”


  The last clone created by Kurumi regretfully vanished. A crack opened in the antique gun in Higoromo Hibiki’s hands. Hibiki frowned as she sent Reiryoku to maintain its existence. However, as long as the owner disappeared, this antique gun would also inevitably vanish. While she could delay its disappearance by sending Reiryoku, this was just like trying to fill up a bucket with a hole in the bottom.


  Probably within three minutes, the weapon in her hands would disappear. And also.


  Hibiki turned her gaze over to General. She as still standing and breathing. However, the saber and pistol in her hands were a mere shadow of their former selves. She was severely bleeding from the head, upper right arm, and left thigh. Even more so, her left foot had a bone fracture, causing her to drag it along while walking.


  Being wounded all over──it was strange she wasn’t dead yet.


  However, she was still alive and able to fight. That ferocious gaze alone showed she had strength to spare in order to kill Hibiki.


  Hibiki was also badly injured. The heaviest wound was her crushed left eye. She couldn’t finish dodging the bullet in time. Her left little finger, which was struck by her slash, was left dangling with a single layer of skin. It may be possible to heal it with Kurumi’s Fourth Bullet <Dalet> even if it was amputated, but this was a worthless thought for Hibiki right now.


  Quasi-Spirits living in the Neighboring World lack physical bodies.


  Therefore, it was the soul sweating with irritation, despair, and fighting spirit. Breathing heavily, forget moving her arms, even walking another step caused a terrible feeling of fatigue. There should be a fever, but her body was frighteningly cold from bleeding too much in the first place.


  Only three shots left…no, she was limited to only two. After that, she had no choice but to fight unarmed.


  “We are…both…close to death…huh…”


  For the first time in a while, General opened her mouth.


  “That’s right. I’m approaching my limits too.”


  “But…our requirements are different. I…I don’t mind if I die here…you…you though…”


  Ah, for sure──with that Hibiki was convinced. Not to mention defeat, even a draw would be bad for Hibiki. When she died, Yamauchi Sawa’s goal would be accomplished.


  “…Then, I just need to win. I didn’t feel like dying in the first place…!”


  Hibiki said that as she held onto her gun with trembling hands──with all of her body’s strength, as it was being slashed.


  The blade of the saber sliced apart <Zafkiel>.


  “A-Aah…aaah…!”


  “Damn…it…!”


  Hibiki feel down to her knees with a shocked look as General’s face warped with delight from her success.


  With empty eyes, Hibiki gazed at what was approaching her.


  ──What should I do?


  Actually, the answer had already given. There was only one thing she could do. If she failed, it meant dying and incurring death without accomplishing anything.


  That’s why this needed to be done.


  (…Oh, I’m scared…)


  Scared of defeat, scared of dying, scared of not being able to meet with Kurumi-san anymore. But in the end, the scariest thing was something else,


  “Now…it’s over…!”


  After Hibiki died──she was most terrified of Tokisaki Kurumi tossing her into the number one sad memories category…!


  The saber raised overhead was aiming for Hibiki’s neck. Just before it swung down, Hibiki mustered the last ounces of her energy.


  For her first move, she shifted her leg. Scrapping her knee forward, she changed to a state where only one leg was kneeling. Preoccupied with swinging the saber, General failed to notice this move.


  For her second move, she vigorously raised both of her hands up. Rather than the blade of the saber itself, both hands aimed for the single hand holding onto the sword handle.


  “──!!”


  General’s response was to grudgingly acknowledge this as splendid. She thought that Hibiki’s attack was more focused on stealing her saber rather than defending herself from being slashed. So, she let go of the pistol she was holding onto with her other hand. Hibiki’s palm thrust aimed at her saber holding hand wasn’t damaging. However, with only one hand gripping her saber, she could lose her balance and have her weapon plundered.


  She would stop swinging down for now and move her other hand to her saber’s handle. After gripping tightly with both hands, General would resume slashing to her hearts content.


  It was a wonderfully quick response. Had she continued swinging down with only one hand, she would run the mistake of her slash being nullified from this grabble, which would thereby further complicate this battle.


  However, that was actually what Hibiki was afraid of the most.


  Against a saber held and swung down with both hands, Hibiki vigorously pushed her palm upward.


  Clash. There was a slight delay in General’s slash from the transition of one hand to two hands. It was obvious that the downward swinging side had the advantage, but that delay slightly weakened the strength transmitted to General’s saber.


  The result of the collision was a draw. Before the saber was completely swung down, it was stopped mid-air by pushing up from below.


  However, General wasn’t in a hurry. Whether Hibiki stood up from her current position or jumped at her, she could take the initiative in either option.


  She just needed to slash once more to decapitate Hibiki. That should bring about the end──


  Hibiki’s last move was neither standing up nor jumping. Hibiki’s aim was to stop General’s movements for an instant while she was fixated on decapitating her with the saber. After that brief pause, she would pick up what had just been tossed away.


  “Ah────”


  In Hibiki’s hands held <Lucifugus>. A pistol like a precise machine was firmly aimed at General. She tried to bring down her saber, but this girl already knew it was too late.


  ──Oh, this won’t make it on time.


  Hibiki shot. She firmly aimed and released the bullet containing her killing intent. The bullet, which pushed forward without fail, entered her chest and pierced through her heart, causing a fatal wound in the process.


  General, who was blown backwards from the impact, didn’t even have enough strength to swing down her saber.


  Furthermore, Hibiki showed no mercy. Since she decided to live, she couldn’t allow the person preventing that to do the same. So, she stood up and continued to pull the trigger. Five shots. Despite it being overkill, Hibiki still kept holding onto the gun, driven by anxiety and despair until she disappeared completely.


  General touched and wiped her chest with her hand, looking at the sticky blood──she smiled a little in satisfaction.


  “…Good aim.”


  There were no lies in her words of praise, but there was a strange feeling placed in her voice.


  No more, no less, she was a clone just born to imitate the Queen. However, giving praise truly brought about a strange feeling of relief.


  Hibiki likely spewed out her next words because of that.


  “I also.”


  “…?”


  “I also be joining you soon at any rate.”


  A little desperate, those words would otherwise indicate giving up. Hibiki, in front of the clone that would disappear at any second, had nothing left to lose in revealing her motives.


  “That’s not like you.”


  “What do you know about me?”


  As Hibiki faltered in what to say next, General smiled a little.


  “I understand. …I understand. But Higoromo Hibiki is the one who chose that path. The responsibility lies with you and not anyone else.”


  “That’s──”


  “Go, advance forward, and clear out a path. Aren’t you still very much alive?”


  Those words caused Hibiki to gulp. This annoying person understood her better than she knew herself. While thinking that over, Hibiki turned around.


  There was no voice left behind. There was no need to look back. Her actions could be understood through what was in her hands. Don’t give up until the very end. Picking up the <Lucifugus> that Hibiki left behind, she tried to pull the trigger


  “──Oh.”


  Realizing that she didn’t have the strength to do even that, she sighed and gave up. The clone left behind by Yamauchi Sawa. The last one disappeared just now.


  There was only one enemy left. And to that last person, Higoromo Hibiki would never be able to touch her. But that didn’t mean she could just give up.


  That’s why later she needed to move for her own sake.


  “Yeah. Let’s go, advance forward, and carve out a path!”


  Higoromo Hibiki could only do that.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  The familiar living room, a place to enjoy a moment of relaxation, had transformed into a blood splattering battlefield. It was Yamauchi Sawa who kicked the dinning table where she had eaten with her family. It was Tokisaki Kurumi who destroyed it with her gun without even giving it a second thought.


  All the warm memories were discarded as unnecessary.


  They concentrated only on destructive conduct to their opponent. Kurumi and Sawa were already like a bullet and blade confronting each other.


  <Zafkiel>’s gun pierced through the wall as if it was made of paper. <Lucifugus>’s saber howled and smashed apart all of the indoor memorable items.


  And also, both of them made full use of their abilities.


  “The First Bullet <Aleph>.” “The Taurus Sword <Shawl>.”


  Kurumi and Sawa both accelerated. Kurumi charged in the style of a ballistic barrage. Sawa advanced while thrusting the tip of the saber to her target.


  Coming and going while injuring each other, the bullets and blade respectively inflicted minor wounds. However, after mutually deciding that these wounds could be endured, both turned back to facing each other.


  ──How beautiful.


  ──How ugly.


  Both thought of the other like that. Their bloodstained Astral Dresses showed signs of damage here and there. Sweat flowed, and their faces distorted in pain.


  And yet, even so they could still move their bodies and use their weapons. This seething murderous intent lingered.


  However, Kurumi suddenly thought. Certainly, there was a time that this living room told. She played with a cute cat here, and even had dinner with the entire family.


  All of it was destroyed as just obstacles. The beautiful plate used for dinner, a large cup for drinking cocoa, the treasured silver candlestick. Everything was destroyed, scattered in the air, and now poured down like the rain.


  There was no regret or grief. There was only the thought that she had come too far. The impermanence of life, the meaningless of memories, something faint like that was shining in the reverse side of her thoughts.


  Her body moved. Kurumi deliberately backstepped into the hallway leading to the entrance


  Sawa followed in pursuit. Sawa had a wealthy home, so hallway was rather spacious──however, it was only a little wider than a normal corridor. It wasn’t built for wielding a rifle.


  Sawa closed the distance while shooting from her pistol. While avoiding being fatally injured, Kurumi also retaliated. Sure enough, in this corridor, while she could still spin herself around like a top, it was no longer possible to conduct the acrobatic shooting with her rifle.


  On the other hand, Sawa was able to thrust her saber.


  “The Taurus Sword <Shawl>!”


  As Sawa charged forward, Kurumi jumped in order to dodge. She then kicked the wall to go further up.


  A sudden chill struck Sawa. Right, there were three options to change locations in this hallway. The entrance, but that had been sealed away with the Dominion’s authority, the living room where they were fighting earlier, and finally this hallway opened to the second floor…!


  “Dodge…The Gemini Bullet <Teomim>!”


  “──I won’t let you.”


  Kurumi kicked against the wall, and then leaping from the handrailing to spin upward. She quickly aimed her rifle at Sawa, who was looking up from the first floor.


  And then, without giving her the margin to separate with the Gemini Bullet <Teomim>, Kurumi sniped with her rifle from directly above to down below. Just before Sawa could finish splitting due to Gemini Bullet <Teomim>, the bullet pierced through from her shoulder to her abdomen.


  “Ga, ah…!”


  While howling, Queen flew to the second floor. Thoughts of escaping didn’t even come to mind. Revenge for having been fallen prey to her attack──while that logic was not without any merits, there was something even more important than that.


  Leave behind every mistake here. Then, she can win against Kurumi-san.


  Pleasure and fighting spirit were like an electrical current running through her body. Defeat her, be sure to defeat her right here and now. Since this was her house, she should know where and what everything was.


  Her memories from the time she was human hadn’t faded. Her malice from the time she was human hadn’t diminished.


  That’s why it must be painful, so painful to fight here. On the second floor, there should be something there that can stop Tokisaki Kurumi’s movements.


  Devoting prayers not to God, but to herself. Please, please, so that she can do this without regrets until the very end.


  Tokisaki Kurumi remembered that Sawa’s room was on the second floor of the Yamauchi residence. The room was smaller than the living room, but it should be spacious enough to swing around a rifle at the center. Of course, there was the fear of the gunstock getting jammed when pressed into a corner.


  She tried to remember Yamauchi Sawa’s room from her distant, distant memories. However, other than its size, what she could recall was horribly vague.


  At best, there was a sturdy desk or something like that. The rest was──


  “Oh, that’s right. I was so absorbed in Maron that I could hardly focus on anything else…”


  Kurumi was greatly troubled, but by no means disheartened by the reality discovered by entering there.


  That said, there shouldn’t be any obstacles in fighting here. Kurumi entered Sawa’s room and nimbly landed on the center.


  Ah, how nostalgic. They used to hang out in the living room, but Sawa’s room was the place she was most familiar with in this house.


  The memories came back just by looking at the cushions, bed, small table, and plushies. This room was like a condensation of those soft and gentle days with the girl called Yamauchi Sawa.


  Her chest was hurting. No joke, it was really aching. Both Yamauchi Sawa and Tokisaki Kurumi lived innocently when spending time here.


  The days where she didn’t perceive any malice, fighting spirit, despair, murderous intent, and aspirations at all.


  With that in mind, it was quite the overwhelming regret tormenting her──but on the other hand, Kurumi, who had just stomped on the small table in the center of the room, should only be thinking about where and how Sawa would launch her next attack.


  Her survival instinct and fighting spirit, both let out a warning signal that told her, “Focus on the battle in front of you rather than be distracted by such a thing. Otherwise, you’ll die. So, place your regrets in the corner of your mind.”


  …Kurumi’s thoughts were essentially correct. Currently, she couldn’t afford to think of


  anything extraneous. However, only at this moment was her regrets also correct.


  If she completely forgot her regrets, then she would be leaving behind her own sins while opposing that very regret right in front of her eyes.


  “The Cancer Sword <Sartan>.”


  Hearing that voice and the faint clicking sound from <Lucifugus>, Kurumi followed her intuition and shot the First Bullet <Aleph> at herself.


  The walls of the room strongly shined for a moment.


  Realizing that it was a sideways slash attack, Kurumi naturally jumped backwards to avoid its trajectory.


  She pressed her body against the opposite wall. The slash passed through right in front of her eyes. Curiously, the walls haven’t been destroyed. If she had to guess, this was likely some sort of sword technique.


  However, at the next moment, she realized her prediction was off the mark. The reason for Kurumi taking that action was an unexpected good stroke of luck. The slash didn’t destroy the walls, but rather whatever inside the room was destroyed.


  A small cat doll tumbled down. Kurumi had bought it as a souvenir and given it to Sawa. Almost unconsciously, Kurumi leaned forward in an attempt to pick it up.


  Another slash attack──moreover, it was coming from the opposite wall she had been leaning against. Kurumi, who was about to bend down, immediately laid down on the floor. The slash passed through and collided with the forward slash she had just avoided beforehand.


  “Wha…”


  Impossible. Shooting slashes from the walls on opposite sides of the room almost simultaneously was impossible unless time was stopped. No, this was different. Her <Lucifugus> had techniques to control space.


  Then this current slash was──


  Kurumi moved to the center of the room again while thinking. If she was at a corner, it would be difficult to prevent a slash that could phase through the wall.


  But even with that said, Kurumi found it difficult to leave this room. There was only one door to this room. If she moved to here, Sawa would notice it and shoot a slash from the hallway and towards the door.


  This was reminiscent of the bullet the White Queen once shot to scrape away space. Cancer Sword <Sartan> should be consider a sword with similar special characteristics.


  Like a crab──two pincer slashes──with timing almost the same. No, not almost, it was entirely the same.


  The table she was on made a loud noise. At same time she jumped, Kurumi twisted her body to leave that spot.


  Sure enough, it was as Kurumi had expected. At the same time the slash occurred from directly under the table, it collided with a similar slash that appeared from the ceiling. It would have definitely been a direct hit if she had tried dodging the first one just by going upward.


  “But I was able to read it…!”


  Sawa’s unleashed Cancer Sword <Sartan> was the ability to pierce and pincer apart space. At the same time as the first blow is released, the same slash is copied, causing the target to be sandwiched in both directions.


  Including its power to permeate through space, this could be best described as a sword technique meant for surprise attacks.


  After all, Sawa only needed to release a slash. Just from that, another slash would spontaneously appear to pincer-attack the target.


  “But this sword technique is only good for a sneak attack. It was a mistake to use it twice.”


  Kurumi was convinced. As long as the principle behind it was seen through, she just had to pay attention to where the first slash was coming from. Because it was a pincer-attack on her, it wasn’t necessary to even look for where the second slash would occur.


  She would confirm her theory with the next blow. At the same time, she would shoot <Zafkiel> at the source. Kurumi decided on that and waited patiently for the next attack.


  Sure enough, the third attack drew a diagonal trajectory, swopping down from the right ceiling corner of the room. Then, the same slash also appeared from the opposite direction.


  At the same time as dodging, she pointed both her long and short guns in the direction where the slash had first appeared.


  She fired. Six immediate shots──there was a response. She was confident that an injury had been dealt. Kurumi thought that it was finally time to escape from this room.


  “…Ah.”


  She couldn’t move.


  With the sturdy desk destroyed by the last slash, the photo frame that was there had risen up softly.


  A snapshot of Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa. Only from a time when this blood - covered space wouldn’t be a familiar scene. Back when she was surrounded by that innocent happiness. The person that Tokisaki had parted ways with: Yamauchi Sawa was a person that had been snatched away from her.


  The regret, which should have been trapped in the corner of her mind, resurfaced like the surging waves.


  For two seconds, Kurumi was frozen. If this was a direct battle against an opponent, Kurumi might have chosen to fight rather than freeze.


  However, she was currently the only one in this room. And after avoiding three separate slashes, Kurumi was caught off guard after managing a counterattack.


  She tried to shoot that bullet, one of her trump cards, at herself. But she noticed there wouldn’t be enough time. If asking for the reason why, it was because Sawa had already shoot her bullet.


  One second to move into place, one second to load, one second to fire the shot.


  “──The Sagittarius Sword <Keshet>.”


  This was sword, but also a bullet. A bullet, but also a sword. With tremendous speed exceeding Mach 10, the White Queen’s single trump card had the destructive power to hollow out this entire area.


  She hadn’t used it so far because none of the previous scenarios had been appropriate enough.


  It would have been noticed if they were directly facing each other.


  Countermeasures could be taken before it was released. And once used, it could never be deployed again.


  ──But now, all the circumstances had been optimized.


  Kurumi was caught off guard. Kurumi had lost sight of Sawa. Kurumi was blankly looking up. Kurumi had missed the timing to use <Zafkiel>. Because of the ceiling, Kurumi was too late in understanding what Sawa was trying to do.


  Everything had provided a tailwind for the White Queen.


  With her controlling space, the Sagittarius Sword <Keshet> carried her desire for destruction.


  It was a no-questions blow that flew in a straight line and left behind nothing in its wake.


  Kurumi couldn’t resist. There was no technique she could use to resist. Kurumi had no technique that was faster than this blow.


  “Be firm, me!”


  That line didn’t come from Kurumi. It was issued by a Kurumi clone. After saying those words, there was a Kurumi that had slipped out from the shadows. Who was the one who came up with the idea that it would be better to hide in the shadows? Was it the main body in this Neighboring World or was it the clone?


  She remembered her appearance. She was a beautiful woman who mimicked Kurumi’s appearance from 10 years in the future.


  And she took the only possible option in this situation.


  “Ah────”


  Protect her.


  Protect the Kurumi who served as the main body in this Neighboring World. She reached out her hands and tried to catch the light.


  (Stop…stop…!)


  The intense light struck before she could even speak. But even so, it would never reach her. Sliced through and skewered, absolutely every part of her corpse had melted away. But she served as a shield. The clone that dispersed into Reiryoku only had an energy body made of Reiryoku. Even so, she staked it all for the sake of this gamble──as an energy body she would collide against this and disappear.


  Kurumi’s mouth, which had tried to tell her to stop, immediately closed itself.


  Her dedication, she couldn’t waste her prompt decision.


  Of course, for such a fragile shield──the protection of the clone lasted for less than a second.


  However, in that moment, Kurumi shot a bullet at herself.


  “──The Eleventh Bullet <Yud Aleph>.”


  Enormous Reiryoku, enormous killing intent, enormous destructive energy.


  Yamauchi Sawa, or rather the White Queen, looked from the ground with the satisfaction that, let alone the ceiling, the entire house had been blown away.


  And at the same time, she deeply grieved having to kill Tokisaki Kurumi. She killed her best friend. Oh, my goodness, how sorrowful, how revolting, how unpleasant, how despairful.


  Yamauchi Sawa (White Queen), or perhaps the White Queen (Yamauchi Sawa), calmly accepted that terrifying duality.


  There was a chance. She was caught off guard. So, she killed her.


  She loved her. She trusted her. So, she killed her.


  She won the game that used her own life as a gambling chip. For that reason, she burned down her own house to ashes. For that reason, she wagered everything on the presumption that Tokisaki Kurumi was still thinking about Yamauchi Sawa.


  The photo on the sturdy desk destroyed by the Cancer Sword <Sartan> would certainly catch Tokisaki Kurumi’s eye.


  And so, now that the enormous amount of energy had disappeared, she turned to look at a space where nothing remained────


  “────What?”


  This time it was Yamauchi Sawa caught off guard. She was so surprised that her consciousness was interrupted. She was so surprised that her movements came to a halt. A space of nothing, a space that should have lost everything, a single person lightly emerged from the spherical space hollowed out by the Sagittarius Sword <Keshet>.


  Impossible, that girl was standing.


  Being pointed by the gun───her thought process started up.


  The trigger was pulled───her thoughts determined a course of action.


  The bullet was fired───move her legs to avoid it.


  The bullet was approaching───what floated in the air became resentment. Even though she took a step back, thinking up something to cushion this blow was necessary.


  The bullet pierced into her───still there was no problem if it was just one bullet. Even if it’s the Seventh Bullet <Zayin>, it wouldn’t have enough destructive power to kill her.


  That expectation was correct. Yamauchi didn’t know this, but Tokisaki Kurumi couldn’t bring down a certain Spirit even when using the Seventh Bullet <Zayin>.


  And most of all, her existence as a clone also played an important role. Tokisaki Kurumi was alone, so no matter what she did, Queen could breathe easy. Take a deep breath, she had no means to take her down in a single beat.


  The relief of that thought was rejected by an instinct deep within Sawa.


  ──Then why is Kurumi-san still alive?


  She considered it while receiving the bullet. Yes, that’s strange. It was unlikely for her to be alive. Whether through fortune or sacrifice, she had no explanation to live from that blow. The Fourth Bullet <Dalet> wouldn’t make it in time. Moreover, that was a blow meant to instantaneously kill her.


  ──In an instant, she immediately noticed.


  Innumerable knowledge and information were connected in her mind like an inner network.


  The abilities of <Zafkiel> that the White Queen made the other Tokisaki Kurumi spew out.


  Acceleration (1st), deacceleration (2nd), aging (3rd), regression (4th), future vision (5th), connecting to the past (6th), time suspension (7th), summoning the past (8th), ignoring time (9th), memory reading (10th), and 11th and 12th which govern time jumps.


  However, time leaps were a sealed bullet. In the first place, the concept of chronological order was not constant in this Neighboring World. A Quasi-Spirit who realized she died twenty years ago could have arrived here five years ago, and a Quasi-Spirit who got lost here a year ago could have visited from ten years ago.


  Therefore, there was no point in using 11 and 12. And most importantly, there was no advantage gained by using those bullets. Even if she wanted to go back in time to kill the White Queen, the compass itself pointing to the direction of the past was uncertain.


  ──However. But. Yet.


  The Fifth Region Gevurah. The barren land of flames and illusions that was filled with dungeons, skills, and swirling Reiryoku. It was the ultimate ordeal region where it was feasible to modify one’s Unsigned Angel.


  It was feasible to modify.


  Did she do it?


  In this Neighboring World, to the artistic beauty that is <Zafkiel>, did she entrust it to her desires and defile it?


  Oh──


  By looking forward, she understood it immediately. The beautiful clock piece that was <Zafkiel>. 6 had been damaged for some time now, but looking closely, 11 and 12 were also damaged…no, it had changed for the worse. Instead of a beautiful superiority, it had completely changed into a flirtatious and depraved-like font.


  And on that clock dial, 12 was shining brightly.


  What was this bullet? There was no doubt it had something to do with time, but the question lies in whether it was for stopping or killing the opponent. Even if it was for stopping, she was fine. She can win. She can definitely win. Endure this bullet and devise countermeasures to reverse this situation. Endure, endure Yamauchi Sawa.


  “I / I /I’m not going to let it end…in a place like this…!”


  To that scream, Tokisaki Kurumi nodded in agreement and whispered.


  “Yes, it won’t end. This Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet> is the origin bullet. It’s a bullet I kneaded to overthrow you.”


  And so, the bullet twisted into Sawa’s chest.


  There was no pain. Her condition didn’t worsen. Time didn’t accelerate or deaccelerate, nor did it appear to have stopped.


  Only──


  “Huh?”


  Falling down. She was falling. No, she wasn’t falling from the sky. Her body and vision hadn’t changed, and the White Queen’s body was still there.


  It was her consciousness that had fallen. Feeling like being dragged into the deep sea, Yamauchi Sawa perceived a fear she hadn’t felt in a long time.


  The fear of falling, the fear of being thrown into a realm where she didn’t exist.


  That was the last emotion Yamauchi Sawa perceived in the First Region Keter.


  


  


  Farewell My Friend


  


  She landed.


  It seemed like she was falling into a bottomless abyss, but it ended faster than she thought.


  However, Sawa glanced around.


  She understood very quickly that this place was not the First Region Keter. In this dark space, there was a solid glass floor along with a pure white round table and two matching chairs.


  “Did I keep you waiting?”


  “…I wasn’t waiting…but…where, is this place?”


  Sawa said with a confused expression.


  “Before that, I didn't bring <Zafkiel> with me. And you don't have <Lucifugus> here either.”


  “…Wow, that’s true.”


  She looked at her palm.


  There was no <Lucifugus>. Not having a weapon made her feel insecure, but what was most unsettling was the state of this place.


  “Uhm…so what now?”


  “Regarding that, are you asking about how can I kill you? Or how can I win? Is that also your question?”


  “That’s it for sure.”


  Sawa said the reason she came all the way here for.


  “────That’s possible of course.”


  Kurumi said that and then giggled. That smile contained confidence. Sawa realized that she somehow wouldn’t be able to fight.


  She sat down on the chair. On the other side of the table was Tokisaki Kurumi.


  “So, how can I win?”


  “Before that, I'll explain to you how this bullet came to be.”


  Between Kurumi and Sawa, a teapot suddenly appeared. Kurumi stood up, and elegantly poured the black tea from the teapot into the cups.


  “Two spoons of sugar, one spoon of milk. …Is that okay?”


  “Yeah, that’s fine. My taste buds haven't changed much either.”


  Sawa bitterly smiled as Kurumi asked that question. A soothing atmosphere, a gentle sensation, and a peaceful tea party.


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  Sawa did not hesitate to bring the tea cup to her mouth. She never doubted whether she was poisoned or not.


  “Ah, it's delicious.”


  “Yes, you like Assam tea, correct? I tried my best, but I don't know if I can reproduce the taste properly.”


  “Yeah. Maybe it tasted like this.”


  "Really?” “That’s right.”


  Both of them smiled at each other.


  And so, Kurumi said softly.


  “The bullet that hit you was the Twelve Bullet <Yud Bet>. Its power was synthesized from the Seventh Bullet <Zayin>, the Ninth Bullet <Tet> and the Tenth Bullet <Yud>.”


  “…A synthesis of those three, stopping time (7th), disregarding time (9th), and reading


  memories (10th) …”


  ──So that’s what it was, Sawa mused.


  “This place is like a mental world. A place where time stops, and our memories are shared…there’s the impression of something like that.”


  “…Sawa-san’s insight is a little scary.”


  Kurumi’s expression stiffened from a little smile. Even though she wanted her to understand the power of the bullet, anyone would feel like they’re in a bind from an instantaneous reply


  “How awful.”


  Sawa──like usual with the face of the White Queen, pouted her cheeks as if her mood had spoiled a little.


  “Anyway, Sawa-san’s guess is correct. This is my mental world, and also Sawa-san’s mental world.”


  “In that case, as expected we don't have to kill each other?”


  “No, we can't kill each other. If I get killed, Sawa-san will die too. This world will remain like this. It will become an eternal prison where you can’t escape.”


  Sawa turned silent over those words.


  Sawa believed that this wasn’t a lie. Kurumi having conquered up a lie was something she didn’t need to humor in the slightest.


  At this moment, these circumstances already told how much danger she was in. As a result of that, Tokisaki Kurumi knew she didn’t even need to lie.


  “In that case, I dare say you have a means to either kill me or die yourself?”


  “I can’t say that would be a victory.”


  “…Do you think I want to win?”


  Kurumi faintly furrowed her brow at those words. Indeed, if she was really, really…determined to devote her revenge on Tokisaki Kurumi, then that could also be one


  course action to be taken.


  Sawa frowned, feeling her surroundings shake a little.


  “I’m prepared for that. Even if you take that risk, I’m──”


  “Kurumi-san is?”


  “…No, let’s continue talking. About the rules of the Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet>.”


  As if flowing, as if singing, Kurumi once again eloquently explained the rules of this bullet.


  “The heart is the crux of this battle. If my heart is broken, my inner world will collapse. The me in reality will become a mindless doll, and you will make a triumphant return as the winner. Did you feel my background shake just now?”


  “The turmoil of the heart, that’s what it appears to be. Yeah, I understand. Then, I have one question.”


  “Yes, ask away.”


  “──What is the victory condition for Kurumi-san? To kill me?”


  “No. I have only one victory condition. It is to established a separation between Yamauchi Sawa and the White Queen.”


  These words shook Sawa’s world this time.


  “…You can’t.”


  “No, I can. Yamauchi Sawa and the White Queen joined together as accomplices. However, those thoughts and feelings haven’t all completely merged.”


  ──That’s right. Yamauchi Sawa was an ordinary girl that could have been found anywhere. The White Queen was an isolated inverted clone that could be found nowhere else.


  The only thing connecting the two was their shared desire to take revenge on Tokisaki Kurumi,


  “So that’s why I judge it to be possible.”


  “…Do you want to believe in Yamauchi Sawa?”


  “Yes. I believe in Sawa-san.”


  “Do you really think you can trust me?”


  Already, Yamauchi Sawa understood the rules of this world. Agitate and persuade, the one with a broken heart will be defeated.


  A final battle without a single gun, bullet, saber, and blade.


  ──No, this was more than a fight.


  “Now then Sawa-san, let’s start our last date.”


  It should be called a date (fight).


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  “I didn’t think the day would come where we could calmly talk like this.”


  “It can’t be helped because we were trying to kill each other just a while ago. Besides Sawa - san’s face no longer being Sawa-san, it seems like we’ve gone back to the old days.”


  “Do you want to go back?”


  “That’s a difficult question. There are certainly times when I want to go back. But as a clone, I would disappear if I return. But still, the main body and her thoughts haven’t particularly changed so much. Although that reply only works with the assumption that I am the main body. So, I’m about halfway in wanting to go back, I suppose.”


  “What about the remaining half?”


  “We have sins. Don’t you think it’s too shameless to deny those sins?”


  “That’s true. ──Was killing me a sin?”


  Which one of them let out a small gasp?


  “Yes, of course it is a sin. Moreover, it’s not just the death of Sawa-san. I am also responsible for the sins that Sawa-san committed.”


  “──Don’t ridicule me.”


  Rather than being upset, it was Sawa’s anger that had shaken this world.


  “Selfishly killing, and then selfishly feeling the need to take responsibility. How absurd.”


  “Then, Sawa-san’s sin belongs to Sawa-san? If I didn’t kill Sawa-san, would you have still crushed those Quasi-Spirits under your foot?”


  Their world had to be unwavering to each other. Sin was sin, punishment was punishment, atonement was atonement. And responsibility was responsibility.


  “That’s a hindsight-based opinion, Kurumi-san. I chose to kill. I abandoned morals and took to emotions and survival. I despise letting Kurumi-san shoulder that burden.”


  Emotions were revenge. Survival was desire.


  “…That’s true.”


  “It just like that, Kurumi-san.”


  “Then, for argument’s sake, are you intending on repeating this even after I die? Once revenge concludes, Sawa-san’s purpose will be lost.”


  “──────”


  Silence. Sawa’s world slightly swayed.


  “There is a goal.”


  “Sawa-san’s goal is to survive?”


  “Welcome the king, and destroy this world.”


  “That’s the course you say you want to take. But after destroying this world, will you give up on survival?”


  “…Maybe. It doesn’t matter what happens after Kurumi-san dies.”


  It was simple to denounce this as irresponsible.


  However, Yamauchi Sawa was not responsible for this world. Even with the great responsibility that comes with great power, she was not a hero. She decided not to take that path.


  “Is that really the Yamauchi Sawa’s will?”


  “…It is.”


  With Sawa’s world shaking behind her, Kurumi could tell that was a lie.


  “Sawa-san. You──are you sure that you don’t want to stop?”


  “No way. On what basis did you form that opinion?”


  “You were once so kind.”


  “Is that all?”


  “You love people, school, parents, cats, and the world. I don’t think you would choose to destroy this world.”


  “That would be the Yamauchi Sawa in the olden days.”


  “Between now and the past, people don’t always change drastically. The one thing I can believe is that Sawa-san only hates me.”


  “──────”


  Silence. The world trembled again.


  “That’s why I’m trying to persuade you. You mustn’t destroy the world.”


  “This is starting to resemble a lecture on morals. Don’t kill people. Why? Let me ask you that.”


  “Morals aren’t something to be made lightly, since it would be sad to kill a person.”


  “Some people aren’t sad though.”


  “You will be sad. I don’t care about others.”


  “…I agree. It might be sad.”


  “That’s a difference from the White Queen.”


  At that moment, Sawa’s eyes narrowed. Seeing this, Kurumi realized.


  ──It felt like she made a mistake just now.


  But what did she say that was the mistake? The White Queen and Yamauchi Sawa were different. That should be obvious for Kurumi.


  It was obvious, but there was doubt.


  Such a warning echoed within Kurumi before disappearing.


  “Hey, Kurumi-san. Even the White Queen makes for no difference. When inverted, or better yet because of being inverted, did you honestly think there would be compassion in my heart? That’s so unlike Kurumi-san”


  “I have some degree of mercy, right?”


  Having been criticized, Kurumi counterargued.


  “None whatsoever. After all, how will this story end? While carrying both the weight of this world and him.”


  “That’s──”


  To that, which one would be correct?


  Tokisaki Kurumi’s world wavered, shaking rather remarkably and violently.


  “Kurumi-san is the type of person to choose him over the world. Even if the world is destroyed, the life of the person you like is prioritized. I am the same. Even if the world is destroyed, my goal is prioritized. See, is there much of difference?”


  “──────”


  Silence. She tried to argue, but no words would come out.


  “That’s why I prioritized my purpose. It’s fine if this world is destroyed. And I don’t mind if you perish.”


  Sawa stood up.


  “Where are you going? We aren’t done chatting yet──”


  “Let’s continue. But I don’t like such a murky place. Let’s change the location.”


  Sawa lightly waved her arm and choose a battlefield in her favor. The hallways of Kyoou Girls Academy. Kurumi was surprised to see even the students coming and going be successfully replicated.


  The student’s faces were truly faintly detailed.


  “Now, Kurumi-san. Let’s walk. Just like how it used to be.”


  Sawa said that as she started walking. Kurumi hurried up to nestle side-by-side to her. This was a scene that once existed and could never again be regained.


  Even if the memories no longer remained, the body remembered this.


  “So, Kurumi-san, you are a clone, right?”


  “…I see you’re trying to stab at where it hurts. Although that is correct.”


  “Right now, there is no reason to say the main body is real and the clone is fake. Even if it has been whittled down to a single point of past coordinates, Tokisaki Kurumi-san is still the same Tokisaki Kurumi-san.”


  “Thank you for that…?”


  Despite being confused, Kurumi still gave her thanks.


  “But you can say this too. Because Tokisaki Kurumi exists in the real world, you don’t need to be here.”


  “I imagine that’s useful as long as your plan is to collapse the Neighboring World.”


  Then, Sawa replied──informing her as if poking fun at her surprise.


  “In that case, after defeating you, I can die too.”


  “…Huh?”


  The world violently shook.


  “I’ll say it again. For me, if it means killing Kurumi-san once, then that’s enough. I’m satisfied. I don’t care about the world. If I am able to kill you, then it will be over.”


  “It shouldn’t be like that…!”


  “──Certainly, I was doing various things. Invoking King ■■■■ to the Neighboring World, bundling all the energies making up Empties and Quasi-Spirits under the King to alter the real


  world. But even if I can rewind time, it should be impossible to tamper with the world that I lived in.”


  “Trampling Coronation──”


  “Yeah. But if Kurumi-san dies here. Can’t I toss that all away? Of course, if the Dominions seek my life, it’ll be fine to fulfill that request.”


  If she died, everything will be resolved.


  “──What will you do?”


  “Let…”


  Considering what she wanted, Kurumi stopped her words at just the last moment. Perhaps if she had said that word in this occasion, Kurumi’s heart would perhaps break.


  Kurumi dies and Sawa wins. Of course, if she kept her promise, Yamauchi Sawa would also choose her death soon afterwards.


  And Kurumi didn’t think Yamauchi Sawa was lying. She was likely thinking that she could truly die.


  However──


  “Those words certainly do ring true.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “But. Things won’t necessarily go as plan after I die. If Sawa-san choses to live on a whim, then it’ll all be over.”


  “I will keep my promise.”


  “Unlike me?”


  Sawa bitterly smiled at the humorous joke.


  “…Kurumi-san, it’s not that I didn’t keep my promise.”


  “Sawa-san aside, my unreasonableness can pile up like a mountain…”


  ──I haven’t met the person I want to meet.


  ──I haven’t told my friend that I don’t want to bid farewell.


  It might be unreasonable to call this unreasonable, but she couldn’t turn her killing intent towards the enemy right in front of her eyes that needed to be defeated.


  The noise from the crowd made her feel strangely calm. As expected, dying was out of the question.


  “To that suggestion made earlier, I’ll have to refuse after all. There is still something I want to see while alive.”


  “A person perchance?”


  “That’s more or less half…no, that’s 80% of the reason. The remaining 20% is you, Sawa-


  san.”


  “…Please don’t say that you want to save me, Kurumi-san.”


  “I won’t say that. Just like how you aren’t able to save me either.”


  The noise in this hallway continued even after break time was over. There was no bell echoing.


  The two walked to the end of the corridor. While it was unclear which one of them took the lead, both went up the stairs to the rooftop and opened a heavy iron door.


  “Oh my.”


  A refreshing breeze softly blew. There was no fence that should be here to prevent people from jumping down.


  “The view is better without that there.”


  “I can’t argue about that.”


  The blue sky that continued to everywhere, and the maddening huge cumulonimbus. It was beautiful. Kurumi thought it was irresistibly beautiful.


  “Now, are you sure you want to continue?” “Of course.”


  With that said, Kurumi and Sawa sat on the bench.


  “Sawa-san. I’ve been skeptical for a long time…no, this doubt is to the extent from the long


  interactions with her, so this only a guess.”


  “Yes. What is it?”


  “Is the personality of the inverted clone really nonexistent?”


  ──She was wondering whether or not to say this.


  From beforehand, there was a little unease, but that turned into conviction from the previous question and answers. It may have been said unintentionally. When confronting her with the words, “There were differences from the White Queen”, Sawa had a troubled look while trying not to express overt discomfort or sadness.


  From that, it was likely she wanted there were be differences.


  “The multiple personalities manipulated by Sawa-san were constructed by Sawa-san. The inverted clone is now gone besides the appearance left behind and the power of <Lucifugus>. …Is that correct?”


  “…That’s right. I’ve been Yamauchi Sawa ever since I fell here. The only difference is in


  appearance and powers. Because you see, in reality I am…”


  Because she was only a lump of flames.


  From Yamauchi Sawa’s heart, her physical information was fatally missing.


  “That’s why I wonder just how to describe this. I am Yamauchi Sawa, but only just the heart. Only just the mind. Only just the memories of the past. Humans are unexpectedly pulled by the body.”


  “By the body…?”


  “My dad was a diligent and kind person who always laughed. But whenever he entered a car, he got a little angry. He clicked his tongue quite a bit, and always tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in irritation.”


  While thinking that scenario play out, Kurumi nodded in agreement.


  “Isn’t there a science fiction story where the personality of a person changes after acquiring a mechanical body. It’s the same as that. For humans, their soul will change in accordance to the vessel called the body.”


  “Then, the heart of the inverted clone is──”


  “Not sure. I don’t know if it’s from satisfaction of the contract exchanged. Or perhaps maintaining a personality is too much of a daunting task. It’s unexpectedly hard to just keep hating.”


  “That’s true.”


  Kurumi earnestly emphasized with that feeling. For instance──although this was an impossible assumption.


  If the woman who twisted Tokisaki Kurumi’s fate was begging for forgiveness. Even with no matter how much denunciation is dealt, it would take accepting everything. And if the suitable punishment for her sin was executed.


  Her hatred may have ceased.


  However, such an assumption seemed quite improbable. Kurumi continued to chase after her secret maneuvers.


  A sense of mission besides hatred.


  Atonement for the crimes committed while being deceived.


  Without them, Tokisaki Kurumi might have bent the knee someday. Or perhaps she would have forgotten everything and choose to live peacefully.


  However, that was merely a pointless assumption.


  And the same applied for Yamauchi Sawa.


  “Sawa-san. Don’t you hate me?”


  “I must have hated you. Yeah, I should hate you. I said it over and over again. I’m not evil, the evil one is Kurumi-san. I despise Kurumi-san who is evil, so that’s all there is to it. The evil one is Kurumi-san!”


  Sawa suddenly looked to the sky and yelled that out loud.


  Kurumi was able to understand. She didn’t really have to think about what had just been said, but rather she knew from considering her own circumstances.


  It couldn’t be avoided. Even if she tried to convince herself otherwise, it was honestly unavoidable.


  I did something terrible.


  I did something that wasn’t permitted.


  And I would still do that.


  I’ve done horrible things that should not be forgiven.


  But no punishment will be given regardless of the crime.


  Yet, there was something grating within myself.


  Everyone possesses this. Everyone despises this. If it’s too strong, there will be an attempt to ignore it. If it’s too weak, it won’t be confronted.


  People call this a conscience.


  “Nah, I don’t think so myself. Or rather, I can’t think of it anymore.”


  Both their worlds began to shake. Kurumi could understand that Sawa was talking about her true intentions.


  “I was going to encounter you, strike you down with my grudge, and pin the blame of my sins on Kurumi-san with the intention to kill. All I could do was hold onto that grudge. So maybe I,


  only──just wanted to meet with Kurumi-san.” “Please stop. My heart is about to break.”


  Kurumi covered her face with both hands. For Yamauchi Sawa, those were words that spoke her true feelings.


  After all, just as Sawa had said, it took a huge amount of energy, and above all a cause to continue hating. She couldn’t forgive. She mustn’t forgive.


  “I’m about to break too.”


  Sawa bitterly smiled.


  The calm air remained the same from that time. And yet, there clothes and appearance showed that the past was hopeless too far to reach.


  “Hey, Kurumi-san. Forget about the previous proposal. How about this?”


  Sawa spoke in a forward tone.


  “──Why don’t we die together?”


  A long silence, Kurumi’s heart was shaking. Sin, punishment, and atonement, those words came to mind and soon disappeared.


  The friend who had completely changed was right in front of her eyes. And from her perspective, there was Tokisaki Kurumi who had also changed.


  “That’s a bit…”


  Kurumi said the words she barely avoided speaking earlier.


  “Let me think about it for a bit.”


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  And then, Sawa and Kurumi somehow kept their distance. Sawa remained on the rooftop while Kurumi decided to go to the classroom.


  She could tell that her heart was about to break. Resignation rather than surrender. Not despair, but instead something that was closer to hope.


  Even so, she came here with the determined resolve to meet that person.


  That’s why she came.


  But when arriving here, she thought it wouldn’t be bad to have a double suicide with Yamauchi Sawa.


  After all, she was always suffering. She was turned into a monster for no apparent reason. She was killed by her friend for no apparent reason. Deprived of her face, deprived of her past, she was alone all this time.


  What she had done was an evil that absolutely shouldn’t be forgiven.


  She had crushed as many Quasi-Spirits as there were stars in the sky.


  When you die, that’s when the story ends. Punishment and redemption, all of it would come to an end.


  It was very lonely to die alone. Tokisaki Kurumi understood that well. When she was cast into that shadow, it felt like her chest was tightening.


  With two people, it may not be as lonely.


  The White Queen would die. The Neighboring World will survive. It was an ideal ending.


  “I don’t want to meet that person.”


  She told a lie.


  “I don’t even remember his name. Even the face is blurry.”


  She told another lie.


  “I think it’s too obstinate to still be in love.”


  This contained part of her real intentions. Even for herself, she was a little too persistent. “In the first place, this first love is not fruitful.”


  She preached common sense to herself.


  “And, and, and even──if I’m not there, there is already a Tokisaki Kurumi for that person.”


  Fight, fight, keep fighting. He proudly stood up despite engulfed with injuries from everything around him.


  And to the sins left behind, he came together with an invitation to obtain forgiveness.


  If there was only one Tokisaki Kurumi, Kurumi thought that she might not have lent her ear to such a voice.


  However, me was not alone. At least in the real world, Tokisaki Kurumi was not uncommon.


  Certainly, that was the case for that person as well. A girl who he spent only a day, no half a day at best, wouldn’t be remembered by him.


  …Still, if her appearance was different, she might have been remembered.


  However, she was only a clone of Tokisaki Kurumi. Nothing more than only one of the commonplace Tokisaki Kurumi.


  Even if they met again, she as an individual that wouldn’t be identified.


  Being forgotten, not being able to understand who she was, she reckoned whichever one would be a painful conclusion.


  Then.


  In that case. Even if means ending things here, this might be better. Kurumi headed to the rooftop again, vaguely making one request to Sawa. “Can you recreate our town?”


  She smiled and said, “Of course”. Kurumi and Sawa’s homes, Kurumi and Sawa’s school, Kurumi and Sawa’s school route, all of it was resurrected.


  An uninhabited home, school, and town.


  Kurumi, who separated from Sawa again, leisurely walked around the town.


  Everything that Tokisaki Kurumi lost was here. It was an irreplaceable and precious memory.


  She decided to return home. After leaving behind her little hesitation, she opened the door to the home.


  “Welcome home, Kurumi.” “Welcome back, Kurumi.”


  “I’m home. Father, mother.”


  She looked at the illusion.


  Her kind father and mother, two people whom she could never meet again. It was sorrowful. It was painful. So much so, since this was a life lived well here.


  Enduring the tears that were about to start, she went inside the home. There was no rest during the days of fighting. That was to be expect, but this comprehension was truly grasped when returning to home like this.


  People where creatures that sought a place to return. No matter how poor or broken it was, just having a place to call home was enough to give a slight sense of relief.


  Especially if a loved one was there.


  Yamauchi Sawa, who had become the Dominion of the First Region Keter, was able to revive her parents as illusions. At the very least, she would need to ask how this was done.


  Should she accept this as lifeless, or should she accept this with joy?


  …Which one was it? Her chest was aching from the nostalgia. This was a complex emotion


  that was neither pain, sorrow, nor joy.


  She wanted this to continue for forever. Lying on this bed, feeling at ease──welcoming a new morning without any fear.


  ──Ah, but.


  That person was not here. She wasn’t here either.


  That child will probably cry. No, she might get angry over how untactful this was. With her sharp intuition, she might even be indignant over Tokisaki Kurumi making a choice that wasn’t like her.


  This journey that she’s traveled.


  It was difficult, bloody, and filled with various painful emotions.


  Still, if asked whether or not she had fun──she would say it was entertaining.


  Worthless quarrels, worthless fights, worthlessly saying that this was Tokisaki Kurumi’s dream.


  Within her chest, there was a flame that would never subside no matter how much water was poured.


  If she took a look back.


  Nostalgic recollections, nostalgic memories, they were lost for Tokisaki Kurumi──and it was something that should never be regained.


  “That’s right. It was always like that.”


  She didn’t lose this. She made the choice to discard it.


  She acknowledged she was ignorant. She recognized she had been deceived. But still.


  That was her choice, and it was the consensus shared with the me who chose revenge and atonement.


  While thinking that no one would recognize that, she lamented that sadly no one would understand her.


  …The person who appeared to her. No, he didn’t recognize that either. Come hell or high


  water, she was always too wary.


  But if he knew Kurumi’s past, knew Kurumi’s feelings, he wouldn’t pull back in disgust, and instead confront it head-on. If it was that person, she was certain about that.


  Just a little, her strength revived.


  Throughout the bitter, painful hardships, what was the reason she struggled even after being killed as unnecessary?


  An important hope. A prayer that couldn’t be thrown away.


  ──I hope we can meet again someday.


  That was it. No matter how many different Tokisaki there were, or even if it was the main body Kurumi, only she made that promise at that moment.


  She smiled at the illusion of her parents and lowered her head.


  “I’m sorry, father, mother.”


  ──There was a person she liked.


  ──I want to meet that person.


  ──Holding that pride close to her chest, I want to meet that person.


  She started to walk. While her parents stretched out their arms to hold her back, she passed through them without pause.


  There was a feeling of pushing forward from behind. Endure the tears, this was no more than an illusion, hallucination, and fantasy.


  But if her parents were really here. Then, they would also silently push her forward.


  May my child be happy.


  They would pray something like that.


  “Goodbye, father, mother. And also, to who I used to be.”


  She opened the front door. The sentiment for tears were still there from knowing she could never come back. Still, her steps didn’t stop.


  Yamauchi Sawa was waiting for Tokisaki Kurumi at the school rooftop just like before. It was time for the sun to set, time for twilight. The sky was dyed orange as the dim clouds signaled that nighttime would arrive soon.


  It was not necessary to wonder if the proposal would be accepted. Just as Yamauchi Sawa was here after various experiences, Tokisaki arrived here after her countless experiences.


  Their journeys wouldn’t intersect.


  At some point, different paths had been taken.


  Suddenly, she remembered Lu Xun’s book My Old Home. It was the story of two children that took different paths in life after becoming adults.


  Kurumi fell in love and started walking towards the future.


  Yamauchi Sawa stopped in the past with her revenge.


  Just like those two boys, they wouldn’t meet anymore.


  “──Sawa-san, are you sure?”


  Hearing Kurumi say that, Sawa stood up from the bench. Seeing to be waiting for a confession, Sawa expressed a bitter smile.


  “What happened?”


  “Sorry. It’s nothing. Now, let’s talk.”


  Kurumi took a deep breath. Placing her hand against her chest, she clenched her hand into the shape of a fist. Her lips quivered as her eyes moistened.


  “It’s a shame. But I want to go to tomorrow after all.”


  Even if it meant facing a desperate future. Even if it meant dying tomorrow without any meaning.


  It wasn’t possible to stop.


  Sawa replied with, “Is that so”. Their mutual silence was less than a minute, but felt like an eternity.


  “Yeah, then it can’t be helped. This is…my loss.”


  “…”


  “I won’t apologize. Otherwise, this will turn into a battle of apologizes.”


  If it was like when they were friends, they would quarrel over a pointless reason, and then continue apologizing for each other’s wicked acts.


  “Kurumi-san.”


  “What is it?”


  “I don’t regret it. All of it. I’ve accumulated various things that are truly unacceptable. Still, I don’t regret it.”


  “I’m also similar in that regard.”


  She faced forward to not have any regrets. It was for the sake of stopping her regrets in its tracks.


  “As a tradeoff, can you listen to my one wish?”


  “If it’s possible…I will as much as I can.”


  Sawa’s wish was surprising for Kurumi. But she agreed, especially since she didn’t have to do anything herself. No matter how much she asked for the reason, Sawa just softly smiled.


  “Well then, this is goodbye.”


  “…That’s right.”


  The memories rushed about. Did they first meet during the entrance ceremony? No, that wasn’t it. Both of them could recall that it was during the first seating change.


  Being so well compatible was truly a strange feeling. It was only natural that they became friends. Going home together, having fun together, it felt like they did everything together.


  Because she wasn’t in love then, she often talked about longing for love.


  They confined unexpected secrets to each other. Staying overnight, they would amuse themselves with conversations until falling asleep.


  Eternal friendship. Eternal friends. An irreplaceable friend.


  How lucky she was to be able to have such a thing. That’s what she thought.


  But now, Tokisaki Kurumi and Yamauchi Sawa only have vague memories of those times. For a long time, the harsh battle robbed them of their nostalgia.


  She remembered only one thing.


  “It was fun.” “Yes, very much so.”


  That was enough. That was all.


  Sawa closed her eyelids and went to sleep. Right by her side, Kurumi held her hand to cuddle close together.


  “Good night, Kurumi-san.” “Good night, Sawa-san…”


  Kurumi’s voice had a slight tremble. With things like this, Yamauchi Sawa felt a little sad and happy.


  ──The end of the journey.


  ──The demise of the atrocities.


  Yamauchi Sawa, the White Queen disappeared as if melting into the sunset sky.


  The world was over. The world came to a close.


  But rather than a collapse, the world slowly and faintly disappeared as if dozing off for a nap.


  Time began to slow. The Twelfth Bullet <Yud Bet> shot by Tokisaki Kurumi had brought a definite end to the girl called Yamauchi Sawa.


  This wasn’t death, suspension, or an exile.


  Going beyond that, this destroyed the heart.


  She imagined it was a very long exchange, but it still felt too short for a final parting.


  What to say, what to talk about, how to reply, all of that have been accomplished. Therefore, all that remained was her final wish.


  “Hibiki────san!”


  Calling out to her so loudly, Hibiki turned up in a flustered state from the commotion.


  “W-W-What’s wrong, Kurumi-san? Did something happen and you need help!?”


  “Not at all. Hibiki-san, Sawa-san…no, the White Queen wants to talk to you.”


  “…What?”


  Hibiki slanted her head. It was no wonder. The point of contact between the White Queen and Hibiki so far was…well, they weren’t on the best of terms. If there was anything, at most


  they held a mutual percentage of hostility for each other from being kidnapped and having one’s appearance be imitated.


  “This is already quite sufficient.” “That’s right. I just noticed!”


  The White Queen had fallen and wasn’t moving even an inch. Still, Hibiki turned her gaze to Kurumi as if asking if she would suddenly get up.


  “I think I will keep my promise.”


  “But…is that okay? I’m…”


  “This is a request from Sawa-san. And above all, I’ve already said goodbye.”


  “Is that so…”


  Kurumi silently left Sawa. To show not having any regrets, she didn’t turn to look back.


  And in her place, Higoromo Hibiki confronted the fallen girl.


  “Uhm…”


  “Hello, you awful person.”


  Hibiki wanted to retaliate by saying something similar, but…she was about to die. Even


  Hibiki could understand that much. In no more than five minutes, she would vanish and scatter throughout the Neighboring World.


  This was Tokisaki Kurumi’s victory.


  “You’re dying, aren’t you?”


  To Sawa’s question, Hibiki looked the other way as if her mood had spoiled rotten.


  “Will you die?”


  “So what?”


  She had nothing to do with her. However, Sawa erased her smile and admonished her with a serious expression.


  “Are you aware that this will hurt Kurumi-san?”


  “Huh, no that’s…!”


  ──That was a matter of course.


  Tokisaki Kurumi was ruthless and cruel. But that didn’t mean she would feel nothing from the death of a friend.


  She would certainly be hurt, cry, and have regrets. Even Hibiki could tell that much.


  However, even leaving the side of Tokisaki Kurumi was impossible for Hibiki after all.


  “Maybe I won’t die.”


  “No, you’ll die. You’ll definitely die. Without a doubt, you’ll die. I guarantee it.”


  “Such an unpleasant guarantee!”


  “…Do you want to survive?”


  Sawa glared at Hibiki as if seriously stating that she wouldn’t permit any lies.


  “Of course.”


  Therefore, Hibiki responded casually, concisely, and honestly.


  She wanted to live. She wanted to stay alive.


  Once, when she lost Hiryu Yue, she was able to live through revenge. However, when separated from Tokisaki Kurumi──it would make no sense to take revenge on anyone.


  Meaningless, hollow, she would become a genuine Empty.


  “Right.”


  And so, Yamauchi Sawa informed her. Agony and anguish swooped down at Hibiki.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Hibiki had returned. Kurumi slanted her head and stared at Hibiki with an innocent look.


  Her movements contained the nuance of asking, “Can you tell me what you talked about? Otherwise, what various things had occurred?”


  Of course, the nuance had been conveyed to Hibiki. It had been conveyed, but ──


  “I can’t tell you everything.”


  Hibiki resolutely informed her. Having known her for a long time, Kurumi knew Hibiki would stubbornly stick to what was just said. So, she shrugged her shoulders and gave up.


  “The White Queen…what happened to Sawa-san.”


  “She disappeared completely and entirely.”


  “…I see.”


  “That’s right.”


  Silence. It felt like a farewell that was too abrupt. It was a long separation where she would purse her lips in regret over being left behind.


  “This is…an earthquake?”


  The First Region Keter trembled.


  “That’s correct. It seems like the Neighboring World is about to end.”


  “…What?”


  Kurumi slanted her head at what Hibiki had said. What did she say just now?


  “The connection to the real world has been severed. As successor to the Dominion of the First Region Keter, I Higoromo Hibiki will exercise that authority to entrust a decision to all Quasi - Spirits in the Neighboring World.”


  “Decision…?”


  “Yes. Whether to stay or leave.”


  ──Thus, the story reached its end.


  ──The final chime rung for a world that would no longer spin forward.


  In other words, this was something that could be found anywhere.


  A farewell story.


  


  


  Two Paths and One Ending


  


  Higoromo Hibiki spoke.


  “Testing, testing. 1, 2, 3. Currently testing the mic. Fuu, alright! Everyone, can you hear me? Listen up. Everyone in the Tenth Region Malkuth should stop fighting, and those in the Ninth Region Yesod should stop the live performance for the time being. This is an important notice. On that note, this broadcast should reach every region and Quasi-Spirit in the Neighboring World. I suppose this is a so-called direct delivery to the brain, huh? I am Higoromo Hibiki, the Dominion of the First Region Keter. And also, the Dominion of the Second Region Chokmah Yukishiro Maya, former Dominion of the Third Region Binah Carte À Jouer, Dominion of the Fourth Region Chesed Ariadne Foxrot, Dominion of the Fifth Region Gevurah Kagarike Haraka, Dominion of the Eighth Region Hod Jugasaki Retsumi, and Dominion of the Ninth Region Kirari Rinemu are here right now. Quasi-Spirits in each region should be good on the uptake and understand what this feeling on their skin means, right?”


  “──Now, thank you for your continued support…no wait, that isn’t quite it. In this


  Neighboring World, you are now forced to make a decision. To be specific, we are now cut loose from the real world. Are you surprised? Are you surprised? It’s going to be okay. Please calm down. Take a deep breath. …Sounds good. Let’s continue. First, there is no doubt the


  Neighboring World will disappear at this rate. The responsibility is not on us, but rather due to external interference. It seems that the great person who created the Neighboring World, God or some else, has seemed to think…the Neighboring World is no longer necessary. Or perhaps


  the intentions are something else I don’t know, and what is happening to the Neighboring World so far is for establishing another world. Either that or my understand is completely off the mark. …Well, that doesn’t matter. The important point is that as long as this land remains


  adjoined to reality, this Neighboring World will unavoidably perish. To that end, as a result of the discussions, I’ve decided to purge the First Region Keter, which served as an intermediary bridge to reality. Easy and quick.”


  “…In other words, it’s as you can assume. This world will become genuine, disconnecting


  from reality…it will change into a different world. Conversely, the chance for returning to


  reality will be lost. So, if you want to go back to reality, please come to the First Region Keter. The gates in each region are open. From the Second Region Chokmah to the First Region Keter, if you reach this point, we’ll be giving further instructions.”


  “To be honest. The relative difficulty of returning to reality shouldn’t be taken superficially. Because as you may already know…we are likely to have died and fallen into the


  Neighboring World. In other words, it can be assumed you may die the moment you return to reality. Even if there is a physical body…in reality we are only helplessly adorable beauties.


  We would be suddenly appearing with the circumstances of having been disconnected from society. Parents who are supposed to protect us may already be dead. As far as I can imagine, every possibility flows from bad to worse.”


  “…But even so. I want to go back to reality. I want to go back home. I want to proceed to


  the other side. If that is your desire, please come to the First Region Keter. Whichever is chosen, the sadness will be the same. Then, at the very least, when you make a decision…please don’t regret it. We will do our best to help you. Well then, everyone. Let’s meet again!”


  A tremor struck the Neighboring World. Immediately afterwards, instructions from every Dominion were transmitted to each region. It was conformation that the previous communication over the entire Neighboring World wasn’t a lie, and that all Quasi -Spirits were forced to make a choice.


  Those who made a decision. Those who hesitated. Those who hesitated after making a decision. Those who believed that the same tomorrow as yesterday would come. And those who weren’t able to hesitate due to feeling confident because of that tremor.


  But still, the passage of time goes on. Moment by moment, only time continued to pass by unrelentingly.


  ──And so. Those that decided to go gathered in the First Region Keter.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Higoromo Hibiki was finally facing Tokisaki Kurumi.


  “Oh. Have you finished already?”


  “Yes. I was able to inquire the general outline of everyone’s stories. The only one left is Kurumi-san.”


  “Only me. You didn’t have to save me for last. Well, it’s fine. Come, make yourself welcome.”


  Kurumi crossed her arms and puffed up with confidence. Hibiki somewhat thought that fearless smile more resembled an enemy of the world rather than an ally of justice.


  ■Tokisaki Kurumi


  (Is Tokisaki Kurumi the savior of the Neighboring World. Or is she an enemy? Either interpretation is fine. A chance encounter, a chance joint struggle, I will never regret becoming friends with this person. I feel like I’ve used up my luck for a lifetime, but then again how old am I actually?)


  It’s up to you to decide, Hibiki-san.


  No well, that’s true, but…alright, let’s get started! Without further delay, please give


  me your name once more.


  It’s Tokisaki Kurumi.


  Actually, is there a middle name like Evangeline or Antoinette between Tokisaki and Kurumi?


  There isn’t.


  Tsk. Career is…actually I’ve just thought of something even better. So, let’s change the


  question a little. What is the most memorable thing you’ve struggled with in the Neighboring World?


  Hmm…leaving aside the White Queen. In that case, it would be the idol battle in the Ninth


  Region Yesod.


  Me poking around lead to an unexpected choice…


  It was my first experience singing and dancing so much in public. Fufu, it’s a little embarrassing to remember.


  But with that in mind, I did go to many different places. It’s a shame that I couldn’t go to the Fourth Region Chesed and only passed through the Sixth Region Tiphereth.


  Singing as an idol, competing with water guns, gambling, conducting detective work, and even going on an adventure. Come to think of it, it really was a mess…


  True. But I’m glad the idol battle left a lasting impression. That was one of the few times I was useful for setting up the fight.


  …Hmm. I would need to disagree with that opinion. Hibiki-san, I would like to take the


  opportunity to tell you this. In this Neighboring World, while I was fighting──you have never been useless.


  Huh?


  Following any battle, I see you clinging onto dear life, where any loss would mean you dying in vain…if you think about it, how else could I acquire inspiration for myself? Please remember.


  Even if you think its useless, there are people in this world who are encouraged just from you being here.


  …M-Much obliged… Wow, oh no. I think my face is turning red.


  Oh my.


  No, it’s the opposite turn of events for the interviewer to be the one embarrassed. Are you really Kurumi-san?


  I don’t know what you mean…. That being said, Hibiki-san became the Dominion of the


  First Region Keter.


  Yes?


  Did the power of the Dominion come from Sawa-san?


  That’s right. At that time, I secretly inherited it. Without Sawa-san, the crisis of the Neighboring World might not have been discovered.


  How much longer will it be until the end?


  Ah, uhh…let me see. If measured it terms of time experienced, it should be around one


  hour. After one hour, the Neighboring World will become separated from reality.


  It looks like there isn’t any more time left to go play.


  That’s fine, Kurumi-san.


  Really?


  For having fun, you can always do that after this is all over. Yes, yes. Like I said so many times already, go socialize with that guy to the ends of hell.


  (Kurumi-san giggled a little bit from hearing that. I felt a little sad, but I was glad from the bottom of my heart that she enjoyed those words.)


  With this, I feel like I’ve done everything I have to do in this Neighboring World. All that remained was to live. Well, of course that had to be the most difficult thing to do!


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  It was time to say goodbye. In the empty space, there was one huge gate. It was huge, and incomparable to the gates seen so far connecting the regions to each other. It didn’t look like it could be opened by human strength at all.


  However, Hibiki waved her arm and the gate lightly opened.


  It was darkness, not light, that filled what was ahead. The Quasi-Spirits that decided to proceed there flinched from this dark destination.


  “Okay!”


  Meanwhile, the first to raise their hands to go were Kirari Rinemu and Banouin Mizuha, and the group of Quasi-Spirits that were following them.


  Turning around, she shouted. At max volume, she conveyed her feelings to all the Dominions and idols that had decided to stay.


  “Thank you so much for this! I’ll never forget what happened in this world! I’ll remember every single detail! Everyone, I love you!”


  “Me too. …Me too! I love this world, the Ninth Region Yesod, the fans, and the idols from


  the bottom of my heart! So, this is really goodbye…!”


  Mizuha followed suit, shouting and sobbing at the same time.


  “Do your best!”


  Haraka’s encouragement, Ariadne and Maya silently waving their hands with all their strength, both caused Rinemu’s eyes to tear up. After wiping that away with the cuffs of her sleeves, she bowed and then turned to look at her microphone before suddenly throwing it.


  “Ah.”


  It happened to land in the hands of a Quasi-Spirit from the Ninth Region Yesod. She was an unknown idol who had decided to stay after hesitating for a bit.


  “I wish you all the best!”


  Rinemu bequeathed a first-rate smile to that idol. Mizuha left behind a tear-stained face and tightened chest to everyone looking on. Both of them dived into the opened gate, with their staff members and fans hurrying following after them.


  “Now then, ladies. Au revoir!”


  With that said, Carte À Jouer raised her hand in a splendid manner. The fans that decided to stay screamed. The fans that decided to go with them also screamed.


  “You have an unexpected number of fans, Carte-san!”


  “Fufufu, who do you think I am, Higoromo Hibiki! Alright, you guys are coming too!”


  “Go, go Spade-kun〜♪” (Ace of Spades) “The question is whether or not our consciousness will remain!” (Four of Clovers) “I think it’ll be fine!” (Nine of Diamonds) “May God grant our prayers.” (Twelve of Hearts)


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  Always making noise, their liveliness was reminiscent of the Town Musicians of Bremen. Keeping herself magnificent and carefree until the very end, Carte À Jouer departed from the Neighboring World.


  Jugasaki Retsumi remained firm and held back the tears. But just as she was about to enter the gate, she turned around and shouted.


  “Kareha! I’ve always loved you! I will never forget this feeling even if I die!”


  Shouting, crying, sobbing, but even so this girl turned to face behind her once more.


  Someone shouted, “Keep at it.” Responding to those words, this girl raised up her fist into the air without looking back.


  Tsuan was staring intently at Kagarike Haraka.


  “Well then master, bye-bye. Thank you for everything.”


  “Hmm? I wonder if I really deserve those thanks. I think you could have figured it out by yourself…”


  “That’s not it. That’s not the case. …I’m glad that master was there. I was happy to be able


  to fight together with master. I was able to do my best because of master.”


  Tsuan was moved to the extent of shedding tears. Haraka saw this and exhaled out an “Ah” sound in admiration. Even though she knew to expect this.


  “Leaving the nest is painful, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah. It’s painful for me. But I’ll endure it. ──It was really nice to meet you.”


  Tsuan wiped away her tears and gave Haraka a big smile. She did so in hopes that this expression would leave behind the best memory.


  And then, Quasi-Spirits leaving the Neighboring World jumped into the gate one after the other. Even Quasi-Spirits that were as close as sisters, or those who sharpened each other skills as rivals, will inevitably be separated.


  Anxiety for the future, loneliness from the past, all of it came together in complete harmony to produce a strange atmosphere for this place.


  This was neither a wake nor a funeral. This was like both an entrance and graduation ceremony.


  Some people cried. Some people laughed. Some people screamed encouragement. Some people were frightened. And then, there were those who tried to overcome that fear.


  Farewell, farewell, farewell.


  And like that, there were only two people left.


  “Well then, everyone. It’s time to part ways!”


  In response to Hibiki’s words, the surrounding Dominions and Cistus solemnly nodded. “I’ll entrust the Neighboring World to you all. If it’s you guys, it’ll probably be okay!”


  “Leave it to us. Higoromo Hibiki, good luck to you. …This isn’t much, but take this


  talisman.”


  “From me.”


  “From me too~”


  Maya handed over a book. Haraka gave a talisman. Ariadne presented earplugs. “Earplugs?”


  “I wanted to give a pillow, but I was stopped.”


  “Uh yeah, I would be a little embarrassed to receive that…”


  “Here is one kunai from me. If you safely cross over to the other side, you can throw it away. I’m worried about the laws for the possession of weapons there.”


  “No, I won’t throw it away!”


  “Hibiki-san.”


  “Oh, from Cistus-san…a flower?”


  “Yes. Good luck.”


  “…Thank you very much! Now, on to Kurumi-san.”


  Kurumi nodded at Hibiki and faced the remaining Quasi-Spirits who were staying. And then, she silently bowed.


  The Quasi-Spirits involved with her, including the Dominions, were all naturally bewildered.


  “It’s in poor taste to be so surprised here. …Everyone, thank you very much. I came here as


  a traveler and will leave here as a traveler…”


  Covering the memories that have come and gone, it spun into words.


  “Yes. I can’t say that there were only good memories, but I enjoyed being involved with everyone. I didn’t know how much fun this long, long journey would be, and it felt like it would continue forever. But there is no such thing as a never-ending journey. In that case, this journey was nothing more but aimed at not ending here at that point. But my journey through the Neighboring World ends here. But, it’s not boring because it’s over. And it doesn’t mean that reality will be fine just because it’s the end. …It’s likely that…only the person who


  made this decision can understand…how it’s a complicated feeling to consider.”


  It was meaningless to compare which world was better.


  It wasn’t just that Quasi-Spirits were choosing where to live. They were making a decision. Rather than a comparison of good and evil, they were seeking something that might or might not be beneficial.


  “You all who are staying in the Neighboring World are right. The girls who decided to leave the Neighboring World are also correct. Certainly…there are no mistakes for either side.”


  Kurumi took a deep breath and then said her final words.


  “Now then, everyone. Regardless of what happens to this world afterwards, I’ll leave it all to you.”


  Kurumi gave a small wave goodbye. There were those that responded and others that didn’t. Some were sad and others continued to be confused. Not everyone in the end where friends and had to be friendly.


  However, they were undoubtably living in the same world. They all were girls aware of their own existences by breathing beside each other.


  Kurumi thought that the Neighboring World was the sum including all that love and suffering.


  ──It was too late.


  No, if she had noticed this earlier, her life choices might have been different.


  It may be that the Neighboring World was the final resting place while regretting the moment of that distant, distant summer.


  But, that didn’t happen.


  “Cistus.”


  “Yes.”


  “Goodbye. A former me.”


  “Yes, goodbye…Tokisaki Kurumi.”


  Kurumi grabbed Hibiki’s hand and took a step forward to make a leap. As soon as Kurumi and Hibiki disappeared into the other side of the gate, the door slowly closed.


  And then, a while later.


  In the real world, the place called the Neighboring World vanished. Observation became impossible as if one world had collapsed. For humans living in reality, they couldn’t tell if anyone would still be alive.


  But there were these girls who had lived their lives over there.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Holding hands, they kept silently walking.


  “Please don’t let go.”


  “Y-Yes of course, if I let go, it feels like I will never see you again!”


  Hibiki’s voice was scared, sounding shrill and nervous.


  There was no road in sight. The wind was noisily blowing. There was no light. There was only that fierce sound.


  It felt like walking down a dark wilderness.


  It was impossible to tell if they were even moving forward.


  “Kurumi-san!”


  “Yes, what is it!?”


  “What does Kurumi-san want to do after returning back to reality!?”


  “Oh, so it’s just a continuation of the interview!?”


  “There is the impression of something like that!”


  “Of course! I’m going to meet that person! I’ll be sprinting with all my strength in a wedding dress!”


  “Wow, scary! That’s scary, Kurumi-san! I mean, talk about heavy!?”


  Imagine it.


  One day, a girl wearing a wedding dress started running to your home or school while a deeply moving BGM started to play.


  It could only be described as scary & heavy.


  “What──is──wrong──with──you!”


  Hibiki laughed at that happening. She laughed and tried to strengthen her grip.


  And then, she noticed.


  She couldn’t feel her hand. She didn’t feel Kurumi’s hand which she should be tightly gripping.


  “Kurumi-san!”


  “What is it!?”


  Voice, a voice could be heard. Only a voice could be heard. But let alone the hand she should be grasping; she couldn’t even see her own hand anymore.


  “I might be in danger!”


  So, she shouted. As loud as possible, towards Kurumi who should be there.


  “Hibiki-san, how are you in danger!?”


  “I don’t feel anything! I can only hear your voice!”


  Silence.


  The sound of the wind dominated the surroundings.


  “──Oh, so it’s true.”


  At the end of that whisper, even voices were cut off.


  “Ah…”


  Her heart was racing with an ominous premonition.


  “Kurumi-san?”


  Silence.


  “Kurumi-san? Kurumi-san! Can you hear me!?”


  Silence.


  “Hey, please. Please reply. Kurumi-san, please say that you’re here. Please…! No, I don’t


  know where to go…!”


  Was she running, walking, or standing still?


  The darkness enveloped her so much that she couldn’t even tell what was going on anymore.


  However, she understood the warning from her instincts to not stop.


  If she relaxed just a little, she would hit her limit. At moment she stopped, she would die.


  Because of that premonition, she tried to move her legs. In reality, she might be trying to move her legs while standing still──somehow, she managed to shake off such hallucinations.


  Forward.


  Towards a tomorrow that was full of hope.


  Behind.


  Towards the brink of death that was full of despair.


  Which way was she walking? Walking? Am I walking?


  Higoromo Hibiki didn’t know. The wind was slowly growing stronger.


  “Uuuuuuuuu…!”


  She ran while groaning and crying. The words meaningless death stuck to my mind and wouldn’t leave.


  “No, no, no…! Help, someone…someone please help…!”


  Usually, someone would respond. Usually, Kurumi would lend a hand as if it couldn’t be helped. However, I can’t see her. No sound. No smell. Even the feeling of touch was removed.


  What should I do? What should I do?


  I don’t know the answer. No one can tell me.


  Then, the sound of the wind made my ears ache. Was she still breathing? Was she dead or alive? Either that or she already disappeared.


  The sound of the heart yielding.


  The soul was rotting away. There was never a body to begin with.


  There was no room for Higoromo Hibiki to claim her existence.


  This was death, disappearing, becoming lost, emptiness, annihilation, and despair.


  “────Ah.”


  Hibiki, quite as if choking from drowning, stopped her feet and collapsed.


  She knew that once she had stopped, she would never again be able to stand up or start walking again. Hibiki collapsed.


  “Aah…”


  Was it impossible after all? Was it an area I couldn’t reach because of not having a physical body?


  Alone in an uninhibited wasteland, Hibiki stayed laying down.


  After that, Hibiki recalled her past. A small, little past that was insignificant.


  ──Higoromo Hibiki was born an Empty.


  When did I arrive at this Neighboring World? When did I fall? When did it occur? Everything was left vague, only knowing my own name and the name of the Unsigned Angel <King Killing>.


  Vaguely recalling those days.


  I realize I was nothing more than nothing when born.


  After all, nobody was around. There was no Unsigned Angel. Even a name was terrifyingly unclear.


  Higoromo Hibiki, Higoromo Hibiki, Higoromo Hibiki, Hibiki, Hibiki, Hibiki──


  “Having regrets?”


  ──None whatsoever.


  “Why? This is such a painful way to die.”


  Ah, that’s right. Rather than a drowning analogy, this was more like suffocating. It was proof that the soul was trying to stop living.


  Hibiki wanted it to be easier. A release from right now which was only painful. But I can’t do that. I don’t want to do that.


  “For Tokisaki Kurumi’s sake?”


  Right, hearing that said placed it into consideration. I’m fighting right now. Is it really for Tokisaki Kurumi?


  ──Just a little, it feels different.


  Until now, the girl named Higoromo Hibiki found her purpose in life being helpful to Tokisaki Kurumi. It’s wasn’t a joke that she would die for her.


  But now things had slightly changed.


  ──I want to live for myself.


  I want to live and walk side-by side with Tokisaki Kurumi. As her friend, as her companion.


  I want to chat about things don’t have to do with either life or death. I want to laugh when talking about movies, love, and so on.


  ──It’s just my own selfishness. But.


  “It’s fine. Affirming one’s desires is the first step in becoming a human being. Let me tell you how to become human.”


  ──Really? Who are you?


  “We were just trying to kill each other. Yamauchi Sawa…I am her dregs.”


  ──Dregs?


  “Hmm, maybe leftovers or surplus would sound better? Well, consider me something like good fortune for yourself. Anyway, like I was trying to say, Hibiki-san. You are not human.”


  ──Eh, ah, does that mean I’m some kind of inhumane brute?


  “That’s not it. What sort of twist would that be? You really didn’t exist as a human being.”


  ──Huh.


  “When I caught you before, I read the memories of the soul. As a person, you are the dregs of countless Empties given shape. Higoromo is someone else’s family name. Hibiki is someone else’s surname. <King Killing> was also something once worn by another Empty.”


  ──Wow. So, I’m really a demon made up of three different bodies?


  “…There shouldn’t be only three. Perhaps more than 100 Empties are involved in


  constructing your being. Don’t you have various miscellaneous talents? That’s what those Empties once possessed.”


  ──Is it really around 100 bodies…?


  “While other Empties acquire their purpose and then disappear, you are the opposite. You had no purpose in living from the very beginning. A life created by chance that should have disappeared. That is Higoromo Hibiki. No, it was.”


  ──Then right now, I am.


  “You need to configure a body. It’s sort of like trying to conceive a child. Ah, sorry. That was a little bit disgusting to say.”


  ──Being my first time, can I do it skillfully…?


  “Nice to see you play along. Anyway, the body in a nutshell is composed of various things. Skin, nails, muscles, nerves, bones, blood, and much more. But those substances themselves that make up the composition aren’t a big deal.”


  ──Is that so?


  “Yes. After all, what makes a person worthy of being a human being is the soul rather than the body. But how much of that abstract concept can sincerely be known? The issue right now is that you have never moved while considering what it’s like to have a physical body in reality. But from here on out, you need to move in accordance to that basis. That means changing all the actions you have unknowingly omitted in your life until now.”


  ──But if it is like that, wouldn’t that be immensely difficult?


  “Without a doubt, it will be tremendously difficult. To the extent that you would think it would be better to die. You don’t even understand how to make your heart beat.”


  Deny everything experienced so far and create it from scratch. Actions that even an unborn child preforms unconsciously will need to be done consciously. Forgetting a single one meant dying immediately. In the real world, no one can live without breathing.


  ──But even if I’m told to make my heart beat…!


  “I am here. I, Yamauchi Sawa, lived as a human being. That’s why the remnants of experiencing an actual body are around a tenth.”


  ──I see! By the way, Sawa-san.


  “I don’t think you have a reason to call me Sawa-san, but…what is it?”


  ──No. If I go to the real world, I would become Yamauchi Sawa…is there a horror -like


  punchline waiting for me?


  “…”


  ──…


  “There’s not much time, so we’ll need to start now. …You are free to refuse, but rest assured


  that means disappearing.”


  ──Wow, that’s foul! No, it’s fine. No matter what happens, I’ll struggle on to live!


  “…How truly resilient… But please rest assured. You will never become Yamauchi Sawa.


  After all, I’m only a fragment. As long as there is the whole called Higoromo Hibiki, it wouldn’t have much of an effect. Only──”


  ──Only?


  “Thoughts regarding Kurumi-san might become a little heavier.”


  ──Eh, I’m aware that it’s heavy.


  “Looks like this is going to be annoying.”


  ──Well, that’s fine! If all the circumstances are explained, I’m sure this will mean being pampered by Kurumi-san in one way or another.


  “You truly are forward-looking.”


  Visibly astonished, Sawa──or rather the Sawa within Hibiki, sighed.


  “Cough, cough, cough”


  The first thing I perceive is pain. A scathing sensation that I have never experienced before.


  “That’s breathing, Hibiki-san. Let the heart beat and the blood flow.”


  “Uhya…you say it like it’s a tutorial…”


  However, the pain within myself revived as just about everything seemed to sink into the dull and silent darkness.


  Breathe. Let the heart pulse. Let blood circulate. That is what is needed to live in the real world.


  “This isn’t darkness, but rather your path. You’re not use to looking at things visually yet.”


  An overwhelming amount of light. The pain seared into the eyes.


  “To live means experiencing cruelty, suffering, and pain. Can you still do you best?”


  “Of course, I can! Gah, it hurts!”


  A cough escaped with her voice. Everything had its own weight, and for humans it’s the entrails that break down food for energy. For a great number of humans, Reiryoku was just meaningless fuel.


  If the Neighboring World was heaven, then reality was a world of hardships.


  It was a struggle just to live. There’s no point in seeking the meaning for life.


  Right, it didn’t make sense to define a purpose for living. Living itself had meaning. The real world was something like that.


  Innocent, pure, crafty, whimsical, cheerful, gloomy, Higoromo Hibiki was a Quasi -Spirit who inherited all these dregs from each girl little by little.


  But finally, for the first time in her life, she strongly embraced the actual feeling of living.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  This dazzling light had heat, and the air she breathed in felt a little muddy.


  “──Aah.”


  Surprisingly quick, it was much easier than expected. Tokisaki Kurumi had returned to reality from the Neighboring World.


  The <Zafkiel> held in her hands rustled and become dust. Her body also felt heavy. Her Reiryoku running dry was comparative to falling from a position which was impossible to recover.


  The morning sunshine. Noise that was heard coming from who knows where. The smell of the asphalt that she would usually never care about.


  “I’ve…come back…”


  Then, she suddenly noticed something and turned to look behind her. Nobody was there. The hand she was supposed to be connected to had disappeared before she could notice. She had disappeared even though it was a straight path.


  She tried to let out her voice, but then stopped. If there was no reply when she called out her name, then it would feel like an eternal parting. So, she didn’t have the courage to call out her name.


  Just like always, Hibiki would come screaming.


  “Kurumi-san, I made it!”


  Right, screaming just like that──


  “Hibiki-san!? Why is Hibiki-san screaming like a frog that’s about to croak!? No, it can’t be. Is this what I think it is!?”


  “It is what you think it is, gehogehage!”


  A few minutes behind Kurumi, the once Empties girls that made up Higoromo Hibiki were now enjoying a singular life in this world as a human being.


  “Um, Hibiki-san? No matter how much I can comprehend, do you understand that this isn’t a scene that should be comedic? Why don’t you take this seriously after screaming my name like that?”


  “I-It can’t be helped!? I also wanted to create a more moving reunion! But! I! Actually! What with this and that! This is the first time in my life I’ve let my voice come out from my vocal cords! M-My eyes are tingling and when trying to take a deep breath, the air feels thick with something…”


  The girl in front of her looked both similar and dissimilar to Higoromo Hibiki, Yamauchi Sawa, and the White Queen respectively. An uncertain face, a face that seemed to always look like that.


  However, it could be understood from this boisterous noise alone.


  No matter what, she was definitely Higoromo Hibiki.


  “…Is that right?”


  “No, just a short while ago even I didn’t know who I was. Actually, it actually took months’ worth of time, but a shocking truth was discovered!”


  “Eh, ha, eh?”


  Hibiki’s mood grew to even higher ridiculous heights. That was fine, but what she was trying to say had become strangely unclear in meaning.


  “Well, in short I’m not human. Uhh, that is to say I’m some sort of existence like a colony or ensemble. Unfortunately, a shocking truth came to light that even if a physical body could be formed, I had no knowledge of breathing or how to make my heart beat. Then, just as it looked that nothing could be done, Sawa-san’s final leftovers…things that were left behind, no


  actually remnants would be a cooler way of saying that. No, I’m not making fun of Sawa -san, it was really something like remnants in the end. Ehh, I wonder how much we ended up discussing. At any rate, I am Higoromo Hibiki. I’ve become human for the first time with various Quasi-Spirit souls blended together. But! Basically, nothing has changed that much! That’s all!”


  Kurumi was overwhelmed by the story going back and forth, but she extracted the important details for the time being.


  “…Does that mean, you are Higoromo Hibiki…and also a little bit of Sawa-san?”


  “Well, you can think of it as something like that. Thank you for your continued guidance and encouragement.”


  …So that was it. First of all, Kurumi thought there was something that needed to be done.


  “Hibiki-san.”


  “Fuah?”


  She closely embraced Higoromo Hibiki. Her lovely and strong heartbeat was transmitted to Kurumi’s body.


  She was alive. Higoromo Hibiki was alive here.


  Hibiki was confused, but before long she took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around Kurumi’s body.


  “…Kurumi-san.” “What is it, Hibiki-san?”


  “I want to cry.” “Oh, how strange. I feel the same.”


  “Then, do you want to cry together on three?” “That’s a good idea for Hibiki-san.”


  “Yes.” “Now then.”


  1, 2, 3.


  And so, Tokisaki Kurumi and Higoromo Hibiki decided to cry to their heart’s content. Whether sobbing or weeping, the tears that came out wouldn’t stop. This must seem shameful or embarrassing. But more than that, for all the unendurable sadness, the joy for everything was also irresistible.


  The end of a long, long journey. Their destination was a happiness called reality.


  


  


  
    
  


  


  


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  The connection between the real world and the Neighboring World was severed. Observation from the reality would recognize it as approximately a complete disappearance.


  However, the Neighboring World was alive. Those who lived in the Neighboring World were also alive.


  “There’s a lot of confusion in each region. First of all, we need to decide upon the Dominions for each region as soon as possible.”


  Maya regretfully shifted her glasses up. Haraka crossed her arms with a troubled look. And Ariadne Foxrot was still asleep. Sagakure Yui, who was appointed as secretary, stepped back from an unpleasant premonition.


  “…For the time being, the Seventh Region Netzach will be left to Sagakure Yui…”


  “Um…I desperately don’t think I am suitable for being a Dominion…”


  “It’s fine. For times like these, I’ve written a manual. The title is Even an Idiot can be a Dominion.”


  “Anyone can do it!?”


  “Not everyone. The Dominion must be powerful. In that respect, Sagakure Yui can…dominate with numbers.”


  “That’s quite the pointless reason…”


  “Apart from the First Region Keter which is fine if absent, there’s still the Third Region Binah, the Sixth Region Tiphereth, the Eighth Region Hod, the Ninth Region Yesod, and the Tenth Region Malkuth…so many…too many…!”


  “Shall I take over the Eighth Region Hod and the Tenth Region Malkuth?”


  To those words, those four people suddenly looked towards the door of the conference room.


  When did she sneak in? With a smiling face, Tokisaki Kurumi──or rather the girl called


  Cistus, waved her hand to them.


  “Will you accept?”


  “If you guys are okay with it, then it’s fine. Although, if you can’t trust me, then I suppose it can’t be helped──”


  “No, that’s not the case at all. Here, sit down, sit down. Sagakure Yui has some tea if you want. Don’t mind me, my limbs are on the brink of going to sleep. Now, Cistus (former name Tokisaki Kurumi), it’s fine if you take over the Sixth Region Malkuth, the Eighth Region Hod, and the Tenth Region Malkuth. If you don’t mind, please just sign here.”


  “Can you please not just casually increase the region by one!? Aren’t I still inexperienced!?”


  Maya, who had forcefully compelled Cistus to sit down, vigorously rambled on as she fetched some official papers. Cistus responded by performing the straight man routine.


  “In the first place, I don’t even know what a Dominion means…”


  “Documents.”


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know about the other Dominions, but for me a Dominion means paperwork. No t long ago, due to the influence of a certain queen, I had to issue a permit to travel from region to region.”


  “This is a starting point that suddenly causes nausea and dizziness. …But now that the


  White Queen is gone, do you still need documents anymore?”


  “Documents are necessary for discussing, deciding, and making a final verdict.” “Still not done yet? I’m dying of boredom…”


  Ariadne screamed while still being completely exhausted. After looking at her with a sideways glance, Maya cleared her throat.


  “Anyway, I think we can do it together. Welcome to being a Dominion, Cistus.”


  “I humbly accept, Maya-san.”


  Next to Maya who was nodding in satisfaction, Haraka took out a large liquor bottle from out of nowhere.


  “Let’s end the meeting here!”


  “What do you mean, there’s still a mountain’s worth of documents still to be decided.”


  “Maya’s words are steadily becoming like a fast-forwarded recording. What, isn’t this like an event to solidify unity? Isn’t it okay to have a drink?”


  Maya let out a sigh at what Haraka had said.


  “…Well, if it’s just a cup.”


  Haraka loudly shouted while pouring the sake into the cup.


  “Well then…to the friends who went to the other side and also to the irreplaceable friends


  who remained here!”


  Cheers, they all partaken in a cup of sake with that toast in mind.


  This easygoing time was the same as ever. There was anxiety and fear over the unknown, but hope was also here.


  The Neighboring World no longer existed next to reality.


  “T-This is huge!”


  “?”


  It was a Quasi-Spirit from the Second Region Chokmah who rushed into the Dominion Regional Meeting. Maya, recognizing the familiar face, turned to there and asked what was wrong.


  “Ah.”


  “…Ah?”


  “A new Quasi-Spirit has been observed. It’s a Quasi-Spirit that appeared after being separated from the other world.”


  Maya immediately stood up and started running. Ariadne, Haraka, Cistus, and Yui also hurriedly followed suit.


  Ariadne shouted while running.


  “W-What does this mean!? Wasn’t the connection to the other world completely cut off!?”


  “It hasn’t been long since then, and no Compiles have been observed either. When that disappeared, I thought we were cut off from the other side too!”


  “I don’t know! I don’t know, so there’s no choice but to ask the Quasi-Spirit!”


  The Quasi-Spirit that was surrounded was anxiously looking around. With tears in the corner of her eyes, she looked just like a newborn baby deer.


  “D-Don’t be scared~”


  Sagakure Yui (different model) tried to soothe the girl while having a cramped smile on her face. While being comforted, the girl, who looked around to be the same age group as them, spoke.


  “U-Um. Where am I?”


  “Uhh…”


  Sagakure Yui wondered if it was okay to answer. Perhaps she felt uneasy about the situation, so her trembling became even more intense. Only at this moment, Yui cursed her own self-sufficiency.


  “Y-You’ve arrived…to, to…”


  Retiring in about halfway, Maya had Haraka take her away.


  “W-Who are you?”


  “…I am Yukishiro Maya.”


  “Ah, okay. Yukishiro-san, where is here…?”


  “Before answering that question, please answer my question. Please tell me your name and past.”


  “Uhh, my name is────. Past…I can’t remember the past.”


  “What I have in my hand.”


  “It’s the Unsigned Angel────.”


  Name, Unsigned Angel, and an unknown Quasi-Spirit.


  Was there no past or had it been forgotten? Or…as Maya once thought, perhaps Quasi-Spirits


  were being born into this Neighboring World?


  She wouldn’t know which one this was until further research. But for now, this is what she needed to tell her.


  “Welcome to the Neighboring World. Nice to meet you.”


  She would start by smiling and extending out a hand. Just like what was once done for her.


  The frightened Quasi-Spirit breathed out a sigh of relief at those words and Maya’s smile.


  And, she firmly squeezed back the hand offered.


  There were changes in this world, but it still kept turning regularly. The fate of these girls was as they had desired.


  


  


  And so, Tokisaki Kurumi is…


  


  ──I want you to imagine.


  Consider a human being that once thought it was fine to sacrifice their life. They were now having a shopping appointment with that person. And also, in the midst of walking together and chatting with that person.


  “Ah…”


  While muttering that, if she was keeping her eye on a wedding dress, what should I do? The person asking the question is me, Higoromo Hibiki.


  Leaving aside the correct answer for the time being, time to move onto the second question.


  It’s been a month since being born into the real world. What was the first thing that was done?


  A chance encounter with various people? Coming into contact with various things not in the Neighboring World? Feeling worried about the discrepancies with the Neighboring World?


  All of that was incorrect. Ahahahaha, the answer was the falsification of official papers.


  To be specific, the family register was very, very important to the country called Japan. Without it, you couldn’t get a driver’s license, you can’t prove your identity, and it’s difficult to find employment for anything.


  In order to live in the Neighboring World, Reiryoku was necessary.


  Right now, what was necessary is money, and more money.


  “Reality sure is a tough world…” “Did you just realize that now, Hibiki-san?”


  I think it’s a permissible right to pinch the cheeks of my best friend when she has such a smug look on her face.


  Well, just like that, through Kurumi-san’s connections, they came to depend on a mysterious organization. But even this mysterious organization seemed to be in a great state of confusion, citing “One day more than 100 mysterious girls just turned up!”


  Moreover, some of the girls had been treated as whereabouts unknown. And to make matters more complicated, for instance a girl who went missing five years ago still looked the same as she did 5 years ago. This was certainly a cause for panic.


  Up to that point, with a bitter smile, a great girl within the organization (A remarkably erotic girl with twintails and eating hard candy. Incidentally, it seems that Kurumi-san was viciously


  beaten by this girl. Seriously, what a terrifying girl.) had come to talk to them. But then 70% of the former Quasi-Spirits approached her and asked, “If they could meet that handsome guy♥”, which as expected caused her to be greatly perplexed.


  “What did that idiot brother do!? He didn’t do anything!?”


  It was a face-to-face seduction made for only girls who still felt unclear on what it meant to be alive. For a comparison, this was on the level of being given water via mouth -to-mouth after collapsing from wandering in the desert.


  I reckon this is going to turn into a bloody battlefield, but it was unavoidable. If wanting to consider it positively, this could just be a popular phase. Huh, he was popular all the time here? Seriously?


  …Anyway, this and that were all mostly done.


  I also obtained a family register. In other words, I had proof for my identity. The Quasi-Spirits with relatives still alive entered talks and were more than welcomed and accepted on the spot.


  Kirari Rinemu and Banouin Mizuha both quickly adapted to reality after two weeks upon arriving. As soon as they obtained family registers, they signed up with an office belonging to their staff members. Both accomplished an immediate debut as idols. Their vitality was immense.


  Walking around the city, their posters and commercials were already starting to catch on. It seemed they were aiming to be top idols.


  Carte À Jouer set out as soon as she obtained a family register. And it seemed, she was making money by showing trump card tricks everywhere she went. Trump cards that could speak but not walk were certainly a strange product in this world.


  The audience members didn’t think the trump card possessed self-consciousness, and seemed to be impressed by the high-leveled ventriloquism.


  Jugasaki Retsumi was in charge of counseling former Quasi-Spirits sufferings from the discrepancies between the real world and the Neighboring World. She felt like a solid mother.


  “After all, there may be many children discouraged from these gaps. Especially, the many children that have broken hearts. …No, there’s too many. Right now, there might be 10 or 20, but is it really okay to let that number increase? They’ll need a captain to talk to.”


  No, I think that was perhaps impossible. It’ll be better to search for a new love.


  In such circumstances, Quasi-Spirits advancing onto the real world in great numbers would cause several difficult problems.


  However, with 700 billion people already in this world already, anything would be possible by increasing that number by 100! Think positively!


  Regarding Tsuan-san, after she received her family register, the first thing she did was predictably open the doors to a martial arts gym. Of course, she now is no longer in possession of her Unsigned Angel or Astral Dress. However, the vast combat experience she cultivated led to rise to stardom in no time.


  More specifically, she’ll be appearing in a TV fighting program within at least half a year. Being able to kick a sandbag weighing no less than 100 kg up into the ceiling, she was a beautiful girl with a great impact. But yeah, as someone that is like either a scout, promotor, or manager, if I think this over calmly…that person’s physical ability rivals Kurumi-san (which means that it’s at a ridiculously dangerous level).


  And, now. Last but certainly not least, our Tokisaki Kurumi-san finally was able to meet that person! If only!!


  Yeah, she got lazy.


  She got incredibly lazy.


  After all, it’s been a month──and they still haven’t met yet!


  To be honest, my expectation was that the attack would begin within one hour of returning to the real world. But nothing! Has been! Done!


  What was she doing?


  “…I wish I had forgotten…”


  That was said in such a downhearted voice. It was as if she was waiting for me to respond with, “No, Kurumi-san isn’t the type to carelessly forget.”


  But even so, as the final blow for being dejected, she said “But, in regards to being me, there’s someone else much better than just me…”


  She was excessively dithering around after struggling so much to make it here. Ah, incidentally, I also heard from Kurumi-san that besides her, there is a main body Kurumi-san. But regretfully, my desires to meet her haven’t come true yet.


  It looked like she was also very busy on this side as well. Also, the reason why Kurumi-san ended up in the Neighboring World in the first place was because she had done something to her, so it would be a little awkward for the time being.


  Well, if needed to describe Tokisaki Kurumi briefly, the girl who fought in the Neighboring World and the girl who fought over here were already different people…well that might be


  an exaggeration. For a comparison, it was like a person who was a parallel world counterpart to yourself.


  A girl who had taken a different path.


  They were similar, but there was a decisive difference in values.


  Such were the conflicts, battlefields, and adventures that served to distinguish the Neighboring World Kurumi from the real-world Kurumi.


  …Now, let’s get back at the topic at hand. With Tokisaki Kurumi being a wuss, I need to do


  something about this clumsy Kurumi.


  And for that sake, let’s use this wedding dress.


  “Kurumi-san. I’ve heard that you had a secret date with you-know-who before. Didn’t you wear this during that time?”


  “Uhh, well…that’s…uhh…yes…”


  In an unusual gesture, Kurumi awkwardly looked the other way. In other words, this was cute enough to kill a person. Staring at this expression would mean easily dying. This would be dying from this glorious sight.


  Anyway, setting that matter aside.


  “Well then, let’s buy this wedding dress!”


  “…Say what?”


  Kurumi-san slanted her head once more as she fumbled on what to say next.


  “It’s fine because I’ll buy it. Wahahaha, purchasing a wedding dress is an extravagant us e of money.”


  “No…wait, please wait a minute. What will you do after buying a wedding dress?”


  “Of course, Kurumi-san is going to be wearing it.”


  “Me!? Why!?”


  “From my understanding, wearing this and being on the offensive…wouldn’t he definitely


  remember if you go encounter him? If he can’t remember after that, then I guess it’s futile. Or


  rather, if he’s forgotten, it must mean there’s something wrong with that person. Well, I’ve never met him, so maybe…”


  Indeed. Why did I advocate making a statement against him? For now, I was angry at myself for saying that.


  “B-But. Isn’t a wedding dress expensive?”


  Yes, of course the price would be lofty. The market price for costume-made products was around 500,000. When it came to luxury goods, it was around double that. No, there was the impression it might take even more resources than that.


  However, price was no longer an issue.


  “I am very talented.”


  “…What?”


  “From the foreign exchange market.”


  “…”


  Kurumi-san was looking at me with an expression as if asking if I was serious. No, but it was really true. I have to say that my versatility is terrifying. Or rather, why would a Quasi -Spirit be talented at foreign exchange? …In the Neighboring World, this wouldn’t really be good


  for anything…


  “Well, that’s the reason why. Just think of it as an ordinary and extravagant expression of my gratitude.”


  “I don’t like that!”


  Kurumi-san shook her head in protest. Uhm, Kurumi-san would be fastidious when it came to money matters. It can’t be helped. Let’s take the form of a single loan here.


  Kurumi reluctantly accepted with the condition that she would pay this back someday.


  So that’s why I bought the wedding dress. It ended up being a lump sum payment. No matter how you look at it, this was an unbelievable age to get married. So, I had to eloquently and skillfully deceive them.


  “Thank you very much. So, we’re waiting to use it again…ah, no.”


  That’s right. For a costumer purchasing a wedding dress, saying again was a taboo word. Well leaving that aside, Kurumi-san was staring at the receipt with a stunned look.


  (We can’t carry a wedding dress on us, so of course it’s going to be delivery.)


  “I bought it…I bought it…”


  “Now is already the point of no return!”


  Provoked by that bright smile, Kurumi forced a smile with a cramped expression on her face.


  “Hibiki-san is too much…too much!”


  However, it seemed that her resolve had been decided. Just like a tiger that had determined its prey. Kurumi would probably be angry to hear that, but such an aura was being emitted from her right now.


  I had heard from the great commander that there was a fucking enormous number of rivals for instance. I mean probably that distinguished person was included as well…I have sharp


  observation skills to see through things like that.


  And the issue was that Kurumi-san was currently a heroine of the past.


  She had a bit of a late start compared to the other heroines that have spent time with him up until now.


  So, they need to make a countback in a single stroke. Kurumi-san needed something to slip in-between her rivals and pull ahead. In that case, weddings dresses are yearned for by every woman. No, it’s no exaggeration to say that all of humankind was subject to longing for this.


  “B-But Hibiki-san. But what if?”


  “What if?”


  “…What if I attract interest?”


  I shrugged my shoulders at this foreign-like reaction from her.


  “That’s fine Kurumi-san. When finally meeting him, he could apologize and say “Sorry, you’re Kurumi-san? Um, which Kurumi-san?”. Either that or he could be unable to withstand his embarrassment from the wedding dress and say “Ah, you’re that Kurumi-san!” while remembering you in a single blow. Which would you prefer better?”


  “The latter one! Definitely the latter one!”


  “Then! There’s nothing to be embarrassed about!”


  “T-That’s right. You’re right!”


  “Naturally!”


  …Thinking it over calmly, this tension felt strange. Leaving aside Kurumi-san acting out of


  character, it was the same for me too. Right, when Kurumi-san tried on that wedding dress, I felt something incomprehensible.


  But in one way or another, Kurumi-san had finally made up her mind.


  The decisive battle was on July 7th, the day of Tanabata. On this day, a small festival will be held in the shopping district of Tengu City where we lived.


  This was a memorable day and memorable place for Kurumi-san.


  She said that she had held a mock wedding ceremony at a small wedding hall near the shopping district.


  The issue now was how to invite him.


  “Leave it to me.”


  “Eh, leave it to Hibiki-san? Now I’m really worried!”


  Kurumi-san was now in a state of mind where she honestly and openly voiced her thoughts, but I remained confident. As for the source of that confidence, it would probably be fine as long as that natural logic was conveyed to that person.


  However, I will absolutely never permit him refusing. Even if it means risking my life, I intend to drag him to Kurumi-san.


  With that resolve, I depart to the battlefield. Ring the doorbell. He was currently enjoying the university life. In short, he should have more than enough time to spare. That is my bias towards university students.


  “Yes.”


  There was a carefree male voice coming to the door. Incidentally, was this the first time I’ve talked to a man?


  Well, that doesn’t matter.


  “Who is it…”


  As soon as he saw my face, that person was at a loss for words. Well, I’d be at a loss for words too. Right, what else could you do when there’s a white-haired beauty with mismatched colored eyes glaring at him.


  Ooh, is this how you tempted my favorite person, sonny?


  “You’re not…Kurumi, right?”


  However, it was another thing that had surprised him. It seems that this person thought I looked similar to Kurumi-san. No wait, was that really true? That could be it since right now this body is a mixture of various elements, but physically it should be a combination of Sawa-san and Queen. Oh no, how embarrassing. Tehehehe.


  “Uhh, what do you want?”


  He was staring at me, who was immersed in delusions, with a little bit of suspicion. This won’t do. Clearing my throat, I glossed over that by changing to the topic at hand.


  “I was asked to deliver a message.”


  “Haah.”


  “She will be waiting for you at the chapel.”


  Yes, that was the only keyword needed. If gazing at today’s calendar, it was easy to tell that today was Tanabata. Then, by incorporating the keyword chapel, it should make sense to remember. …Do you remember? If you can’t remember with this much, do you want me to


  never forgive you?


  “…!”


  The response was immediate. He shouted, “I’m heading out for a bit!” back into the house and started running without a moment’s delay. Sprinting without looking back, it seems he had completely forgotten about me.


  “…Muu.”


  She decided to chase after him. Of course, this wasn’t to be a peeping tom or motivated by the spirit of curiosity. This was for conformation that this aforementioned person can properly reach the correct location.


  Run, run, run.


  Straight ahead, don’t avert your eyes to elsewhere. Rather than an issue with my legs, it was more that he was absurdly fast. I’d like to believe he was using his strength to run at full power.


  Ah, jeez. Really──this isn’t interesting. This shouldn’t be interesting, but.


  “…Let’s do this…!”


  While acting like within the scope of a guardian watching over from behind, I kept running to not fall behind.


  Upon arriving at the ceremonial hall, he entered the small chapel inside with little hesitation. He opened the double doors with enough force that they almost slammed against each other.


  Of course, she was there.


  Traveling, traveling, traveling, a girl who kept persisting just to meet this person.


  Congratulations to Kurumi-san, who made that person her goal.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Wearing a wedding dress, I wait for that person.


  My heart, which I thought would be disturbed, was somehow calm.


  I even thought that I didn’t need to come. As long as this feeling isn’t forgotten, they could always meet again. Even if you don’t remember, I wouldn’t care.


  …No, was that arrogance? I’ve come this far together with my dear friend. Coming this far to


  reach this point.


  Without you, I would have given up a long time ago.


  Without that child, I would have disappeared a long time ago.


  That’s why half of that time here is for that child. The other half is for you. I wonder if even half of that can be conveyed.


  But regardless, I was happy to have just meet you.


  There were footsteps. Running too quickly, they weren’t suitable for a wedding hall.


  I turn to face the door. Am I okay? Am I not crying? At the very least, I wanted to first show you a beautifully dressed up face.


  Thud! And so, the door opened.


  “Aah──”


  What should I say? What should I convey? Such thoughts had been blown away.


  “Kurumi…!”


  His voice was shaking to an extent. In that case, sure enough, can I think that you remembered me?


  I nodded and replied.


  “Yes. I am Tokisaki Kurumi. …Shido-san.”


  Shido-san, Shido-san, Shido-san, Itsuka Shido-san. Finally, finally I was able to say your name.


  I couldn’t say it while in the Neighboring World. Even after returning to this world, I never said your name.


  Shido-san nodded his head as if not knowing what to say. Still, as if knowing what to do, he slowly walked through the chapel to stand beside me.


  A ceremony of vows is unnecessary.


  However, I wait for you to raise the veil.


  


  ◇◇◇


  


  Now, there was one more thing that Higoromo Hibiki needed to do.


  It was to secretly gaze at Kurumi-san’s face in this spot while being undiscovered. There was not particularly any perverse implication in this. This was the happiest look from a girl who fell love, was in love, and continued to be in love. It was no exaggeration to say that she had come all this way from the Neighboring World just to see this with her own eyes.


  Gently though a small window rather than the door. This way she looked on without getting blamed.


  As I jumped into the chapel, the guy mentioned earlier seemed a little hasty as he gently raised the veil covering Kurumi-san’s face.


  And.


  I certainly saw a girl with an expression basked in supreme happiness. I certainly saw the face of a girl who was shy, bashful, and embarrassed.


  He opened his mouth.


  “That wish came true.”


  “Yes, it took a long time, but it came true.”


  And like that, Kurumi-san replied.


  “──Oh.”


  Tears unknowingly came out. For this, just for the sake of this person, she did her best preserving and continuing fight.


  I’m glad. I’m really glad that person always looked straight ahead. I’m really glad that person’s dedication was rewarded. Really, really, really, really….!”


  Enduring the sobs so that I couldn’t be heard, I left through the window. This wasn’t the pain of a broken heart. These were tears from feeling moved by her dear friend being rewarded.


  Crying, I continued to cry until feeling refreshed. After leaving the wedding hall, the time was almost around dusk. Should I grab something to eat from here? Or should I take a peek at the stalls of this festival? While at a loss on what to do, a voice was heard coming from behind.


  “Hi-bi-ki-san ♪”


  “Yes, what is it colonel Tokisaki Kurumi-san!”


  As she turned around and simultaneously gave a respect salute, Kurumi-san gave a look that seemed to say she was caught doing something strange again. Kurumi-san had already taken off the wedding dress and was back to wearing her ordinary clothes. Just like that, was it really possible that she had already left the ceremony hall and was marching into festival? It seemed it was.


  “Are you going to be a mercenary next? Well, I suppose that’s fine.”


  Kurumi-san, she turned towards the boy standing beside her──or that is to say, she was facing a young man with a face that looked like it had matured a bit.


  “Shido-san. This is Higoromo Hibiki-san.”


  Huh, was this an introduction? Higoromo Hibiki traded glances with the young man.


  “Hibiki-san. This is Itsuka Shido-san.”


  Ah, this was great. Did you properly remember his name? Kurumi-san must be happy in being able to call out a name that she couldn’t in the Neighboring World.


  “Uhh…nice to meet you?”


  “Yes…same to you.”


  And so, for the time being the two of them exchanged greetings to each other. Should they exchange business cards? Regretfully, I had run out of business cards.


  “Uhm…are you Kurumi’s…?”


  “I’m, well…”


  “──She’s a friend.”


  Decisively slicing the thread of confusion with a single stroke──no, in Kurumi-san’s case, this was more like breaking such comments with a single bullet.


  I witnessed Kurumi-san acting in a way that I cannot believe. She was a little embarrassed, but still she repeated again as if to make an announcement.


  “My precious and important friend.”


  “Kurumi-san…”


  I had just finished crying, but I was about to cry again.


  “I see. Pleased to meet you, Higoromo-san.”


  “Yes, same here.”


  Smiling with a relaxed air around him, the young man greeted me again with commonplace words. Kurumi then informed him with a gentle look.


  “Shido-san. I’ve been on a long, long journey. It was lengthy, miraculous, dream-like, sorrowful, but also amazingly fun. Such was this journey.”


  It was like that. I also agreed to that remark.


  It was journey that was extensively long, wonderful, and sad.


  “Shido-san, could you please lend us a little more of your time today? If you would like, please listen to the story of our journey.”


  “Oh, I’ll listen. No matter how long it is.”


  “Can Hibiki-san help as well? If it’s just me, my memory might be unreliable.”


  “Of course, I will! I can be the supervisor that will do both the scripting, directing, and photographing!”


  “Is that really necessary…?”


  “It isn’t. When Hibiki-san is like this…she’ll interrupt the flow of the conversation.”


  “Kurumi-san is number one in Japan! Like this?” “Yes, yes. Isn’t-it-like-that?”


  I wriggled and struggled as my cheeks are being pinched. The person called Shido was slightly taken aback watching this, but soon he smiled and said to Kurumi.


  “You made a good friend.”


  “Yes, I was able to make a great friend.”


  “Yes, yes. Then stop already.”


  Enduring the ticklish feeling in my chest, I stand next to the person I like and the person that person liked.


  It felt a little lonely, but I understand that the happy expression next to me was what I was looking for.


  “Then, let’s start from the beginning. That is to say, where I ended up──”


  Now, let’s start an exciting story.


  The tale of Tokisaki Kurumi and Higoromo Hibiki’s turbulent adventure.


  Now, let’s start a painful story.


  The single-minded battle between girls living in the Neighboring World.


  And finally, let’s talk about the foolish story of one’s human life.


  The calm daily life of Tokisaki Kurumi and Higoromo Hibiki.


  Don’t forget to keep walking. Even when looking back, never stop.


  Like many people, like many lives, I try to remember only the fun times while living to forget the sad and painful times.


  But even so, I can never forget──while embracing the precious memories filled with both joy and sorrow. Even if these memories caused pain, I would still proudly call them lovely.


  Our journey was one that never truly ends.


  Oh, it was exactly like that. Just like a bullet fired.


  For Tokisaki Kurumi and Higoromo Hibiki, life (date) continues.


  


  


  Afterword


  


  ※Caution: there are spoilers for the main story here. Read the postscript after reading the main story!


  Higashide Yuichiro


  Date A Bullet is complete here! Yes, it’s finished. The Tokisaki Kurumi, separated from the person she loves on that Tanabata day, makes a return during another Tanabata. Behind the scenes of the tumultuous developments unfolding for Itsuka Shido and the Spirits in the main story, a girl continues her journey, struggles, and even enjoys a slight respite in a world that no one knows for the sake of returning to reality.


  And that wish came true. Truly this is a happy ending with no complaints and questions


  necessary. Regardless if it’s the Quasi-Spirits choosing to stay in the Neighboring World or Quasi-Spirits that wanted to live in reality, each group begins their own life.


  Happiness and misfortune are both intricate to human life. I dispatch a yell for the friends and war comrades of that far-off distant world to keep doing their best on both of those fronts.


  …And to that end, to all the readers, thank you from the bottom of my heart!


  First and foremost, I’m really grateful you read all the way to the end even though I was writing at a fairly slow pace. Particularly, it took more than a year in-between the 7th and 8th volumes. During which the main series was already completed (congratulations again). So please accept my infinite apologies.


  However, I’m amazed Date A Live has continued to boom, and I dare say the momentum is still ongoing. After all, a TV anime is coming soon, and there is also a Date A Live anthology series released at the same time as this 8th volume!


  Higashide also participated in the anthology, providing a modestly written short story. For anthology spoilers, it’s a battle for the umpteenth time.


  Words of gratitude are endless, so as expected I’ll bring it to a close like this. From the beginning of the project, I’ve explained it in the postscript of the first volume, but I feel like I should explain it again here.


  It was a battle using the most popular character of Date A Live, Tokisaki Kurumi.


  Starting with this, it presented the first challenge. Useable bullets and unusable bullets were already pre-set by Tachibana-san, the author of the main story. Furthermore, most of the bullets were depicted in the main story, so they couldn’t be adjusted any further.


  Kurumi in the main story is a certainly a trickster…for that reason, her great ability is


  intertwined with changing time…it’s a powerful ability, too terrifying if I may dare say…so


  at the starting point, I was worried thinking “how much can I do with this power in the future?” However, from around the time of the 2nd volume, I began to think, “if this bullet is put to practical use, can’t it do this?”, and that led to a chain of ideas appearing. Tachibana-sensei kindly gave me permission. And it was around this time that the fighting prowess of the character named Tokisaki Kurumi began to blossom.


  Manipulating time, controlling shadows, and shooting guns, as the type to perform all three actions fantastically, it’s no wonder she’s always behind the scenes of Date A Live.


  Thanks to that, I was able to have fun writing. And speaking of fun, my editor said, “sorry, but I want you to come up with a Kurumi cosplay every time.” Being told that at a time when handing over a certain volume, I thought “o-oh. I understand. Then this time…” I was taken aback at


  first, but later I started trembling with my discerning eye thinking, “so that’s why…!” It’s


  difficult to find an outfit that’s not a figure. Incidentally, the cosplay itself was rather easy because the thought process went along the lines of something like, “now where can I forcibly insert this!” But for the great illustrator NOCO-san, please don’t get too angry at my editor, NOCO-san.


  Even if I say it’s been a long time…it’s still less than half the months and years of the main


  story of Date A Live, but still thank you for this support and encouragement.


  First and foremost, thank you to Tachibana Koushi-san who finished the final after story episode of the main series perfectly! Next, I would like to thank NOCO-san who was in charge of illustrations, and also Tsuanko-san who was the illustrator of the main story.


  Thank you to my editor who was patiently waiting for the manuscript.


  And above all, my gratitude to everyone who felt satisfied after reading this postscript.


  Thank you very much.


  The girls’ journey is over, and the ordinary days continue to spin like a gentle nap during a warm afternoon.


  Higashide Yuichiro
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YOU GENTLY."

SPIRIT-TOKISAKI KURUMI

"EVEN IF WE ARE GOING TO KILL
EACH OTHER, YOU STILL WANT TO
TREAT ME GENTLY?"

KURUMI'S FORMER FRIEND - YAMAUCHI SAWA
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WITHOUT YOU, 1 WOULD HAVE GIVEN UP A I.Olf-—ﬁl
AGO.

WITHOUT THAT CHILD, I WOULD HAVE DISAPPEARED A 4
LONG TIME AGO.

THAT'S WHY HALF OF THIS TIME HERE IS FOR YOU. THE
OTHER HALF IS FOR THAT CHILD. I WONDER IF EVEN HALF
OF THAT CAN BE CONVEYED.

BUT REGARDLESS, I WAS HAPPY JUST TO HAVE MET YOU. \ )





