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  Prologue


  Haimura Moroha


  You will be defeated before my weakness.


   

 

 

 

 

 
Ancestral Arts Light Technique, 《Mars》.


  A secret technique that materialized the shape of the user’s soul.


  Shiba Akira was the best 《Mars》 user in the world.


  He could use this work, which demanded extreme concentration and was prone to quickly become uncontrollable, for hours flawlessly, with precision and firmness.


  Akira’s 《Mars》 created flames.


  However, Akira himself only felt uncomfortable knowing that his soul was like a flame.


  This was because he esteemed himself to be the quieter, less enthusiastic type.


  

 
– It’s a calm flame, isn’t it? ──Who was the one who appraised Akira’s soul like that?


  

 
The memory was too far away, he couldn’t recall it anymore.


  Even at this moment, Akira created flames of violence itself, fired several at the same time, made them run on the ground with the fire force of savagery itself, and while launching a fierce offensive, he wondered.


  The school grounds of Akane Academy, which had become a battlefield, were already turning into a sea of ​flames due to Akira’s 《Mars》.


  Why did such strong feelings pass by?


  All because he was looking at the boy in front of him, the target of the flames he shot, and his greatest enemy.


  His name was Haimura Moroha.


  The glitter of white prana rising from his whole body was almost divinely dazzling.


  However, the most terrifying fact was that for this boy, it was far from being at its best condition.


  With his unique senses, Akira could perceive various information and states from other people’s prana and mana──and sometimes satana──as heat.


  According to his senses, Moroha’s prana now had just a little less than 90% of its normal amount of heat.


  Moreover, every time he pumped up prana from the seven conceptual gates that dwelled in his body, he was able to see that it was accompanied by pain.


  He had wounds all over his body, he was truly in that condition.


  

 
The reason Haimura Moroha was exhausted like that wasn’t because of Akira’s offensive.


  The other day, the Head of the Japanese Division, Suruga Andou, ordered his aides, who knew his true identity, to launch an all-out attack on Akane Academy.


  His goal was the absolute capture of Ranjou Satsuki, the “Girl of Light”.


  Therefore, the trump card of Suruga Andou, the fairy Pei Li, was also in the battle formation.


  And even though Moroha barely repelled that extraordinary monster, the cost was great*.


  *TN: Monster is the furigana reading for fairy.


  Akira found out that he was probably not in his best condition now because he put an unreasonable burden on the seven gates in order to defeat Pei Li and draw out even more prana.


  

 
Moroha, who was in such bad condition, let out a war cry.


  – Oh… oooh… ooooooooh…!


  Overcoming the pain with vigor, he drew more prana from the seven gates.


  Even if the flow was worse than usual, he converted it into a power of destruction more carefully and diligently than usual, and made it run on the treasure-like beautiful blade.


  The creative originality of having no choice but to use every trick in the book in proportion to the output falling down.


  The fact that a 《Savior》, who overflowed with prana like Moroha, possessed even the most delicate fighting techniques, made shivers run down Akira’s spine as he felt like he had caught a glimpse of the true nature of the monster*.


  *TN: Monster is the furigana reading for Sword Oni.


  – … Suraaaaa!!


  The roaring shrieking shout of Moroha.


  At the same time, he put the improved prana on a long sword wave and fired it.


  Ancestral Arts Light Technique, 《Jupiter》.


  A windstorm carrying Moroha’s white-bright prana bared its fangs, sweeping over.


  It intercepted several streaks of flames running across the ground that Akira shot.


  The power of shock and combustion, of destruction and disruption, collided head-on, cancelling each other out.


  – You’re doing well despite being… in that condition.


  Akira said as if whispering in his unique way of speaking.


  The prana that Moroha was clad in dazzled, making him close his eyes partly.


  This boy was also a 《Mars》 user.


  However, his principles made him refrain from abuse. Since a 《Savior》 like him had to be admonished, they must be very powerful. Akira and the others believed that it was an ability that 「Has extremely high cutting power and can cut regardless of distance」, but its true identity was unknown.


  What exactly was the shape of Haimura Moroha’s soul?


  Akira didn’t know. He didn’t know, but he could feel the heat in his prana.


  It was as cold as an inscribed sword made by smelting high-quality steel and then tempering it.


  Yes, the boy named Haimura Moroha was probably born with quick wits as if it supplemented and matched “White Knight” Edward and “Lightning Empress” Vasilisa, but instead of using it wildly, he polished it with training, rivalling Lu Zhixin; he was a phenomenon*.


  *TN: Phenomenon is the furigana reading for monster.


  (I can’t help feel respect──no…awe)


  That was why Akira fought this boy with the utmost caution.


  As one of the unruly 《Demons》, he must challenge the strongest 《Savior》.


  Therefore, while Moroha was polishing prana for 《Jupiter》 made for interception, Akira was also preparing the next 《Mars》 constantly.


  He unsparingly increased the firepower more and more and unleashed it as a flame storm.


  In front of the pressure, and despite groaning in really apparent discomfort, Moroha*,


  *TN: Pressure is the furigana reading for force of flames.


  – If you’ve grasped that my condition is the worst, can’t you go easy on me or be kind? How about getting into the spirit of 『I want to fight you in perfect condition. I will withdraw for today』


  – I’m troubled by your… expectations. You’re very strong, so I’m desperate.


  Moroha was weakened by the mortal combat with Pei Li, so if Akira were to commit the foolishness of missing this opportunity, he would forever be no match for this boy.


  – You’re the one who’s stupidly strong, so let’s choose the means and honor.


  – I am… weak.


  Akira’s whispers were drowned out by the roaring sounds of the flame storm blowing fiercely.


  It moved lively like a living flame, opened its huge jaws, and attacked Moroha ferociously.


  Moroha also tried to intercept it with 《Jupiter》, but this time he was unable to eliminate the flames.


  Akira won now.


  Moroha was hit and burned by the flame storm because he couldn’t offset it.


  But of course, he wasn’t the type that just got hit.


  He mustered all of his mana and let it spread throughout his body. Unlike prana, he didn’t push it to extremes in the battle against Pei Li, so it was abundant as usual. And his new type of combat uniform, which was “Arsenal” Arlene’s artifact, responded to this, increasing his heat resistance.


  It wasn’t like he was completely unscathed, but he overcame the flame storm.


  (It’s really… troublesome)


  Being able to convert mana directly into heat resistance without a time lag instead of defending himself by casting some sort of Dark Art was really troublesome from the point of view of Akira’s 《Mars》.


  Roughly eight months ago, when he opened hostilities with Moroha for the first time, Moroha didn’t have such a troublesome thing. That damn “Arsenal” did something unnecessary. That group called the White Knight Organization was really full of monsters, every last one of them was a monster, and this was bad because they were forming a faction.


  It had been a real pain to fight these guys to the bitter end.


  Akira was creating a second wave of the flame storm as he grumbled in his mind.


  Because even though Moroha was still burned by the first wave, he could see that he started spelling a Dark Art.


  The 3rd Rank of Ice, 《Freezing Shade》.


  However, it was an abbreviated version because he couldn’t chant it while in the middle of the flame storm.


  Although the power was dampened because of that, the 3rd Rank was still powerful.


  Moroha fired 《Freezing Shade》 and Akira fired the second wave at exactly the same time.


  Their power was exactly the same.


  The blizzard and the flame storm thrust their fangs at each other, exploding and spewing steam.


  A dense white smoke covered their field of vision.


  Then Moroha used it as a smoke screen and jumped out of the cloud of steam to close the distance.


  It was a rather annoying surprise attack.


  However, Akira waited with a dignified and composed demeanor.


  (Even if he’s not in my field of vision, I can feel the… heat)


  The dark suit he wore stylishly had no wrinkles, and his thin-framed glasses were put back in their position with his right middle finger.


  With that momentum, Moroha slashed diagonally at him.


  The sword blade flashed and Akira, at a loss for what to do, was cut in two.


  ──Or so he feigned, it was just an afterimage.


  Moroha realized that there was no response in his hands, but it was already too late even if he changed his complexion.


  The figure of Akira’s afterimage slowly faded away.


  Furthermore, it twisted easily and turned into flames.


  Moroha, who was about to slash at it, on the contrary, was tormented by the heat.


  It was an original Light Technique that combined Flame 《Mars》 and the way of walking 《Komon》, which was Akira’s specialty.


  On the contrary, he succeeded in landing a surprise attack on Moroha, who had launched a surprise attack using the smoke screen.


  He immediately tried to widen the gap and keep him at a distance again, but,


  – That’s 3 Flame Feast, 《Heat Haze》, right?


  Moroha went after him while cursing.


  His 《Dash Speed》 wasn’t normal, so Akira didn’t seem to be able to escape with a 《Back Step》.


  *TN: Both skills are the furigana reading for Godlike Movement.


  – It’s not like I… named it.


  And Akira, on the other hand, suddenly stepped forward.


  As a result of closing in on each other, the gap was closed in an instant.


  Just before that, Akira’s figure split into four.


  – 《Donrou》──? We’re going for the victory already?


  Moroha looked puzzled as he responded to Akira springing at him from all directions.


  After letting him get near, he tried to cut down in all directions with a swing of his Holy Sword.


  However, Akira’s appearance faded from all the ones that were cut.


  All four of them turned into flames, attacking Moroha.


  – Tchhhh!


  Moroha clicked his tongue while somehow surviving with the heat resistance ability of his battle uniform and the Light Technique 《Anti-Magic》.


  What Akira used just now wasn’t 《Donrou》, but 《Komon》 to strike just before Moroha a move, which was the specialty of “Flash Sword” Leonard. And a quadruple at that.


  Not only that, this was also an original technique that combined even《Mars》 of Flames.


  – You sure have nothing but troublesome tricks, huh. How many Flame Feasts is this?


  – Who… knows? This is a work I mastered after I ran away.


  It didn’t have a name yet.


  Right now, Akira succeeded in gaining distance by making four 《Heat Hazes》attack him hard.


  However, Moroha also switched quickly.


  Then, as if to take a breather, he let a “let’s start again” welcome mood be in the air.


  Akira kept his eyes on such a boy without letting his guard down──suddenly, far behind him, on the other side of the sea of ​flames, the towering Akane Academy school building came into sight.


  In spite of himself, he had a distant look in his eye.


  Moroha noticed his gaze,


  – … Run away. Hey, run away. I asked the school principal before if you were also a former Akane student. Honestly, I can’t imagine you were a student.


  – Fufu, do I look that old?


  When he asked him jokingly, Moroha shook his head, denying it.


  Akira was a frighteningly grown-up young man.


  He had the appearance that only a man who had swept through so many hardships could create.


  It would surprise anyone to learn that he was only twenty-one and had been a student only a few years ago.


  – Well, setting that aside. For you, is this your nostalgic alma mater?


  – That’s different from the school building we used… to go to….


  – Since you destroyed it, it had to be rebuilt, did you forget?


  You have to compensate us, Moroha protested.


  Akira ignored the joke,


  – I don’t have nostalgia for this school in any way, shape or form. Because I even… hate it.


  – Hmm. I don’t hate it though.


  Moroha dared to say something childish and perverse.


  – I don’t hate that kind of thing about you.


  Said Akira, and after he smiled, in a complete change, he looked at Moroha with merciful eyes,


  – You don’t know the history of Akane Academy, do you?


  He said something with profound meaning.


  – What history? Are today’s schools really for Power Rangers or Magical Girls?


  Moroha replied frivolously.


  Akira ignored him again.


  Instead, he whispered.


  – A spiderweb.


  – Excuse me…?


  – I said… spiderweb.


  – I heard you. I said I don’t get what you mean.


  Moroha demanded an explanation, but Akira was just all smiles like the Devil.


  He didn’t feel like talking anymore.


  Moroha also seemed to be getting his breath back.


  – So, shall I get dressed up for the second round?


  He grumbled as if to say that this flame monster was too much and tiresome.


  The second thing the boy said was, 「I’m not some big shot」. Akira wasn’t a good-natured person enough to believe such drivel. No, from Moroha’s point of view, it wasn’t drivel, he was serious. In other words, what he wanted to say was: 「I still have a long way to go before I know the world above」. Anyway, if he took his humility seriously, he would be the one to get burned.


  Seeing that Moroha started spelling a Dark Art again (This time with chanting…!), Akira also enhanced his prana and created raging flames of 《Mars》 raging flames.


  What Moroha put into written form was the 3rd Rank of Flames, 《Incinerate》.


  
Before, the “Witch of the Dolls” Louise Saint-Germain said something after analyzing the battle pattern of this boy.


  – It appears that this kid is best at 《Incinerate》. Since he’s used to it and he has refined it, he’s on fire. Its frequency of use at vital points is also very high.


  That was the judgment of the 9th generation “PSG”, so there was no doubt about it.


  

 
By storing it in the blade and mixing it with prana, it caused the firepower to multiply.


  Ancestral Arts Yin Yang, which Moroha Haimura, the only person in the world, could do.


  (See? What a good… boy)


  And Akira, of course, had flames as his specialty.


  Despite this, there was one reason why Moroha chose Yin Yang of Flames instead of Ice or Water.


  By further surpassing Akira’s strengths, he intended to completely smash Akira’s fighting spirit from the root.


  (But I cannot afford to yield. I cannot give up. I cannot be stopped)


  Akira also gathered flames from the sea of fire spreading around him and condensed the amount of heat.


  4 Flame Feast, 《Wildfire》.


  With it, he prepared for Moroha’s Yin Yang.


  – Su… raaa…!


  Together with raising his vigor, and from the blade he wielded, Moroha fired glowing white-red flames mixed with prana from the sword blade he swung.


  – Oooh…!


  Akira also shouted vigorously and swung his right hand as if giving an order to soldiers, firing back huge roaring flames.


  Flames collided with each other, pushing each other and pushing each other back as if locking sword to sword.


  Akira summoned all of his prana resolutely and tried to fight against the synergy between Moroha’s prana and mana.


  – Guh… u… h!


  However, the situation soon deteriorated.


  It was Akira who was clearly being overmatched, and the raging fire he fired was being pushed back little by little.


  

 
Akira once had a one-on-one showdown with the Head of the Chinese Division, Ba Tekka.


  It was five years ago, when he first declared war on the White Knight Organization.


  In order to quickly overwhelm the 《Demon》 shock that spread like bush fire, the old man got down to work.


  The result: Akira suffered a complete defeat.


  Certainly, the battle lasted several hours. The old man accumulated a lot of karma, after which he had to withdraw from the line.


  But that was all. The most he could do was put up a good fight. Even now, Akira couldn’t see how he could defeat Tekka.


  That old man was undoubtedly an immortal worthy of being an SS-Rank.


  And from Akira’s point of view, the strength of the fairy Pei Li rivaled Tekka. No, if only their combat ability was compared, then Pei Li might be superior because she didn’t have to worry about the accumulation of karma.


  And then, Haimura Moroha defeated the fairy.


  The boy Akira had to face and outsmart was such a warrior.


  

 
– Guh… uuugh… uuuugh… h.


  Akira gritted his teeth and continued to groan and squeeze prana.


  He resented his fighting style.


  Akira was a quintessential slow starter. This 《Mars》 took ages to be ignited.


  As time passed, it became uncontrollable like a forest fire, but right now it was a case of wanting to bring down Moroha in a short-term decisive battle before he was at his best.


  The world not always turned out as one wished.


  Even though his cheeks were distorted with pessimistic sarcasm, he never gave up and continued to stubbornly oppose Moroha’s Yin Yang.


  Then──suddenly, Yin Yang’s pressure weakened.


  No, to be more precise, the firepower he pushed increased, and Akira’s burden was lightened.


  – Let me help you.


  Saying that, Shirai Usako, aka Nelly, stood up closely like a ghost behind him.


  Her jet-black dress, which she called black rabbit mode, was her battle dress and her mourning dress.


  – Haimoro, even if you’re in bad condition, we have no choice but to take advantage of it. After all, we must defeat you head-on.


  – … Fair enough.


  Usako pointed so as to hide her presence while Akira was attracting Moroha from the front. The strategy was to watch for Moroha to lower his guard with an eagle eye, interrupt and luckily have something that would hit him hard. She had hoped to make up for Akira being a slow starter, but sure enough, she was overly optimistic.


  – We have no choice but to… strengthen our resolve.


  – I’ll pour. I’ll pour a lot of oil on the fire.


  Usako’s lines could only be thought of as a comedy, but the heating power that Akira emitted increased even more seriously.


  The crimson flames swelled up at once.


  The Yin Yang of Flames that was already closing in on Akira was completely forced back, and due to the excessive momentum it had, it burned Moroha.


  Yes, Usako’s 《Mars》 could support and strengthen Akira’s 《Mars》.


  – Uh… o… h.


  This time it was Moroha’s turn to grit his teeth and groan in agony.


  But as expected. In an instant, Moroha used his left hand and right toes to spell a double 《Red Hex》, and with 《Anti-Magic》 and the heat resistance ability of his new combat uniform, Moroha pulled through even that.


  Although he was breathing heavily,


  – I was sure that Nelly would watch over the fight between men.


  He said, still having leeway to crack a joke.


  – I can’t laugh at that joke, Haimoro.


  – Even though your personality is like a joke….


  – Uh. I can’t deny it.


  – I wanted you to deny… that.


  Akira said to Usako behind him in an admonishing tone, telling her to take it seriously.


  As Moroha repositioned his sword,


  – This is unfair. 《Mars》 users are already rare, yet your flames and gasoline make a combo. It’s too convenient.


  – I’m a convenient woman. I’m the type that is popular.


  – It’s not like men like women who are convenient, you know?


  Forgetting that he was in the middle of a battle, Moroha retorted.


  When Usako was around, he and Akira tended to get caught up in her pace no matter what.


  While Akira cleared his throat,


  – Just so you… know. It’s true that she and I met by chance, but she and I are together out of our own free will.


  He declared that this was the only thing he had to dismiss.


  He had the attitude of a pure and pious religious man who had been denied his doctrine.


  – I’m sorry for insulting you.


  Moroha sincerely apologized.


  At the same time, his slightly relaxed facial expression stiffened again.


  He had the attitude of a brave and unwavering templar knight who thoroughly knew how formidable the Devil was.


  The eyes of the two men who faced each other collided, sparks scattered, and the air had a burnt smell again.


  But it was a little different than before.


  Usako’s hands gently touch Akira’s back.


  There was no strength put into them, but he could tell that she was pushing his back strongly.


  (If I was alone, I wouldn’t have the slightest chance of outmaneuvering this boy)


  But Akira muttered in his heart.


  (With you, it’s no longer zero)


  No matter how narrow the road was.


  Even if it was nothing more than grasping at straws.


  Akira was deeply grateful to Usako.


  He wasn’t Moroha, who grumbled that it was unfair, but he was grateful to have met her.


  He thanked her for connecting with him.


  Even though they fell from the White Knight Organization, he thanked her for fighting alongside him.


  And then──the two of them refined flames with an enormous amount of heat.


  
    [image: ]
  


 
  6 Years ago - The school of the 《Saviors》


 
  Shiba Akira had a strange dream.


  




  The heavy sound of a burning house collapsing. The smell of burning corpses assailing his nostrils. The bitter taste of black smoke blowing into his mouth. That was one side of the conflagration that colored the castle town.


  The sense of hearing, smell, taste, sight, all five of his senses; the dream was so detailed that it was hard to believe it was a dream.


  And the sense of touch──there was a definite feel of a corpse in his arms.


  Yes, a corpse.


  A symbol of tragedy that should have been unrelated to Akira, a normal boy born in peaceful Japan.


  But it fit in his hands to a terrifying degree.


  How many times, how many times had he held the corpses of those special to him like this?


  His father. Mother. Brothers and sisters. Friends. Companions. Maybe someone he liked. Maybe someone who liked him. And those who deserved his loyalty.


  The one who was now dead in his arms was one of them.


  A six-year-old princess who was a descendant of the royal family.


  While carefully holding her corpse in his arms──Akira was fighting in his dream.


  With only his force of will, he created countless flames and manipulated them at will, like a king who led the living flames as his army.


  He burned, blazed and incinerated the enemy soldiers who were descending on him like gathering clouds from the very beginning──


  He continued burning them with flames so single-mindedly that he forgot how many people he had killed.


  It wasn’t a metaphor, it was the firepower that covered the castle town from north to south, east and west, like purgatory.


  He was wearing no armor; his entire body was clad in fighting spirit similar to crimson flames.


  The brilliance of the power of prana that led to God allowed Akira to trample down the supernatural.


  Without moving a finger or an eyebrow.


  He was like a monster that was born to specialize only in 「Burning enemies and nothing else」.


  It was a strange feeling, as if he was thinking in his head that this wasn’t him, and his soul nodded that this was him*.


  *TN: Both him are the furigana reading for Akira.


  How many times had he gone through this*──


  *TN: Times is the furigana reading for slaughters.


  Eventually, Akira was the only person breathing on the battlefield.


  The rest were just corpses being swallowed up by the sea of ​​fire.


  He killed all his enemies and resulted victorious in battle.


  The strong roaring wind fueled by the conflagration was a substitute for triumph.


  It was difficult for him to stand; wounds were all over his body.


  However, Akira headed towards the suburbs while making an effort to drag his feet.


  In order to return the girl in his arms to the earth and let her sleep peacefully.


  – O Heaven! Earth! Why did you give life to me, Sway!?


  He couldn’t help but lament.


  And that was Akira’s name in his dream.


  – I can’t protect anyone or anything important!


  Sway wailed.


  – And yet, when it comes to killing and destroying, there is no one in this world who is superior to me!


  He was weeping, his tears drying up.


  – I don’t have anything dear to me left…!


  He was crying, his voice becoming hoarse.


  – What awaits me are enemies, enemies, enemies, enemies──this world is full of enemies!


  He was crying and trying to vomit blood.


  If that’s the case──Sway sobbed convulsively.


  He hunched his shoulders, his face against the clean death of the infant in his arms, his forehead against her forehead, and screamed so as to squeeze out his soul.


  – This kind of world isn’t necessary anymore! Everything, everything, everything will burn to ashes! Everyone… everyone… everyone… I will burn everything down!


  As he cried, he continued to curse the whole world.


  






  Then Sway’s dream ended, and Akira woke up.


  Along with the drowsiness, Sway’s senses rapidly faded away.


  With his eyes closed, his thoughts became clear and organized even as he kept silent.


  (That nightmare again…)


  The strange scene and the hopeless situation just now were all a dream.


  The real Shiba Akira was here.


  He was in the auditorium of the private high school Akane Academy.


  Akira was a shiny new freshman. However, he lacked innocence. In the middle of the entrance ceremony, he fell asleep sitting in a folding chair. He was by no means brazen.


  Somehow, he was maturing.


  He almost looked like a grown-up. Like a sticky dark shadow, a tone of pessimistic and chronic fatigue clung to his whole body.


  In fact, when considering the reason why he had to come to this academy, and the mission he would have to continue accomplishing for the next three years, he was nothing but depressed.


  Akira was such a boy.


  – Phew….


  Letting out a sigh of lamentation, he fixed the position of the bridge of his glasses.


  Then he slowly opened his eyelids… Akira was dumbfounded.


  While being completely attacked by surprise──


  Because there was a beautiful girl’s face in front of him, in fact, so close to him that they could breathe each other’s breath.


  Her blue eyes were striking, like a lake in a harsh winter.


  From such a close range, she stared intently at him.


  She was in a posture that hung over Akira who was sitting in a chair.


  As if to say that she was going to rub her forehead against his in a second.


  It was like the continuation of the dream.


  What was going on?


  Who was this girl?


  The color of her hair was golden and emitted a cold gloss, so were her blue eyes, which were unbecoming of Japanese.


  Akira quickly observed the girl.


  She wore the school uniform for girls. He checked the name tag attached to her chest, which was swelling greatly from the inside.


  「1-1 (Black A)  Shimon Mari」 was written on it.


  Akira was also from class 1-1, so she appeared to be his classmate.


  But how did that explain this posture and proximity?


  Forgetting to make the slight movement and staring back at her, the girl’s eyes──Mari’s eyes were narrowed severely.


  – What, you’re awake, aren’t you?


  An icy voice that befitted her cold beauty.


  Mari’s face suddenly became distant.


  She straightened her bent hips, then raised herself up to her full height, and raised her right hand.


  




  *Slap*──


  




  Mari’s palm hit Akira’s cheek like a whip.


  – ….


  Even Akira couldn’t help but be stunned by what happened all of a sudden.


  Why did he have to be slapped by a classmate he didn’t know?


  He asked her with his eyes.


  It couldn’t be helped that an air of criticism was mixed in her gaze.


  – Are you feeling more awake now?


  Mari said in a thorny tone.


  When she folded her arms and got cocky, she pushed up her boobs from below, emphasizing the plumpness of the two bulges.


  – What I did just now was punishment. To punish an insolent guy who fell asleep right soon after the entrance ceremony began.


  Mari looked down on him high-handedly.


  – Everyone has already moved to class, but I’m amazed that you’re still sleeping comfortably like this.


  Certainly, the presence of the 100 new students had completely disappeared, and the auditorium was empty.


  – I hate guys with no motivation.


  – Nevertheless, I find slapping me… questionable.


  Akira grumbled with his unique way of speaking, as if mumbling.


  – You’re “Shiba Akira”, aren’t you?


  When Mari said sharply, she bent forward again and suddenly brought her face close to Akira’s chest.


  She narrowed her eyes and stared hard at this name tag.


  With that gesture, Akira finally had a rough idea of what was going on.


  Mari had poor eyesight.


  When Akira didn’t wear glasses, he also brought his face closer to things and narrowed his eyes. Unconsciously too.


  It was a really unsatisfying revelation that made his heart skip a beat when he woke up.


  Akira held back his wry smile and continued his conversation with Mari while distorting one of his cheeks, making sure to push it up.


  – What if I’m Shiba Akira?


  – I heard about you before entering school. You’re only a Shirogane, but you’re A-Rank like me. You’re a promising student who has awakened 《Ancestral Arts》 with your own strength like me.


  Akira neither denied nor affirmed it.


  However, his name tag did indeed say 「1-1   (White A) Shiba Akira」.


  – And, unlike me, you already have combat experience with 《Metaphysicals》.


  As expected, Akira neither denied nor affirmed it.


  He thought that if she knew, there was no point in denying it, and he would look bad if he affirmed it because it would sound like a child’s mischievous boast.


  However, he urged Mari to continue, saying 「So? 」.


  – I’ve been looking forward to seeing how praiseworthy you are. It’s disappointing that you turned out to be such a frivolous man.


  (You’re also going a bit too far, saying such harsh things to someone you’ve… just met)


  Akira didn’t say anything that should rather be left unsaid, and instead he said.


  – It’s true that I’m not a… splendid person. But isn’t it normal to end up doing something like dozing off while listening to the principal’s boring words?


  – What that snob of a principal said was boring, so I agree with you on that.


  It seemed that his classmate named Mari was very harsh to everyone.


  The air around her was so stinging that a hedgehog seemed cuter than her.


  – But, Shiba-kun, you should be aware.


  – What… do you mean?


  Mari folded her arms, got cocky, and said somewhat proudly so as to show off.


  – We 《Saviors》 are all special people chosen from all over Japan. We have strength. That’s why we must never, ever forget. We have a responsibility. We have obligations to be fulfilled. Our mighty power should be wielded solely for the sake of justice──it goes without saying, right? Similarly, you and I, who particularly possess outstanding power, must be 《Saviors》 who act as a role model for the other students.


  I’m warning you, Mari ordered him in a harsh tone.


  – … I very much appreciate your excellent opinion. Aside from whether or not I can actually live up to your… expectations.


  – I’m telling you to answer me. Otherwise, I’ll give you a pep talk again.


  Mari said without a smile.


  In other words, it wasn’t a joke or anything like that.


  – I’ll be in your care from now on. Another A-Rank 《Savior》-kun.


  Mari proudly thrust her hand, and Akira hesitated whether to take it.


  It was hard to get a good impression of this girl.


  However, Akira, who was used to holding himself back, in the end, tried to shake her hand.


  ──Just before that, Mari averted her gaze unintentionally, as if suddenly realizing something.


  The same happened to Akira, and he looked in that direction as well.


  And he spotted her.


  Far away, slightly behind the place where Akira was sitting.


  Inside the auditorium where he thought no one else was left.


  A freshman girl was sleeping while sitting on a chair.


  – Looks like there’s another rude person. I better warn her.


  Was Ms. Mari a class representative in junior high school?


  Squaring her shoulders, she went to the girl in question.


  Akira also left his seat and followed her. He was a man, so it was different, but he couldn’t let another slap fly. He thought he should stop her.


  He observed the girl, who was sleeping and putting her weight on a folding chair, from the left and right with Mari.


  She was as beautiful as Mari.


  She had equal feminine and fascinating proportions.


  If he dared to compare them, Mari’s beauty was stern, and this girl had an atmosphere so gentle around her that could be grasped from her sleeping figure, and was very pretty.


  She mumbled incomprehensibly in her sleep, and that gesture she made when she distorted her mouth was coquettish.


  The name tag on her chest read 「1-1   (White)   Shirai Usako」.


  This girl seemed to be a classmate as well.


  – *Mumble* *Mumble*, I can’t eat anymore….


  – Is she sleep talking?


  Mari spat out with an exasperated voice, brought her face closer to Usako’s, and glared at her.


  – *Mumble* *Mumble*, no matter how handsome you are, it’s impossible to have a sixth person….


  – What are you eating!?


  Mari, who had been cold until then, made her cheeks flush with instant naivety.


  And she tried to arch her bent hips away so as to keep her body away from the filthy thing.


  However, Usako wouldn’t allow it.


  She stretched out her hand while still being half asleep, and yet with a terrifying quick action, she grabbed Mari’s head.


  Just like that,


  




  *Smooch*──


  




  Usako’s lips touched Mari’s lips.


  – Gieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!!???


  An otherworldly scream surged from Mari’s mouth.


  As expected of Akira, he couldn’t help but sympathize.


  – Hm…. What? So noisy.


  Usako’s eyelids opened vaguely.


  With her sleepy eyes, she observed Mari’s face (An anguished expression!) that she had caught hold of and wouldn’t let go.


  – Nope. Pretty boys are different.


  – I’m the one who shouldn’t be saying no, you little…!


  Mari yelled at Usako, who let go of her head as if to toss away a filthy thing.


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  – What are you thinking!?


  – ? Kissing a beautiful boy.


  – Whaa? What a licentious woman.


  – But when I woke up, there was a strange woman. Reality is crueler than dreams.


  – Speaking of cruelty, aren’t you the cruel one here for getting rid of my first kiss!?


  – How were my lips?


  – Do you usually even ask what others think!? This woman is not human!


  Tears were slightly oozing from the corners of Mari’s eyes as she continued to yell.


  Akira could only look at her with pity.


  However──he was convinced that Mari was a cold-blooded woman, so his impression of her changed when he realized that she had very girlish emotions such as yelling in excitement and crying when her first kiss was stolen.


  He had a good impression of her, just a little bit.


  – Give me back my first kiss! Give it back!


  Mari turned into a half-crazed and spoiled child and hounded the kiss thief.


  Was Usako not really feeling the pain? She turned her eyes to Akira with that very blank, vague expression──if one expressed it as an onomatopoeia, it would be like a 「*Blank stare*」──,


  – Wait, there’s a handsome man over there. Help me. I’m surrounded by a thug.


  This girl was considerably weird… rather, she looked unique.


  – If I’m a thug, you’re a pervert!


  – That was a good one!


  – It’s not like I said anything goooooooooooooooooood!!


  Mari let out a hysterical voice and grabbed Usako by the collar, losing control of herself and shaking.


  However, Usako was still making a 「*Blank stare*」 expression, looking like a doll. It was as if he was in a horror movie because she looked at Akira, stretched out her hands and said, 「Help me」.


  In the face of such a quarrel, Akira unintentionally burst into laughter.


  – Kuku… hahahaha!


  He wasn’t aware, but it was the first time in two months that he laughed heartily.


  – So mean. Don’t laugh and help me.


  – Which side are you on, Shiba-kun!?


  – Fufu, haha, er… sorry. I’m not on either side… but yeah. If we play around too long here, we’ll be late for homeroom. Isn’t that questionable for a model student?


  – I’m sorry, but I will excuse myself now!


  Mari let go of Usako and ran out of the auditorium with the momentum of a rabbit.


  And did so looking comically hurried, which made him laugh again.


  The impression he had, that Mari was a cool beauty, was completely gone.


  And speaking of impressions, there was another one.


  As long as there were classmates like Mari and Usako, his school life here might be full of vicissitudes.


  Akira had such a hunch.


  – Thank you for your help. As a thank you, I’ll go on a date with you after school.


  Usako gently grabbed Akira’s sleeve.


  – Er… I didn’t do anything.


  – There’s no need to be modest.


  – I haven’t done… anything.


  – I want a date.


  – … You’re a little too honest.


  Even if he pulled the sleeve that was grabbed, he couldn’t shake free from her at all.


  While having a blank face, Usako had an incredible physical power.


  It seemed that his hunch was right on the mark.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  When Akira and Usako entered the classroom, Mari, who sat down first, made eye contact with them and turned her eyes away with irritation.


  It seemed that she was still offended.


  And yet, after a while, he noticed Mari staring at them.


  She was a classmate who wasn’t honest. She was the exact opposite of a certain someone.


  (Good grief, something unexpected happened right after the entrance… ceremony)


  Akira had no choice but to shrug his shoulders.


  Then he came to a stop involuntarily as he looked for the seat with his nameplate on it.


  In order of student number, the middle seat in the second row from the window side.


  Mari was right behind him, and Usako was right behind her.


  Come to think of it, they all had surnames starting with 「Shi」: 「Shiba」, 「Shimon」, and 「Shirai」.


  Usako immediately teased Mari from behind, asking a big favor, 「Let’s change seats. I like being near him」 and Mari coldly cut her down, saying, 「I would change seats with pleasure. If you could get permission from the teacher, that is」.


  Akira was relieved that his seat wasn’t sandwiched between those two. If he was between them, he would have absolutely been swallowed up by them. If he had a surname like 「Shiyake」 or 「Shiyu」, he would have been in danger.


  And so, the first homeroom began, having no regard for such a fuss.


  All the members of class 1-1 sat down and faced the podium without whispering.


  The number of classmates was exactly 30.


  All of them were 《Saviors》, and because of the reinforcement of his preconceptions, none of them looked like ordinary students.


  They were full of confidence, rather, they were brimming with ambition, or better say, they had a unique atmosphere.


  (Compared to that…)


  Akira looked idly at the man who was the teacher. He was in his mid-thirties. His hair was parted on the sides by the black-rimmed glasses. In terms of poor appearance, his was peerless. He looked like a tired office worker.


  – I’m Tanaka Tarou, your homeroom teacher. Nice to meet you.


  Even his name was mediocre.


  – As you know, Akane Academy is a newly established school, and you are its first students. Similarly, it’s the first time for me, your teacher, to teach at this school, which means it’s my first year as it is for you, so please don’t be too hard on me.


  Tanaka said jokingly, but his playful behavior matched his dull demeanor completely, making his students laugh a lot.


  In addition, he briefly introduced his career.


  Until the year before last, he worked at an elementary school, but when the White Knight Organization was established last year, all the public servants took a test without realizing it, and it turned out that he was a 《Savior》. He underwent training at the Japanese Division of the White Knight Organization, and it was taking into account that he was an active teacher, so he was assigned to this academy.


  Tanaka gave everyone his first words as the class teacher.


  – This is a rehearsal, but I want everyone to listen to me without fail. You are special people. I want you to be aware of that and become excellent 《Saviors》 during your three years in high school. Specifically, you have to be able to freely use the miraculous powers you used in your previous life, called 《Ancestral Arts》, in this world. You won’t be able to use them now, and there will probably be a lot of people who are skeptical about whether they can really be used. However, us teachers will teach you well, so please rest assured. The first year will be boring training with only the basics, but I want you not to be discouraged and stick with it──.


  In the middle of Tanaka’s speech, Akira noticed that he heard some strange noises mixed in with Tanaka’s voice.


  The source of the sounds seemed to be right behind him.


  When he glanced back──Mari was moving her pen quickly in her notebook.


  She was most likely probably taking notes of Tanaka’s words.


  (I’m sure he said it was a… rehearsal. It should have been written in the pamphlet before enrolling)


  It was clear for him that the enthusiasm was outstanding even in this class, but it was already at gag levels.


  – ──Thus, if you become a full-fledged one, you will be welcomed by 《Order》. As an employee, you will have to fight 《Metaphysicals》 in times of emergency.


  – I have a question, Sensei.


  One of the boys raised his hand there.


  When Tanaka called his name while looking at the list, he stood up with a cool attitude. For the first time in a long time, Akira saw a classmate with a high awareness to take the initiative and ask a question.


  – Do those 《Metaphysicals》 really exist? Even in the explanation before enrolling, we weren’t able to receive a clear explanation about them, and we were told we would hear more details here.


  – Oh, that’s what I wanted to hear too.


  – Is it true that they’re terrible monsters, Sensei?


  – Last year, there was a thread on 『5ch』 that said: 『【Facts】 My house was suddenly attacked by monsters and burned down 【Fantasy】』, and people in the know showed excitement, but is that all there is to it?


  When one student asked a question, other students followed suit. Compared to him who stood up first, their attitude and tone were more unreserved, but everyone was in high spirits.


  Tanaka answered the question while nodding.


  – Well, you see, it has been decided by a secret resolution of the United Nations that the existence of 《Metaphysicals》, just like you 《Saviors》, must never be known to the general public. Putting a lid on gossips is impossible, and we cannot stop what victims say, but you are not allowed to divulge it in the newspapers and news, and even us the staff of Akane Academy cannot show data outside.


  – Does that mean that there is data, Sensei?


  After Tanaka assented, he took out the remote control for some reason and operated it.


  Then, the blackboard in front of the classroom split in two from the middle. Amidst the surprise of the classmates, it slid left and right along with machine sounds, revealing a large LCD monitor hidden behind it.


  (This is a little too… much)


  Akira looked a little daunted.


  – Then actually──although it’s just a video, let’s have everyone watch it. A year ago, monsters called 《Metaphysicals》 suddenly appeared in various parts of the world.


  Tanaka operated the remote control and played the recorded video.


  (Because I already came across one… once)


  While everyone watched intently, only Akira turned calm eyes to the monitor.


  At least in the beginning──


  




  A collapsed cityscape was reflected on the whole screen.


  What was making a lot of noise appeared to be the rotor sound of a helicopter.


  This meant that people were on board and filming. It was a bird’s-eye view from the sky.


  Isn’t there a video taken closer? No voice of dissatisfaction such as that was raised.


  Because they could see it at a glance.


  The awfulness of that thing.


  To put it simply, a giant centipede.


  It was well over 10 meters long, and just by crawling around, it pulverized a private house along the way like candy shaped in animal form.


  Moreover, despite its huge body, it was pretty agile; it was a literal monster.


  In addition, instead of the countless legs that gave the centipede its name, it had densely packed rounded arms reminiscent of a baby.


  Everyone in the class held their breath, watching the video.


  There were many students who held handkerchiefs against their mouths, probably because the grossness of its appearance was physiologically unacceptable.


  – This giant insect species is a《Metaphysical》 that appeared in Katsuura City, Chiba Prefecture two months ago.


  Tanaka began to explain like a teacher.


  – The body of a 《Metaphysical》 is composed of unknown energy. The Head of the British Headquarters calls it satana. It is difficult for ordinary people to see it, so they seem to see 《Metaphysicals》 as nothing more than black misty monsters. However, you who are 《Saviors》 who can see prana and mana, should be able to accurately grasp the appearance of 《Metaphysicals》.


  The students who heard his words weren’t many.


  Despite most of them being stunned, they were glued to the monitor as if fascinated.


  And Akira’s ears weren’t listening to anyone either.


  All his senses were focused on the centipede*.


  *TN: Centipede is the furigana reading for 100 giant hands.


  He was glaring at it with eyes full of fury, anger or hatred.


  He had a reason.


  This 《Metaphysical》 was──the only being that Akira could never forgive.


  On the screen, the centipede was fighting against 《Saviors》.


  It was slashed by the special weapons of the Shiroganes, and was bathed in flames many times.


  It wasn’t due to Dark Arts of Flames.


  Ancestral Arts Light Technique, 《Mars》.


  A secret technique among secret techniques that could only be exercised by those who were even more selected among the 《Saviors》 that materialized the shape of their souls.


  It was actually Akira who was fighting by firing the flames of his soul from off-screen.


  Yes, it was Shiba Akira from two months ago.


  This video recording was the first and only time he encountered a 《Metaphysical》 and fought it against his will.


  The subjugation of the centipede itself was already over at this point.


  Akira also fought, but the few 《Saviors》 from the Japanese Division who came running from Tokyo were also skilled.


  Among them was the Head of the Japanese Division, Suruga Andou, ​​and his strength was, in single a word, incredible.


  If it was meant as revenge, it had already been fulfilled.


  But Akira didn’t feel better with that.


  (Because of this thing, I… Nee-san is…)


  Akira clenched his teeth and made them grind.


  He didn’t realize it, but his expression was exactly that of a yaksha.


  




  The release of the video materials continued for about ten minutes after that, but the classroom was completely silent.


  The materials weren’t only about the centipede, but also a double-headed serpent that exhaled poisonous breath, a large monkey that emitted flames from its six arms, and something resembling a ferocious cat with protective coloring like a chameleon. Indeed, all of them were monsters with amazing fighting power.


  When the four-eyed giant that seemed to pierce the clouds appeared, many classmates half-rose to their feet one after another.


  From Akira’s point of view, he was finally able to calm his hatred for the centipede once ten minutes had passed, but for everyone else, it was a period of time in which their spirits dwindled moment by moment.


  Suddenly, the mood of the class became like a wake.


  – Ah, I’m sorry. Your teacher also finds it to be a little too intimidating. Certainly, 《Metaphysicals》 are strong. And frightening. But we have numbers. We are still in the process of trial and error to see if we can establish a tactic that results in almost no casualties by encircling them in large numbers, supporting each other, and fighting carefully over time. This school exists for everyone to study them and practice together with the teachers. You guys are special people. You are valuable and talented people for our country. Don’t worry, there’s no way that they will use you and throw you away so easily──


  Tanaka exhausted his vocabulary, trying to cheer them up, but his dry voice slipped through the classroom.


  – Haha. Before showing the materials, I should have let everyone introduce themselves first.


  Even if he wore a troubled smile, he was just hypocritically ignored.


  – A-anyway, please start your self-introduction from student number 1.


  Tanaka pretended not to notice the atmosphere and tried to push through the homeroom.


  He called on the girl in the front seat by the window, but she was quite unable to stand up as if she was depressed.


  Tanaka was confused as to what was going on.


  The mood of the class was plummeting more and more.


  Even on the day of the entrance ceremony, there was a sense of unease about what would happen in the future, but ──


  *Bam*!


  The nice sound of hitting a desk was made.


  When Akira turned around, Mari was standing with both hands on the desk.


  – ──that is the prefecture I come from. Student number 9. Shimon Mari….


  She suddenly started talking while her cold eyes shone coolly.


  While everyone was flabbergasted, Akira quickly realized that she was introducing herself.


  – I will become the strongest 《Savior》 in school. Everyone, follow me.


  Mari boldly declared while brushing up her magnificent golden hair.


  Her resolution was admirable. She blew the stagnant air out of the classroom and encouraged her classmates.


  If that was all it took, one could call it splendid leadership, but to her regret, it was a boast on the level of 「Who are you? 」. Because of her high-handed manner of speaking, it sounded like she was picking a fight.


  Hearing Mari’s fearless remarks, the other students made noise.


  – Huh? Why should I follow someone whose origin I don’t know?


  – Don’t be cheeky, blondie!


  There were those who suddenly came back to life and made fun of Mari, as well as those who agreed with her.


  – Ugh.


  Probably because it was an unexpected reaction for her, Mari choked up for a moment,


  – Can’t you see the letter A on my name tag? Oh, or maybe you freshmen don’t know the meaning yet. Can you forgive me? I of all people was careless.


  She should have stopped there, and yet, she said something that added fuel to the fire.


  – You’re also a freshman!


  – Don’t act so conceited just because you reached A-Rank a little faster than others!


  – No matter how strong you are, if your personality doesn’t go hand in hand with it, you’ll turn others off.


  – I’m not excited at all, so go away!


  She was immediately flooded with intense criticism,


  – You… you… you will soon realize just how… amazing of a 《Savior》I am….


  She answered back while making her voice and temple twitch.


  Before she knew it, her splendid resolution had degenerated into that of a low-level sore loser.


  Akira couldn’t stand looking at her, so he covered his face with one hand.


  The argument──no, the quarrel between Mari, who could no longer withdraw, and the majority of the class, continued.


  Alone and helpless, Mari was already teary-eyed.


  In fact, when she met Akira’s gaze, Mari’s expression turned into a clinging one.


  However, in a sudden change, as if to deceive her own weakness, she stared at Akira as if he was her sworn enemy.


  Even unreasonable grudge had a limit,


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  (Her determination is that of a full-fledged… person)


  Akira was even more impressed that being stubborn to that level was a strong point.


  




  In fact, later on, Mari practiced harder than any of the academy students, acquired the ability to not let anyone make a complaint, and was feared as the “Witch of the Gate”.


  However, at this point, the only person who recognized Mari’s true worth, even a glimpse of her, was Akira.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  After that, Tanaka conveyed various things to note, and the homeroom ended.


  This was the flow of school today.


  It was just past noon.


  Akane Academy had a boarding system, and lunch was served in the dormitory cafeteria upon request.


  Akira put away the large number of printed copies he had been given in his bag and was preparing to go back.


  – As promised, go on a date with me.


  There, having been called out by Usako, he raised his face.


  The event happened so early on the day of the entrance ceremony──naturally, they attracted attention. Several people in the class unintentionally looked in their direction. Akira didn’t notice, but Mari was secretly listening to them in the seat behind him.


  – Are you serious…?


  While still sitting on his seat, Akira asked with a bewildered expression.


  Objectively speaking, Usako was an attractive girl with great looks.


  Why was she calling out to a man like him whose looks were unappealing, who wasn’t cheerful or good at talking?


  He thought he was being teased for sure.


  – I always live in earnest.


  Usako said so firmly that it felt strangely persuasive.


  – But why me….


  – That’s because Akkii is a good man.


  He knew right away that “Akkii” was the nickname he got from his name, Akira.


  Even though it was roughly the first time they had met, it didn’t feel overly familiar. It must be the result of Usako’s friendly benevolence.


  – It feels a little lonely to say it myself, but am I that good of a guy?


  – I have an eye for people. Instant definition at a glance.


  *Ehem*, Usako put on airs with plenty of amiability.


  (I guess I’ll… give up)


  Akira was lost in his thoughts as he adjusted the position of his glasses.


  Then, an unexpected lifeboat came in.


  – Shiba-kun looks uncomfortable, doesn’t he? Persistent women aren’t likeable.


  Mari stood on the opposite side of Usako with Akira in between.


  As if to emphasize her chest, she folded her arms and struck an arrogant pose.


  – Stay out of it, Marishiten.


  – Who is Marishiten!?


  – Marishiten is strong and scary like the War Deity.


  The classmates, who had been peeking at the situation, let out a chuckle at the awful nickname.


  Similarly, Akira also burst into laughter.


  It had been two months since he encountered a 《Metaphysical》, and he had become a boy who didn’t really smile, but today, he had been made to laugh free from worry twice.


  He wasn’t really sure if this was an academy where 《Saviors》 gathered, but he might have come to an amazing place──that was what he thought.


  And the quarrel between Usako and Mari continued.


  – Marishiten, do you also have an eye on Akkii?


  – Who would want to be after someone like glasses-kun? Even curiosity has a limit, you know?


  – Then why are you in the way?


  Mari triumphantly answered Usako, who had the attitude of asking a simple question.


  – Aren’t there a lot of stupid kids who suddenly take interest in the opposite sex just because they’re now high school students? I for one don’t want my classmates, who will be studying hard with me or act together and fight against 《Metaphysicals》, to be that kind of stupid. Don’t you see the logic in that?


  When Usako heard this, she seriously tilted her head,


  – But I had sex for the first time when I was a sixth-year elementary school student.


  – This lewd beast!


  Mari, who seemed to be really inexperienced, criticized her, turning red all the way up to the neck.


  – By the way, my partner was a wonderful old man.


  – Just how slutty are you!?


  – He used to be nice, but now he’s inside some walls for some reason.


  – It’s a natural consequence! Divine punishment!


  Mari, who had run out of oxygen from screaming so much, took a breath as she wheezed.


  (Fufu… Shirai-kun is also a mischievous person)


  Akira knew that Usako was just joking and making fun of her, but Mari completely took it as the truth. Her nature, which was too serious, was also a problem.


  Usako fired the finishing blow.


  – Would Marishiten like me to introduce you a good man? Would you go to an orgy party with me?


  – Don’t touch me, you pervert.


  Mari ran with all her might from Usako’s slowly outstretched evil hands and left school just like that.


  The classmates, who were surrounding her at a distance, murmured, 「Oh, Shirai-san won」, 「I don’t really get it, but it’s a huge win」, and 「Shimon-samaaa」.


  The unpopularity of Shimon was pitiable.


  – The impediment has disappeared.


  – Tomorrow, you should apologize to… Shimon-kun.


  – If Akkii says so.


  Usako nodded obediently.


  – Then, let’s go on a date?


  – We’re returning to that conversation, huh….


  – If you don’t go out with me, I’ll have no choice but to relieve my frustration by other means.


  – For example?


  – I will hold Akkii’s head in my boastful boobs. In front of the public.


  – It’s the first time I’ve heard such… threatening words.


  Even Akira was also troubled.


  If such a thing ended up being done to him, he would definitely be dead to class*.


  *TN: Class is the furigana reading for socially.


  He would be envied by boys, treated as a pervert by girls, and persecuted.


  Akira didn’t have any intention to enjoy school life, but having said that, he wasn’t masochist enough to seek unnecessary pain.


  Seeing that there was nothing else he could do, he made a proposal to Usako.


  – In order to deepen friendships with a classmate, if the two of us are going to enjoy ourselves in a healthy manner, then I’m… willing to do it.


  – I agree.


  With a blank face, Usako pointed her index finger at Akira.


  He never thought he would be forced to do something like having a date from the first day he entered high school….


  






  Akira had no experience of going out with girls of his generation.


  Of course, he didn’t know how to entertain them.


  – It’s okay, I’ll take the lead.


  Usako pulled Akira strongly.


  He felt uneasy, wondering where he was being taken.


  A movie theater would still help him. However, noisy places such as karaoke and game centers weren’t Akira’s favorite, who was a quiet boy whose hobby was reading. Maybe it would terribly go wrong if Akira was invited to an unknown world, a flashy busy place that Akira couldn’t even imagine.


  Usako suddenly made a fuss about going on a date when they first met.


  In elementary school and junior high school, the playful type of girls wasn’t around Akira at first.


  It couldn’t be said that it was impossible.


  However, despite Akira’s concerns──


  The place Usako took him to was a large park in front of the station.


  She forced Akira to sit on the bench and said.


  – I’m not that flashy.


  He was honestly relieved by those words, but,


  – Just being with a good man makes me happy somehow.


  He was bewildered by the next line of Usako and how she was glued to him as soon as she sat next to him.


  – I don’t find this sense of distance between ordinary classmates to be proper.


  – Akkii is prudish.


  Even though Usako was dissatisfied, she created a tiny gap between the two of them.


  To his surprise, she didn’t approach him voraciously, and that made him feel relieved.


  – Aren’t you hungry, Akkii?


  – It’s very normal to be hungry.


  If it was true, he should have returned to the dormitory and have lunch by now.


  Usako smiled as if she had gotten what she wanted, and eagerly rummaged through her school-designated bag,


  – Ta-dah!


  She pulled out two small baskets.


  – This is?


  – Open it, it’s a Surprise Sandwich.


  – Sandwiches aren’t that surprising, are they?


  – Akkii’s reactions are weak….


  Usako said, sounding dissatisfied, her expression as blank as before.


  – People say that to me all the time.


  – Enough. Eat.


  Usako gave him a basket as if pushing it against him.


  – Are you sure?


  – Yes. I made two for that reason. The only way to seduce a boy is by attracting them with food.


  – Eh…? You made it?


  – Akkii is surprised in a strange way. I don’t get what your point is.


  – That’s surprising…


  Today was the entrance ceremony.


  In other words, Usako didn’t know what kind of boys there were at school, but she went out of her way to prepare home-cooked meals.


  – At our school, there are 120 first-year students. There’s usually at least one good guy.


  She replied with a puzzled look on her face, as if this was an obvious reason for her.


  And she was definitely going to find that one person and absolutely ask him out on a date?


  – Oh dear, it’s your vitality that I… respected.


  – Did you fall in love with me?


  – I thought it would be fun to be friends with someone like you.


  – One step closer to being lovers.


  – Haha… you’re really tough.


  Akira was overwhelmed by Usako, who didn’t know what was to be discouraged.


  A line of cold sweat trickled down.


  They decided to start having lunch, with the meaning of a half escape.


  Opening the lid of his basket revealed six sandwiches of three varieties.


  The bread seems to be store-bought bread, but the fillings were red, amber, and light brown, and looked delicious.


  – Then, thank you for the meal.


  – I’m sure it will suit your palate. I have confidence in my work.


  Yes, Usako said something that was nothing but boastful.


  Akira took a bite and let out a sigh of disappointment.


  The red ingredient was chicken stewed in tomato sauce.


  Thanks to the seasoning that left the acidity of the tomato strong, the feel on the tongue was still there, even if it was cold. The chicken was simmered gently and soft, and the taste of the meat and fat matched well with the tomato. The bitterness and flavor of the sliced ​​black olives were another wonderful accent. This had a quality that encouraged him to eat more of them after.


  The amber ingredient was cubed pork stew.


  Rich in sweet and salty flavors, the lean part of the meat was soft and the thick fat part was abundant, melting in his mouth. It was properly stewed with star anise, so it wasn’t that heavy. This was also indescribably delicious.


  The light brown filling was mackerel cooked in miso.


  It was easy to eat because it was made into flakes. Both mackerel and miso had strong flavors, but it was needless to say that they were a great combination that complemented each other, eliminating unpleasant odors when used together. And, for the first time, Akira learned that bread also went along with them unexpectedly well.


  All three ingredients were delicious even when cold, and were extremely elaborate.


  They had a solid taste, but because they were Western, Chinese and Japanese styles, he was not going to get tired of them.


  It was also a good idea that everything was stewed. Due to the nature of bento, he was concerned about the state of preservation unless it was thoroughly cooked. However, in order to prevent the texture from becoming hard or dry, she probably chose the cooking method of stewing. Of course, chicken, pork, and blueback wouldn’t become tender like this unless they were cooked well.


  It was so meaty that he would have been happier if there was lettuce, cucumber and other vegetables in between, but it would be too excessive to ask for it after someone gave it to him.


  It wasn’t like Akira wasn’t good at cooking, but he often helped his older stepsister with housework. He knew how difficult it really was to make something delicious.


  – I guess you got up early and… made the sandwiches.


  – You can tell? I’m happy. It’s worth it.


  Usako unusually changed her expression.


  She smiled, looking happy and blessed.


  She had such a lovely smile that he almost felt he was going to end up falling in love with her for a moment.


  But when Akira came to his senses, he hung his head, getting angry at himself.


  He hesitated. However, it wouldn’t be for long.


  – I never intended to tell anyone… but I have something to say to you.


  Without being able to see Usako’s face, he began to talk.


  – Okay. Tell me.


  Perhaps sensing the weight of his voice, Usako also took on a meek attitude.


  Akira confessed while thanking her for reading the mood.


  – There’s a girl I like.


  That was why he didn’t want to date other people, and couldn’t date other people.


  Even if Usako asked for it, he couldn’t respond.


  Akira felt he didn’t want to spread rumors around about a girlfriend, but he felt that he had to make it clear to this girl.


  – Alright. I understand.


  With that same demeanor, Usako nodded.


  – I like Akkii too.


  – What part did you… not understand?


  Akira looked at Usako like an old man looking at a younger generation with different ideals.


  – Akkii likes another woman. I like Akkii. No problem.


  – That sounds like nothing but trouble… to me?


  – How much trouble? If Akkii hated me, that would be a big problem. But that’s not the case. I’m relieved.


  (A… mazing)


  Akira was rather impressed.


  Her logic was completely busted, but Usako’s words sounded as if they made sense.


  Akira shook his head in denial and patiently tried to persuade her.


  – If I were to date you, wouldn’t it be dishonorable?


  – Why? It’s super faithful if you treasure both that woman and I.


  – I don’t think there’s any faithfulness in it….


  Akira pressed his forehead.


  As he exchanged words with Usako, he became more and more dizzy.


  – Even you can’t have a faithful relationship with multiple men, can you?


  – I have super flexibility.


  Usako gave a V sign. The 「blank stare」 expression looked 「Smug」 for some reason.


  – I may look like this, but I’m a loyal woman. It doesn’t matter how many good men there are, bring them on. I will do my best to serve them. That is faithfulness.


  – My lexicon and yours seem to have different meanings for the word 『Faithfulness』….


  – Akkii, don’t worry about anything, just create a harem. I’ll do the same. That way, we will be on equal footing.


  Usako drew on the ground with her toes a drawing of 「Two circles intersecting in one part」 that seemed to be used in a math class.


  – You and I seem to have very different moral values….


  – It’s more fun if you date people who have different values, no?


  – You sure carry positive thinking to extremes….


  Akira pressed his forehead again.


  The structure of their minds was so different that they couldn’t understand each other no matter how much they exchanged words.


  Seeing Akira let out a very deep sigh, this time it was Usako’s turn to groan.


  – I don’t want to trouble Akkii either.


  – If possible, it would be helpful if you aren’t too hard on me.


  – Then, let me meet the person Akkii likes.


  – It’s a very troubling request. You can’t change what you say in the same breath.


  Usako inflated her cheeks up a little when Akira looked at her with reproach.


  – If you don’t let me meet her, I won’t give up either. Besides, it’s possible that Akkii is lying as an excuse to turn down my invitation.


  – That… makes sense.


  Her reasoning this time was something even Akira could understand.


  That was why he was seriously considering it.


  Carefully, taking more time than before.


  Then he told her the conclusion he came up with.


  – Can you promise that you won’t do anything strange in front of her?


  If she broke it, he would warn her in a strong tone of voice, without expressly stating that he wouldn’t let her get away with it.


  At any rate, she was more important to Akira than his own life.


  – I swear.


  Usako raised her hand to swear.


  – I’ll act as a friend, as a new classmate.


  – Alright. I have faith in you.


  Looking into Usako’s eyes, Akira said.


  – And if that’s the case, I’m sure she’ll be happy too.


  – A true win-win.


  – Haha. Well then, shall I… finish the rest?


  Akira put his hands on the rest of the sandwich.


  The lunch, which had been completely interrupted, resumed.


  Usako also bit into her own sandwich and was greatly delighted, saying, 「It’s good」.


  It certainly was a wonderfully delicious bento.


  If only eating bento had marked the end of the day, he could have thanked Usako however much she wanted.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  She was in a hospital room.


  It was a large general hospital with four wings, and in this slightly distant ward, there were only single rooms that were unusually spacious. Audio equipment and bookshelves were also provided.


  They were extravagant specifications, but putting it the other way around, it was proof that it wasn’t easy to leave the hospital.


  She sat up on her bed and stared out the window with her eyes filled with sorrow.


  – I’m here… Nee-san.


  Akira let her knew he had arrived as he entered the room.


  – Oh! Are you on your way home from the entrance ceremony?


  She turned her head, revealing a joyful look.


  She had a beautiful face that made her look more mature beyond the age of nineteen.


  But her cheeks were sunken, beyond going thin.


  The outline of her body was more worrying. She was too skinny.


  Looking at her, her smiling figure was as ephemeral as a heat haze.


  She was originally a quiet person, but since that incident, her liveliness had been completely overshadowed.


  Her name was Shiba Hinata.


  In terms of consanguinity, she was Shiba’s cousin, and on the family register, she was his older sister*.


  *TN: Older sister is the furigana reading for older stepsister/older adopted sister, and also sister-in-law which isn’t the case here.


  – Is that your Akane Academy uniform? It’s really stylish, it suits you well, Akira-kun.


  – I don’t need… flattery. More importantly, did you eat all your lunch?


  Akira took out a folding chair by the bed and sat there.


  This room was too big for just the two of them. So, if he didn’t get too close, the atmosphere would become terribly distant.


  – Yes. If I don’t eat it, Akira-kun will scold me.


  Hinata cutely stuck out her tongue.


  Akira could tell, to a pitiful degree, that she was doing her best to be cheerful and energetic in front of him.


  – Is that the truth? From now on, I will come to check on you from time to time.


  Akira pretended not to notice her and smiled brightly to match her.


  He read in a book that for inpatients, visiting family and friends was most encouraging.


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  – But Akira-kun, school has started, right?


  However, his older sister thought of Akira first and acted brave.


  – Of course, to an extent that doesn’t interfere with my studies.


  Akira understood Hinata’s kindness, pretended not to notice, and lied further.


  (In a school like that, there’s nothing to… learn)


  He kept silent and didn’t say what he really meant.


  First of all, Hinata didn’t know anything about 《Saviors》or 《Metaphysicals》, nor the truth about Akane Academy.


  The only unusual thing was that it was a boarding school, and that it was a normal school focused on preparing students to get into high-ranking universities.


  – But….


  Hinata still seemed to want to say something.


  That was why Akira decided to forcibly change the subject.


  – You… got new flowers again.


  A flower arrangement basket was placed on the shelf by the window.


  The orange and white gerberas were energetically displayed.


  – Almost every day, the nurse changes them.


  – I see. It’s a thoughtful hospital, isn’t it? After all, I’m glad that you’re here.


  – But… this place isn’t normal…. Absolutely everything is perfect… do hospitals like this even exist?


  – It means that father and mother are paying such a high hospital bill.


  – Yes… I have to thank my foster parents….


  – Stop it, Nee-san. Don’t say such unduly distant things. Nee-san was seriously ill, and those two finally realized that Nee-san was their precious daughter.


  Akira smiled again and said an outrageous lie.


  His parents, who were at work and didn’t care about their child, were obsessed with making money even now.


  Akira didn’t inform them or even let them know that he had enrolled at Akane Academy or that Hinata was hospitalized here.


  The fact that Hinata was hospitalized at Urushibara General Hospital and received the best treatment and care was entirely due to Akira’s efforts. This was the result of negotiating with the Japanese Division to enter Akane Academy and fight against the 《Metaphysicals》on that condition.


  (But Nee-san doesn’t need to know that)


  Akira acted like a normal high school student and kept giving his sister a warm smile.


  Burning, destroying, killing──all of these were his signature moves.


  If he could save Hinata with that, then nothing was too hard for him.


  






  Hinata was ten years old and Akira was six years old when she arrived at the head house of the Shiba in Chiba.


  She lost her parents in an accident and was adopted by them.


  Gossipy relatives rumored that she was a 「Nice-looking servant」.


  However, even though he was young, Akira understood that it was true.


  Because he overheard his parents explain it clearly and threateningly to Hinata, saying things such as 「Don’t forget the debt of taking you, who had nowhere to go, into our care」, and 「You are allowed to be part of society and go to school, but come back straight home and work hard」.


  Akira’s parents each ran a conglomerate, they were money mongers, and hadn’t come home once in ten days.


  Akira and Hinata began a strange life together.


  Hinata was a very intelligent girl, and although she was already grown up to the point that she wasn’t even 10 years old, the sadness of losing her parents and the circumstances of having to work like a servant made her grow up even more.


  The malicious God wouldn’t let Hinata be a child.


  Neither her adoptive parents nor the world spoiled Hinata.


  




  That was why Akira decided.


  – At least I want to be kind to Nee-san.


  Even though he was very young, he was a man.


  




  If Hinata was going to cook, they would do it together, and if Hinata was going to do the cleaning, he would help her.


  She was hesitant at first, but soon opened her heart.


  They lived like her real siblings.


  Hinata was truly a compassionate, ideal older sister.


  But as she grew older, watching her become more and more beautiful, Akira’s chest hurt.


  Akira hid his feelings.


  What was most terrifying was that if she realized, they would no longer be able to be siblings.


  It happened when Hinata was 16 and Akira was 12.


  It was around this time that Akira started having dreams of his previous life once a week.


  It was a sign he had entered puberty, he learned later.


  On the other hand, he didn’t know what Hinata thought of him.


  However, neighbors and acquaintances saw them as 「Siblings who get along like a couple」.


  Whether they went shopping or went to the movies, they were always together.


  They were always together on holidays and Christmas.


  When Akira entered junior high school, both of his parents started overseas business and stopped coming home even once a year. Akira and Hinata’s lifestyle of 「As long as we have each other, we don’t need anything else」 was also expedited.


  




  And that day, when Akira was about to graduate from junior high school.


  Tragedy occurred.


  The town they lived in was attacked by a 《Metaphysical》.


  A giant centipede with arms that looked like babies instead of legs.


  Jet-black smoke was being discharged from its mouthparts.


  The poisonous smoke made of satana──it was a cloud of pathogens that didn’t exist in this world.


  Even if they weren’t directly attacked by it, the inhabitants started coughing violently, vomiting, and crouching in pain just by getting close.


  Hinata was among them.


  She coughed loudly and eerily over and over again, and as he rubbed her back when she couldn’t move a step, Akira reached a kind of enlightenment.


  




  Why do I keep having strange dreams?


  Why am I unable to protect anyone important to me in my dreams and keep wailing?


  Why am I here, and why am I such a coward?


  




  He understood everything.


  There was an enemy in front of him.


  Hinata was in his arms.


  She was his stepsister, a woman who was more like a mother than his real mother, his first love, and the person he still loved, the most important person in the world to Akira.


  She was still alive, that precious person.


  (It’s telling me. To me. To protect her to the end this time)


  The one telling me this, is it really God? Is it fate? Or is it a coincidence without any intention or causality? Not that I care. 


  Something burst in his heart.


  In order to protect Hinata, Akira faced the monster as a warrior.


  Just like he did in his dreams──no, he wasn’t as good as in his dreams yet──he manipulated fire, burned and purified the miasma of disease, and fired raging flames to the giant body of the centipede.


  He no longer wondered how he could do this.


  He held Hinata, who had fainted because of the intense pain, and continued to fight.


  The centipede was tough and couldn’t be killed no matter how many waves of flames it was bathed in.


  On the contrary, it rammed him with its terrifying speed and gigantic size.


  Akira and Hinata would be turn into very small pieces if they were hit by it.


  Akira summoned all of his courage and continued to evade it.


  With his tough mental strength and powers of concentration, he continued to protect Hinata without making a single mistake.


  And, in the end, the will of Heaven stood by him after trying everything.


  Suruga Andou and company rushed over from Tokyo using a helicopter of the Japan Self-Defense Forces.


  The fact that the rescue arrived in time was the fruit of Akira’s lone struggle.


  But it was thanks to them that he was able to defeat the centipede.


  




  Anyhow, Akira was able to protect Hinata.


  He hugged Hinata, who was exhausted but still breathing, as hard as he could without caring about the public eye.


  The one who came around together with a rude strut was──Suruga Andou.


  He was still in elementary school at the time. He was only eleven years old.


  From the point of view of Akira, who was a third-year junior high school student, he was short and had a childlike face. He was without a doubt a child.


  However, he possessed an unyielding dignity and presence, something that ordinary adults stood no chance against.


  The old-fashioned stand-up collar school uniform suit him well. It fit him nicely like a military uniform.


  And his arrogant tone also suited his detached demeanor.


  – That was a splendid battle, flame user. It’s rare to see a 《Savior》 who has awakened naturally. What’s your name?


  – It’s Shiba… Akira.


  Akira didn’t feel anything was out of place even when he used words that didn’t seem to be that of a child, and answered as he was ordered. Even the change to polite language was natural.


  It made him aware that he was being overawed by this child.


  – I’m Suruga Andou.


  Never forget the name of God, alright? He introduced himself in such a way of speaking.


  – Come with me to Tokyo.


  It was a tone of voice that didn’t give any consideration to the surroundings and before he could even say something.


  Without even waiting for an answer, he quickly turned on his heels and headed back towards the helicopter, hovering over the rope ladder.


  An arrogance as if it was only natural to follow him.


  If Akira was alone, he would have been overwhelmed and unable to disobey.


  But in his arms was the most important person in the world.


  – I’m sorry, but now is not… the time.


  He was worried about Hinata’s condition.


  He had to take her to a hospital somewhere.


  It was useless to search for one in this town. With such a commotion happening, there should have been a lot of injured people, so he didn’t think they would function properly.


  However, if Akira──was the same as he was in his dream, if he had become aware of his own superhuman physical abilities, he could run like the wind while holding Hinata.


  To the next town, and the one next to it, until he found a hospital that could take care of Hinata.


  Akira thought so and tried to leave, but he was stopped from doing so.


  Of course, it wasn’t Suruga Andou who headed to the helicopter.


  A woman who seemed to be his subordinate said so as to intervene from the side.


  – You’re worried about that young lady, aren’t you? If so, all the more reason you should follow us.


  She was beautiful, but she had a somewhat wicked tone and features.


  She was Suruga Andou’s bodyguard and she introduced herself as Takanashi Kyouko.


  Another woman cut into the conversation.


  – Look around, lad. It’s a disease spread by the 《Metaphysical》, and I’m sure it’s a serious one. A normal hospital won’t know what to do, but our Kuromas can treat her.


  As expected, she was also Suruga Andou’s bodyguard and introduced herself as Wadatsumi Kaya.


  In contrast to Takanashi, she had an innocent and cheerful tone and demeanor.


  Akira looked around, just as he was told.


  He had been so absorbed in it until now that he didn’t realize it at all.


  In the middle of the road that was turned into ruins and rubble by the rampaging centipede──


  Corpses were lying around.


  They weren’t attacked by the centipede, nor were they ran over to death.


  They were people who had been crouching and coughing violently until just now.


  He reflexively looked down at Hinata in his arms.


  She had an anguished expression on her face, but her chest was moving up and down properly.


  And there was warmth.


  – Maybe your fire burned off the toxic fumes, and thanks to that, she didn’t inhale it too much.


  His shoulder was tapped on by Wadatsumi.


  – You saved this child. You did great.


  It was a line that he was honestly not pleased with.


  Surrounding him were a large number of corpses scattered about.


  He realized his own sinfulness for being so happy about Hinata’s survival.


  And in the same way──without a reason──he thought that Wadatsumi and the others, who were also genuinely happy to repel the 《Metaphysical》, were of the same kind as him.


  




  Together with Suruga Andou and the others, Akira went to the Tokyo Main Office of the Japanese Division of the White Knight Organization.


  Because he couldn’t think of any other way to save Hinata.


  The main office Kuromas immediately treated her with Dark Arts.


  Although she was a young woman, it was said that her ability was pretty reliable.


  Hinata regained consciousness successfully, her coughing stopped, and she was allowed to rest on a bed in the duty room.


  Akira was delighted, but his expression was grave as they treated her.


  – It’s very difficult to speak about it, but….


  He was summoned into the sunless corridor and spoken to.


  – Please tell me. I will listen. No matter what it is.


  Even though Akira suddenly lost his complexion, he had no choice but to be strong, hold on and ask.


  – The treatment of diseases with Dark Arts is truly magical. Most of the diseases that are considered incurable by modern medicine can be completely cured. But it’s not that convenient, like curing a terminally ill cancer patient who may die tomorrow. In the first place, Dark Arts aren’t good at treating diseases. Do you copy me?


  – Yes…. In other words, the treatment of my older sister is complicated, I assume?


  Guessing what she was going to say, Akira confirmed.


  – … Correct. Moreover, the disease is caused by satana. It’s no ordinary thing. Of course, we will do our best. However, it will be a long battle, and I can’t say for certain that she will be completely cured….


  In addition to Hinata, it was said that there were more than a dozen people who miraculously survived while breathing in the same poisonous fumes.


  This woman undertook to take care of them all.


  It seemed voluntary rather than ordered from above.


  – Still… please….


  Akira bowed deeply.


  And after she returned to treatment, it was Takanashi who made an appearance.


  – We need to talk.


  – … You want me to fight those monsters, right?


  – I don’t hate children who are good at guessing.


  Takanashi smiled with satisfaction.


  It was a vulgar and evil smile.


  – We’ll treat your sister. You will become Suruga-sama’s strength. This is exactly what give and take is, isn’t it?


  It’s not an unfair talk at all, is it? Said the grown woman to the third-year junior high school boy.


  The high-mindedness he felt from the Kuroma woman just now was the complete opposite of filth.


  – … What will I be doing in specific?


  – We want you to enter a new school called Akane Academy. A school to train children who, like us, had noble past lives, but who, unlike us, have not yet awakened their powers. According to the program, within half a year, it will gather children who are in the early stage of awakening, create an elite unit, and have them actually fight against 《Metaphysicals》. We want you to lead that unit. Will you do it?


  Of course, there’s no way you can refuse, Takanashi asked in a scolding tone.


  It wasn’t like she had Suruga Ando’s unopposable majesty.


  It was nothing but a vulgar faint smile peculiar to adults who took advantage of others.


  Akira grinded his teeth strongly once.


  – Understood. In exchange for that──


  He answered in a subdued voice.


  He put out his expression. And yet, with a look darker than any depth of darkness.


  – ──The treatment of my older sister is the highest priority over anyone else. More important than anything else. Please promise me that.


  – I like perceptive children. Yes, it’s a promise.


  Takanashi chuckled to herself, as though that was exactly what she thought.


  Then she talked about the treatment in detail.


  The existence of 《Saviors》 could not be made public. Naturally, treatment by means of Dark Arts could not be performed in an ordinary hospital. It couldn’t even be shown to the patient, so they made it seem that it took time and effort to perform it while sleeping.


  There was a family of bureaucrats called the Urushibara family, which invested in the White Knight Organization and had executives, and they also owned the hospital. Hinata and the other patients were moved there to receive intensive care.


  The Urushibara also served as the board chairman of Akane Academy. The hospital in question was also close to the school. He could always go visit Hinata and see how she was treated with his own eyes.


  Akira was convinced by all of this.


  But that didn’t mean that he came to like Takanashi.


  




  Shiba Akira, who later became the leader of the Six Wings, welcomed Takanashi Kyouko, who had deserted from the Japanese Division, but never gave her an important job or trusted her because he never forgot this day.


  




  As promised, Hinata was politely transported to Urushibara General Hospital.


  Akira left his house in Chiba and moved into the men’s dormitory at Akane Academy, two months ahead of other students.


  He was in his third year of junior high school in February, so he didn’t have to go to school anymore. Even the fact that he couldn’t attend the graduation ceremony was insignificant compared to the importance of Hinata’s existence.


  While continuing to visit Hinata, he waited for the day of the entrance ceremony.


  Two months later, his sister’s condition didn’t improve or worsen, but Akira decided to patiently keep an eye on the development. He thought that if he didn’t suppress his impatience and keep his mind steady, Hinata herself wouldn’t be able to stay calm.


  Hinata spent most of the day in bed, occasionally coughing and eating very little, but she tried her best to be cheerful. She tried not to make Akira worry.


  In this way, the two of them decided to fight the unknown disease while deepening their feelings and bond as siblings.


  






  ──And then the entrance ceremony came.


  – It seemed like you adapted well to school, didn’t you, Akira-kun? I’ve heard that it’s an extreme school that prepares you to get into high-raking universities. Is that true?


  – School just started, so I… don’t really know.


  Akira said with malice while smiling.


  – If I can’t keep up with my studies, then I’ll rely on you, Nee-san.


  – Geez, Akira-kuuun. You say that knowing that I’m average at the best…!


  – But if we are talking about first year of high school, it’s a walk in the park, isn’t it?


  – I don’t know. I don’t understand how Akira-kun can trouble his Nee-san with questions.


  Becoming sullen, Hinata turned away.


  The moment when she, who had grown up, showed her cuteness.


  Akira’s chest warmed up again, and he laughed out loud in a carefree manner.


  Unable to resist, Hinata burst into laughter gradually.


  The two of them giggled and laughed together for a while.


  Hearing Hinata’s laughter mixed with a faint cough, Akira was taken aback.


  – Nee-san!


  – Cough──I’m sorry, Akira-kun──Cough, cough──.


  Akira hurriedly half-rose to his feet from the folding chair and rubbed Hinata’s back.


  Hinata clung to Akira like a drowning person grabbing a straw.


  Akira continued to rub her slender back and hugged her.


  Even though she had become emaciated, her feminine softness and the heat of her skin were transmitted to him.


  As her younger brother, he cared about his older sister’s health.


  Even at times like this, the restless feelings of a man for his beloved woman were fighting each other violently within his chest.


  Hinata’s cough eventually stopped, but Akira continued to hug her.


  If his sister tried to move away, he was ready to let go of her.


  However, Hinata also continued to wrap both arms around Akira’s back as if to snuggle up to him.


  I don’t know what she is thinking.


  But there’s nothing wrong with it as it is.


  So don’t ask me anything. If you ask me, this time it will be the end──


  




  – Not yet, Akkii?


  




  ──And then, Usako’s voice came from outside the hospital room!


  Akira had completely forgotten.


  Rather than not having problems, he was full of problems.


  Even if she didn’t ask anything, this time it was over.


  When he solidified as if petrifying,


  – Ara… who is it?


  He moved away from Hinata and looked at the entrance door.


  Akira put away all thoughts,


  – My apologies, Nee-san…. Actually, I brought a classmate with me.


  – Oh, did you make friends right away?


  – Y-yeah. Something like that.


  – Then introduce them quickly. Akira-kun is a bad boy, you can’t make them wait this long.


  – I, I know. I’m sorry. I really am.


  Akira went to open the entrance door and greeted Usako.


  – Heeellooo!


  Usako entered the hospital room with a jump.


  She was doing something weird.


  She held a large stuffed rabbit in her hands in front of her face, using it as if it were a mask.


  When thinking about what she bought on her way to the hospital, it was this.


  Akira was taken aback, but Hinata liked it.


  – Wow, it’s Nelly!


  She put her hands together in front of her chest and called out with great delight.


  Later on, Akira found out that the name of the popular rabbit mascot character that was the model for this stuffed animal was 「Nelly」.


  – Thaaat’s riiight, I’m Nelly. Nice to meet youuu. What is your name, young ladyyy?


  Usako came to Hinata’s side, making a strange falsetto.


  – I’m Shiba Hinata. Nice to meet you. What is Nelly-chan’s real name?


  – I’m Shirai Usako.


  Usako stopped her falsetto, moved the stuffed animal that was used as her mask, and showed her real face.


  She then gave the stuffed animal to Hinata.


  – Your real name is Usa-chan, isn’t it? But is it really okay for me to have this?


  – Of course. As a token for making your acquaintance.


  – Ufufu, I see. A token for making your acquaintance.


  Hinata laughed and hugged the stuffed animal again, probably because the expression was funny.


  She looked extremely happy.


  That was surprising to Akira,


  – Nee-san is an adult, so I told her that she had better stop being… so childish.


  – Hey! Akira-kun.


  Don’t bring people’s goodwill naught, his older sister chided him.


  – Akkii doesn’t understand a woman’s heart.


  On top of that, he was even criticized by Usako.


  – It’s as Usa-chan says, you know? Girls like this no matter how old they are.


  – So do boys. No matter how old they get, they love plastic models and shounen manga.


  Having been cornered by the ladies from the left and right, Akira readjusted the position of his glasses.


  He was certainly made to agree that it was a fair argument.


  Akira wasn’t very interested in plastic models or manga, but he didn’t think it was strange even if an old man liked them, he could even sympathize with them.


  – Usa-chan, you became Akira-kun’s friend right away today, didn’t you?


  – Yes. Our seats were close. This also is fate.


  Usako kept her promise to Akira and never said anything strange.


  – Does Usa-chan also like Nelly?


  – Rather, I am Nelly herself.


  When Usako received the stuffed animal from Hinata, she again used her falsetto as a mask.


  She immediately became 「Nelly」 and started a silly and friendly talk.


  While watching the situation──Akira made calculations──to the point that even he was disgusted.


  It was different when she was healthy before, but interaction and contact with others should be important for Hinata, who was currently fighting against a disease.


  There should be at least one other person to visit her, especially a female friend.


  With those cold eyes, he watched the exchange between Usako and Hinata.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  On the way home from the visit, Akira broke the ice.


  – I plan to visit Nee-san almost every day from now on. If Shirai-kun is going to join me, then I can go out to eat with you, have fun outside, and accompany you.


  Usako answered immediately.


  – Akkii. Even I get mad, you know?


  Without stopping walking, without looking at his face.


  Akira was startled.


  Usako must have noticed the situation, but she continued facing forward.


  – Himeta is a good person.


  – Hi-Himeta?


  – Hinata is beautiful like a princess, and I want to protect her, so she’s 『Himeta』*.


  *TN: She’s using Hime (one of the many ways to say princess in Japanese) from the word ohimesama (the honorific way of calling a princess).


  – Oh, I get it….


  He was a little jealous of Usako.


  Even though it was a nickname, she could call Hinata by her name.


  No matter how much Akira wanted it, he wasn’t allowed to call her anything other than 「Nee-san」.


  After showing feelings of satisfaction, Usako cleared her throat and continued.


  – Himeta is a good person.


  – I think so too.


  – That’s why, Akkii. Even if we don’t resort to bargaining such things, if it means visiting her, I’ll go out with you as much as you like.


  – … Thank you.


  Now it was Akira’s turn to be unable to see Usako’s face.


  Embarrassed by his own pettiness, he felt sorry for Usako.


  When he hung his head, Usako suddenly stopped walking.


  She turned her whole body towards him.


  Akira imitated her.


  As he was wondering what was going on, Usako held out her right hand.


  




  – Akkii and I will be best friends for the rest of our lives.


  




  Akira stared at her outstretched right hand.


  A right hand that wasn’t so easy to take.


  – I gave up on being Akkii’s girlfriend.


  – Why…?


  He thought Usako was tough and she wouldn’t back down so easily.


  – Himeta has super confidence in Akkii.


  – … If so, there’s nothing that can make me… happier.


  – There is. Because usually, if you bring a cute girl like me, Himeta will get jealous. She’s a woman after all.


  – I mean, you’re calling yourself cute….


  – I’m being serious. Don’t make fun of me.


  – … I’m sorry.


  – Himeta wasn’t jealous of me at all. She wasn’t putting up with it or even twitching. That is confidence. That’s why it’s impossible to get in between Akkii and Himeta.


  Usako’s usual 「blank」 face.


  It was strange to Akira because now it looked like an enlightened bodhisattva.


  – But it’s my pleasure to be by the side of a good man and be devoted to him. And be your best friend for the rest of my life.


  Usako held out her right hand the whole time, never withdrawing it.


  Never looking away.


  Therefore, Akira had no choice but to strengthen his resolve.


  He took Usako’s right hand, which should never be taken without sincerity, and gripped it tightly.


  






  Thus, Akira gained a lifelong friend.


 
  Chapter 6 - 17 minutes before


 
  The contrastive duo of Akira and Usako attacked Akane Academy.


  Squaring off against them was Haimura Moroha.


  In the second round of the battle, which turned the school grounds into a sea of fire, Akira and Usako’s superiority continued.


  




  – ──Huff.


  With a quick exhalation, Akira waved his right hand like a conductor.


  With just that, the swarm of flames blazing around him attacked Moroha in waves, as if the flames were his army.


  – Teei.


  Usako lightly raised her right hand forward with a carefree shout.


  With just that, the swarm of flames attacking Moroha increased in intensity as if oil had been poured on them.


  – Good grief, there’s no end to them, is there?


  Moroha cursed as he went on the defensive.


  He shot down the mass of flames flying like a monster that had taken the form of a bird with 《Jupiter》, jumped and avoided a streak of flames that crawled on the ground like a snake, and stepped on an explosive flame that was planted like a landmine, enduring it with 《Anti-Magic》, and mowed down the will-o’-wisps that surged like a locust.


  The amount of prana pumped up was still inconsistent. Far from his best condition.


  Even so, his eyes weren’t dead at all.


  Akira could clearly tell that he was eagerly searching for a breakthrough.


  And he was made to stare at him with a surprised expression.


  The amount of heat from the prana running through the blade of Moroha’s sword suddenly increased.


  What kind of phenomenon was this? Akira instantly back-calculated from the result. Moroha probably cut off 《Anti-Magic》. Bearing the risk, his defense against Akira’s 《Mars》 was entrusted only to the new combat uniform and mana. In fact, the burns he got when exposed to flames were getting worse.


  However, because of that, the prana that was being used for defense was turned to offense to make up for the slump.


  Moroha fired 《Jupiter》, which had just regained its power, at Akira and Usako.


  While intercepting the flames that the duo shot from the front like a crimson tsunami, he found a weak spot and broke through in a straight line towards them. In other words, this was an attack.


  The sharp 《Jupiter》, which contracted the long sword wave and was shot to increase its power, evidently opened a hole in the red tsunami.


  On the contrary, the wind of destruction, filled with white prana, closed in on Akira and Usako.


  – Leave it to me.


  It was Usako who immediately intercepted it.


  She thrust her hand into the deep cleavage of her own chest, through the open collar of her dress.


  From there she pulled out the ID Tag that was looted from the White Knight Organization.


  The weapon that she manifested was──her favorite broom.


  – Don’t be naughty.


  Usako swung it as hard as she could and fired 《Jupiter》as if to pay him back.


  It clashed with that of Moroha, which contained all his power, out of desperation.


  No, they didn’t clash.


  By slightly shifting what they were going to hit, they deviated from each other’s trajectory, dodging each other by going in a different direction.


  If it was a head-to-head match, Usako’s prana would have been defeated by Moroha’s 《Jupiter》.


  That was why she used a little trick to survive.


  – What a nimble display.


  Moroha fired 《Jupiter》 in rapid succession.


  However, Usako also fought back, dodging them all by going in different directions.


  It proved her skills were no fluke.


  – I worked hard to improve my defensive skills after all.


  Usako boasted with an ahem full of charm and humor.


  Moroha couldn’t slip out a chuckle.


  He realized the excellence of their plays.


  Akira’s 《Mars》 was in charge of attacking, and Usako’s 《Mars》 could raise its firepower. In addition, Usako guarded Akira’s surroundings, allowing him to concentrate more on attacking.


  – I can see it has been pretty polished….


  The reason why a runnel of sweat appeared on Moroha’s forehead was probably not just the heat from the sea of ​​fire.


  However, he never flinched. It wasn’t something charming for this boy.


  – Then… how about this?


  Moroha pumped up more prana.


  He pushed the seven gates to the limit, frowning as if he was in excruciating pain, but did he bull through it now?


  He poured the pumped prana into the treasure-like beautiful blade.


  Then, the blade worked like a filter, refining Ars Magna.


  (It’s coming…!?)


  Akira was wary of Moroha’s 《Mars》.


  The unidentified form of Moroha’s soul was made to materialize.


  He swung his sword from a distance, and a straight line ran through the empty sky.


  Without even touching it, it cut Usako’s broom in two.


  – That’s unfair, Haimoro. Using 《Mars》 is nothing but cheating.


  – I don’t want to hear that from you two.


  Moroha bitterly opposed Usako, who inflated her cheeks and threw away the now junk broom.


  But it wouldn’t last for long.


  He wasn’t going to let him continue.  Akira raised his right hand and swung it down calmly.


  From the sea of ​​fire swirling around him, he shot hundreds of fire arrows, forcing Moroha to concentrate on dodging while writhing in agony.


  However, at this rate, Haimura Moroha wouldn’t be defeated.


  – Flutter, fluttering wings of the phoenix  As light and pale as sparks  Release me  Untie me from the constraints of gravity immediately.


  The boy chanted the 1st Rank Dark Art, 《Decrease Weight》.


  With his own weight as close to zero as possible, combined with the way of walking 《Bukyoku》, he jumped vertically into the sky.


  In an instant, he reached a height that Akira and Usako could not reach.


  As soon as he resigned to the idea that the ground was being overwhelmed by Akira’s fire and army, his fearless battle instinct immediately sought a way out above his head.


  From there, he calmly prepared a great magic.


  He increased and refined his mana.


  – Write──


  Warrior of the End   Frost Giant   Lend me your fist   To make them freeze and be quieter than death


  Even the prosperous ones inevitably dying is the divine providence of the world   The inescapable karma given by God’s law


  Like water flowing to a low place   Taking all heat away


  Show me the world where everything came to a stop   As if even time was frozen 


  Show me   The extreme point   The beauty of eternity that is not destroyed by anyone   And where not even those who destroy exist


  I am a person who refuses to understand   A person who seeks only the absolute


  I wish for   A white bright scenery


  I wish for   The beautiful world of death


   


  Complex and mysterious ancient magic characters were put into written form in the sky, ranging 8 lines in total.


  The 8th Rank of Ice, 《Frost Giant》.


  A gigantic fist whose flesh and blood were made of extremely cold air descended in a straight line from heaven to earth.


  The target was, of course, Akira.


  Akira tried to resist this with great heating power.


  – Nuu… ooooooooooooh…!


  Abandoning his usual quietness, he let out a roar.


  With a vigor so as to not leave a single drop, he squeezed out prana and converted it all into heating power.


  Flames and ice fought each other in the space between heaven and earth.


  A tremendous shock spread quickly, and even Usako couldn’t support him. She couldn’t get close to Akira.


  Shock waves occurred, reaching far into the sky where Moroha was.


  Thanks to that, the area was covered with steam and dust, blocking their vision.


  In the midst of this, Akira could feel the heat as Moroha was pulled by gravity and landed, making a violent sound.


  Everything that obstructed vision slowly cleared up.


  – Ku… u… u.


  Akira had survived the 8th.


  Though he was kneeling down on one knee and groaning, and the tips of his limbs were densely covered with frost, his eyes staring at Moroha weren’t dead at all.


  And then, the scenery of the school ground, which was a sea of ​​fire, suddenly changed.


  All the flames that were blazing to that degree were extinguished, and instead a thick layer of ice covered the ground.


  The scorching hell had turned into an arctic hell.


  In the middle of that, and while crouching, Akira was in agony from enduring the pain of frostbite, exhausted from mustering all of his prana in one breath, and repeatedly gasping and breathing heavily.


  (Stand up… stand up quickly…)


  Otherwise, the next attack of Moroha will come, Akira said so as to try to persuade his own legs.


  But he didn’t stand up suddenly. Even though the power was reduced by the flames, as one would expect, the damage of the 8th Rank was deep.


  Even if he used 《Inner Life》 at full power, an early recovery could not be expected.


  (My opponent is that Haimura Moroha. There may be two of us, but he probably factored in that something like this would happen sooner or later)


  If things ended like this, at this level, then why did he risk challenging the incarnation of the dragon?


  Wasn’t he just committing stupidities?


  What was the purpose of all the hard work and crimes he put into the past five years since he left Akane Academy?


  Akira continued to reprimand himself.


  Usako rushed over and tried to lend him a shoulder hurriedly, but he refused without a word.


  If he showed such a weakness, he would just be taken advantage of by Moroha. It was no more than showing an opening.


  Akira must stand up with a calm appearance and wearing a faint smile like that of the Devil!


  – ──Just listen to me.


  However, Moroha suddenly spoke up.


  As if seeing through the impatience in his mind, he lowered even the tip of his sword.


  – Eight months ago, when I fought you, you made me realize that this wouldn’t be easy. I thought that if I didn’t come up with some countermeasures before the next time, I would surely be defeated.


  – Haha… there it is again, your usual… humility.


  – Listen without making fun of me. I’m being serious. Honestly, over the past eight months, I’ve pondered many things and trained myself in many ways in order to defeat you this time. After we had to take back the school principal, that’s exactly where I made my best effort.


  – ….


  Akira remained silent and didn’t reply.


  He listened seriously and earnestly considered what he was told.


  Why was Moroha blabbering on like this?


  If he had a plan, he would use it while it was still secret, and defeat Akira with it.


  The answer was already decided.


  It was the same as the 8th Rank of Ice that Moroha used earlier.


  In the past, Moroha won with a 9th Rank of Ice when he fell into Akira’s trap and fought with the armored Evil Spirit*.


  *TN: Trap is the furigana reading for strategy.


  In other words, even though Moroha could have used the 9th, he dared to attack with the 8th.


  In other words, he was going easy on him.


  (As expected… huh)


  Akira chuckled to himself.


  The look on his face was the most devilish one until now.


  As expected, as expected──


  




  Haimura Moroha didn’t want to kill Akira or Usako.


  




  That was why he deliberately boasted that it was a winning strategy.


  He came to break their fighting spirit and hearts.


  Which meant that Akira surrendering would be the best outcome for Moroha.


  Without letting Akira or Usako die as a result of an accident while fighting with all his might.


  (You really are a… strong man)


  He was strong and kind.


  Because he was strong, he could 「Fight」 against an S-Rank 《Demon》 「without killing him」.


  Because he was strong, he decided for himself the standard of right and wrong.


  I will have the privilege of taking great advantage of his strength!


  




  Andou seemed to have been plotting with Kairi in order to kill the dragon named Haimura Moroha.


  However, doing it that way was hopeless.


  When Zhixin was part of the Six Wings, he used to say often:


  If you want to bring Haimura Moroha down, you must never make him angry.


  Do not incur the dragon’s wrath.


  That was exactly what Akira felt as well.


  Kairi was, after all, overconfident in her own power.


  Zhixin knew much better. So, he hit the mark.


  Taking his advice into consideration, Akira──


  He came here, polishing a secret plan to snatch an invaluable victory from Moroha.


  He seemed to be thinking about something, but they hadn’t been defeated either.


  Yes, even if Moroha was superior in terms of simple strength, Akira didn’t intend to lose to this boy when it came to making their strategies compete against each other.


  Actually, it was going well. Just as he read it.


  Just one thing. When Moroha went easy on him, he was curious about why he chose the 8th of Ice, and why the 7th was no good, and his selection criteria. He deduced that it might have to do with his plan to win, but it wasn’t mostly a problem.


  Far from getting Moroha mad, this situation where he was using his discretion was critical. This was because Akira’s secret plan would not work otherwise.


  It didn’t matter whether it was Moroha’s consideration, or Shimon Maya’s request to spare his life.


  Akira was impressed by Moroha’s nobility, but from another angle, he wasn’t ashamed of his own cowardice.


  




  (Because I’m… weak)


  Akira straightened his disheveled hair and adjusted his glasses.


  – I naturally endured what you fired… just now.


  He stood up quickly.


  He joined his hands behind his back and threw out his chest, expressing his fighting spirit with a unique stance.


  He made fire pillars burst out from the ground, cracking open the frozen earth in the surroundings.


  It was completely a bluff.


  If he didn’t brace himself, his still weak legs would begin to tremble because they couldn’t stand his weight, and even now, most of his prana was turning to 《Inner Life》.


  – Far from putting on a brave face, you’re making even a fake dignity hang in the air. You’re tough as nails, you know?


  Moroha saw through it.


  Or was he just tricking him?


  – I wonder… about that.


  Akira just played dumb.


  However, Moroha smiled wryly,


  – Your acting is as amazing as ever… I can’t help but be impressed by your obsession with winning, and how dirty you are. Last time you were mocking yourself, weren’t you? S-Rankers are mere idols. A seemingly fine alternative to drugs to forget the fear of fighting 《Metaphysical》. But I can see it when I look at you. The feeling that people around you want to rely on you.


  – Yes. We all relied on Akira. I thought Akira was a real hero.


  Even Usako related to Moroha’s words,


  – My, my, I didn’t know you thought… like that.


  Akira sighed at the confession after many years.


  (I, a real hero? Give me a break)


  In the past and now, Akira was no more than a selfish person.


  Yes, both now and in the past──


 
  6 Years Ago - Strikers


  Shiba Akira had entered Akane Academy, and summer vacation had already begun.


  

 
Laughter reverberated through the mountain forest of the training grounds.


  The ones being all cheerful were the excellent students representing each class.


  There were nine people, including Akira, Usako, and Mari.


  The combat uniforms provided by the school were still fresh.


  Due to the special training, starting today, they gathered early in the morning after giving up summer vacation. The teachers hadn’t arrived yet, and as they chatted and got excited, there was a noisy male student among them.


  A flamboyant boy who had dyed his hair gold and brown just last month.


  His name was Chinjumori Tsubaki, who was registered in Class 1-2.


  – Are you ready? Are you? Watch closely.


  Pointing at himself with both index fingers, he shouted 「Alright!」while emphasizing a little too loud.


  His tall body──seemed to split in two.


  Another Chinjumori with the same face appeared as if they were twins.


  Usako and the others immediately shouted.


  – Right!


  – No, left!


  – I, I say right, too! … I mean left!


  Akira also muttered in a whisper.


  – Right….


  Mari was the only one who remained silent, a sour expression on her face.


  Before everyone else had finished speaking, of the two Chinjumori lined up on the left and right, the one to the left disappeared like a haze.


  Yes, Chinjumori was using the way of walking that created afterimages, 《Komon》.


  – The correct answer is that the one on the right is the real one!


  – Yes, I got it right.


  – Argh, I don’t get it at all!


  Chinjumori announced with pride in some ways, and those who got it right shouted with joy, and those who failed to see through it seemed bitter.


  As that happened, Akira adjusted the position of his glasses without a smile,


  – Only Shiba got all the questions right. That’s to be expected.


  Chinjumori approached him in an overly familiar manner and placed his arm around his shoulder also in an overly familiar manner.


  Akira, who was quiet and enjoyed his personal space, put up with the unfamiliar sense of distance,


  – I can tell by looking at the heat of… prana.


  He replied in a whisper.


  Loud applause immediately rose from the surroundings.


  – It surfaced, his genius-like remark!


  – Way to go, A-Rank!


  – Embrace it!


  Akira, not knowing how to react to the boys cheering at him, made a troubled face.


  By the way, of the two girls here, Usako didn’t say anything, but she made a vulgar hand gesture by holding her thumb between her index and middle fingers, and Mari was silently making her temple twitch.


  – Hey, Chinjumori. One more time. Do it one more time!


  – I guess I can〜? You better watch my splendid 《Komon》 carefully. Well, with the exception of Shiba, no one else can see through it.


  Akira was relieved when Chinjumori, who had placed his arm around his shoulder, walked away.


  Then, Mari spat out so that they didn’t hear her.


  – This is so useless.


  – Isn’t it fine? We’re warming up before the special exercise.


  Akira said so as to intervene.


  He didn’t like the noisy vibes and over-familiarity of Chinjumori; having said that, it didn’t mean he particularly hated him.


  As companions who fought together, it would be great if they could get along well.


  He just… wanted him to be quiet, or rather, he would be happy if he left him alone.


  – Shiba, pay attention, too! If it’s true that you’ve mastered 《Mars》, then I’ll become a Shirogane who has mastered 《Godlike Movement》 and catch up with you right away!


  In this way, Chinjumori cared for fully exposing his sense of rivalry.


  As he shrugged his shoulders, he heard Mari click her tongue next to him.


  She may be trying to keep her voice down, but,


  – What the hell? Everyone is always Shiba-kun this, Shiba-kun that. Even though I’m the captain of the Strikers….


  Her inner voice leaked out big time.


  Usako, who had sharp ears, teased her without wasting a second.


  – Hey, Marishiten. You’re refreshingly the God of Jealousy.


  – Who is jealous of whom!?


  Mari made the corner of her eyes sharp and flared at Usako.


  By the way, Chinjumori made his hair dyeing debut last month, but Mari secretly made her debut with contact lenses. Her eyesight should have been greatly corrected, but she hadn’t gotten rid of the habit of occasionally gazing at the other party’s face with her face close to them.


  Even in front of such a super close-up defiant stare, Usako said with an unbearable look as one would expect.


  – The way you end up reacting exposes you.


  – Guh….


  – The reason you don’t participate in the 《Komon》 quiz is because you think it’s disgraceful that you can’t guess right away like Akkii.


  – Cannnnn… can you stop making false accusations? I just don’t want to participate in such an un-unscrupulous way of using 《Ancestral Arts》 for fun. First of all, even if I, a Kuroma, lost to Shiba-kun when determining Light Techniques, what is so disgraceful about it?


  The person herself appeared to be trying to speak in a cool manner, but her voice stiffened here and there.


  – It would be nice if Akkii was the captain.


  -Are you saying I’m not worthy of being the captain!?


  – Marishiten is cruel, as everyone said. That goes for me as well.


  – Shirai-san!!


  Mari grabbed Usako by the collar and shook her.


  Usako continued to be shaken with a 「vague」, expressionless face, and a doll-like nonresistance.


  Akira intervened with 「Now, now」,


  – I can’t stand on top of people, and I’m not good at giving orders. I’m not suited to be the captain.


  That was why he even handed over the position of vice-captain to Chinjumori.


  – Shiba-kun has one point in his favor: his admirableness.


  Mari let go of Usako’s collar, folded her arms under her plump breasts, struck her signature pose of getting cocky,


  – In that regard, I was born noble in my previous life. Combining wisdom and beauty, I possessed not only unparalleled deep knowledge and skill in Dark Arts, but I also was a princess general who mobilized a magic army with my fingertips. Being the leader of a dull group like the Strikers is quite the unsatisfying thing for me, but given that there’s no one else suitable, I have no choice but to accept it, do I?


  – Isn’t it cringe to brag about your past life?


  Usako hugged herself as if frozen and repeated, 「How lame, how lame」*.


  *TN: Lame and cold (weather) use the same kanji.


  Mari got angry again and grabbed Usako by the collar──


  – I made you wait, everyone.


  – Everyone gathered early. I’m impressed.


  Two of the teachers appeared, making Mari hurriedly withdraw her hands. She feigned being an honor student.


  Usako looked down on her with 「Hey, Marishiten is a small fry」 eyes, and Mari glared back, 「I’ll remember this later」.


  Anyway, it was time for the special exercise.


  – Okay, line up.


  And the one who clapped his hands was Tanaka, a Shirogane, and the homeroom teacher of Class 1-1.


  Standing next to him was Kurai, a Kuroma and homeroom teacher of Class 1-2.


  Among the teachers at Akane Academy, these two were the ones who were particularly respected.


  At the end of the first semester, the Strikers was formed as a selection unit. In addition to regular classes, special exercises were performed after school and during long vacations.


  Tanaka and Kurai were in charge of its direction.


  While standing in a row, Chinjumori triumphantly spoke to Tanaka.


  – I followed Sensei’s advice and practiced 《Komon》, which cannot be seen through so easily. I’ve come up with a better training method.


  – Just as I’d expect from you, Chinjumori-kun, you’re an enthusiastic fellow, aren’t you?


  Tanaka first praised his motivation, and then he turned towards everyone, not just Chinjumori,


  – You are talented 《Saviors》 who were able to open all seven gates in just three months, or who have mastered the 1st Rank Dark Arts perfectly. Chinjumori-kun has already mastered 《Komon》.


  And the Japanese Division acknowledged everyone as Rank C, except for Akira and Mari.


  It recognized them as equals to the 《Saviors》 currently working in each branch office and fighting on the front line.


  – I want all the Shiroganes to learn 《Venus》 as soon as possible, and all the Kuromas to master the 2nd Rank and aim for Rank B.


  Everyone nodded strongly at Tanaka’s words.


  However, this wasn’t the case for Akira, Usako, and Mari.


  It needn’t be said that Akira and Mari had already been acknowledged as Rank A. Usako had a personality that showed no enthusiasm for becoming stronger.


  – However, having said that, this special exercise focuses on refining teamwork. Summer vacation has just started, so I’d like you to especially keep this in mind: You can never defeat 《Metaphysicals》 by yourself. While it’s true that individual strengths are important, it’s even more important to improve your ability to work together.


  – Currently, 《Metaphysicals》 appear once or twice a month here in Japan. Regular 《Saviors》 are also working hard, but honestly, they are at their limit. Above all, the Japanese Division hopes that you will build up the strength to withstand actual battles after this break. In particular, Shimon-kun’s 《Transportal》 is being noticed as a secret weapon when 《Metaphysicals》 appear far from each branch office.


  Tanaka and Kurai gave instructions on how to spend this summer and its significance, just like a summer course at a cram school.


  He could tell Mari was itching next to him to take notes.


  As expected of being selected as the elite unit, everyone else was equally impressed by Tanaka’s words, making their motivation rise up suddenly (Of course, Usako had the same vague face as usual).


  – Now, shall we get started?


  – Before that, Sensei, may I?


  When Mari asked for permission, she went to the side of the teachers and faced everyone in a conceited manner.


  – I created a chant for the Strikers to strengthen our unity.


  – Is it something like, “Do your best, Akane!”?


  – There’s no way I would think of such an unsophisticated chant, Chinjumori-kun.


  Mari announced while letting an air of confidence drift.


  – As the captain, I call out, 『We are the “Saviors”, we are the swords of salvation!』 and everyone responds, 『We are the “Strike” for our people, our peace, and our justice!』. Great, isn’t it?


  Everyone, teachers included, had a strange look on their faces.


  – Ui ar… what?


  – Chinjumori-kun. Don’t make me say it again, it’s embarrassing.


  – Don’t think of embarrassing lines then!


  The retort of Chinjumori was in vain as Mari gracefully ignored it.


  – Let’s get started, Sensei.


  – S-sure. Are you all ready?


  – We are the “Saviors”, we are the swords of salvation!


  No one responded to Mari’s leadership.


  

 

 

 
As the sun rose, the heat and humidity in the forest became unbearable.


  The chirping of cicadas was annoying.


  In the midst of this, Akira and the others were drenched in sweat, doing nothing but joint training.


  A hot and painful summer was just starting.


  

♦ ♦ ♦




  

 

 



  

 

 
During the first semester, after school, Akira went to visit Hinata almost every other day.


  Usako accompanied him almost every time.


  It was summer vacation now, but that was no exception, and he visited the hospital after the special training.


  Among Akira, Hinata, and Usako, the last one was the one who talked the most.


  She mostly talked and made Hinata laugh.


  Akira basically became a listener, looking at her smile.


  That alone made him happy. There were many topics unique to women, and even if he was kept out of the loop, he wasn’t bothered at all.


  The stuffed animals were steadily increasing in Hinata’s hospital room.


  Usako bought them for some reason.


  Hinata seemed to treasure all of them, but the one she cherished the most was Nelly the rabbit.


  Usako also used it as a mask and used her falsetto to 「Play as Nelly」.


  In addition, Usako was a really good talker, and while skillfully obscuring secrets related to the White Knight Organization, she made hilarious reports to Hinata, who wanted to hear more about the school.


  Akira and Usako were supposed to be selected students who would take special extracurricular classes in order to enter a super elite university. She also talked about how there were seven other freshmen who were in a friendly competition with each other.


  – To think you gave up even summer vacation, I can see that you’re very motivated.


  To Hinata who was impressed,


  – Marishiten is the most enthusiastic, so much so that her words puts off those around her.


  And Usako backbit.


  – You know, the blonde girl.


  – Marishiten was amazing today. She worked Chinchin hard, like a demon. Akkii also protected Chinchin, but Marishiten didn’t let him sleep. As expected, Chinchin got angry and reproached Marishiten as much as he could, but because Marishiten looked down on Chinchin relentlessly like always, she didn’t feel anything at all. Marishiten is really a hotshot.


  Usako had been making some amazing remarks since some time ago, but the 「Chinchin」 here was, as usual, a strange nickname she gave to someone. It was definitely not about a ●●●●.


  That was how Usako called Chinjumori Tsubaki.


  The on’yomi reading of 「鎮 (Chin)」 and 「椿 (Tsubaki)」 was 「chin」, so 「Chinchin」*.


  *TN: What Usako said was very lewd, not to say explicit, involving verbs that had another “way of reading them”. Also, Chinchin is another way of saying penis in Japanese.


  At first, Akira sympathized with him, but since Chinjumori was carefree, he burst out laughing and was pleased.


  He’s from another world, he honestly thought.


  – If Tanatosu hadn’t stopped her, Chinchin would have died by Marishiten’s hand.


  Usako’s story continued.


  By the way, 「Tanatosu」 was their homeroom teacher, Tanaka.


  At first, Usako shortened “Teacher” to “Teach Tana”.


  But one day,


  – Drop it already. It’s plain, it’s too ordinary, it’s not sharp.


  They began to say that kind of thing.


  – Is it that bad?


  – It’s awful. Really awful. To use an analogy, there are attention-seekers who failed to make their high school debuts, but boys who stand out even less can come up with something, they’re as blunt as a stupid turtle.


  – … I don’t really get it, but if you say so.


  – From now on, it’s 『Tanatosu』.


  – … How is that sharp?


  – It’s a splendid nickname that cuts out the teacher’s true nature deeply and sharply, just like a news photo.


  – … The only thing I understood is that Sensei is going to hate it.


  That was what happened.


  In any case, even Hinata, who was listening to Usako’s story, was completely familiar with the nickname,


  – Ufufu, that Marishiten-chan is a very unique girl. I’d like to meet her once.


  – I don’t recommend it.


  Usako stuck out her right palm and stopped her.


  – Is that so?


  – Marishiten is naturally rude and arrogant. I’m sure you’ll be offended.


  – But Nelly-chan likes that girl, doesn’t she?


  – When you become an advanced student like me, your favorite food is natto with milk. It’s that kind of reasoning.


  – I see, you can’t recommend it to amateurs.


  Hinata laughed again.


  Usako’s playful talk was sometimes difficult for Akira to follow, but it seemed to be the key point of the conversation for his older sister.


  Akira casually left the room while the two were having a lively chat.


  Actually, he had an appointment today.


  When he went to the roof, no one was there yet.


  It was 19:00, and the mighty summer sun was about to set beyond the mountains.


  Akira walked up to the fall prevention fence and looked at the scenery without thinking.


  He bathed himself in the bright red afterglow.


  It was at that moment when someone talked to him from behind.


  – The sunset suits you. It’d be a perfect picture.


  The person he was waiting for appeared with canned coffee in both hands.


  She was a young woman, and to the public, she was a doctor who worked for the patients.


  She was actually a Kuroma belonging to the Japanese Division, and she was in charge of the treatment of special patients such as Hinata by means of Dark Arts. She was like a physician in charge who specialized in the ten or so people who had been affected adversely by the unknown disease caused by satana.


  Her name was Fujii Saehime.


  He had heard that she was unrivaled in terms of healing and medical Dark Arts, even in the Japanese Division.


  Because of that, she had nothing to use in battle, so she didn’t go to the front line.


  If he sensed the heat that her mana had, it wouldn’t really be the case──however, it had nothing to do with Akira. The only thing that mattered was that an excellent healer was looking after Hinata.


  – I’m sorry for calling you by email so suddenly.


  – Please don’t worry. Sensei is taking care of my older stepsister after all.


  – Please drop the Sensei thing. I’m not a real doctor.


  Saehime pointed to the bench while smiling wryly.


  Akira sat down next to her and accepted the canned coffee that was offered to him, giving his thanks.


  He merely tried it for form’s sake and waited for Saehime to begin talking.


  – Akira-kun wants me to go straight to the point, so I’ll say it without hesitation. Yesterday, one of my patients died….


  (The first to die has finally… appeared, huh)


  Without putting that outspoken expression into words, Akira instead asked.


  – So, does that mean that this disease is troublesome?


  – … Yes, the patient, a man in the prime of his life, should have had resistance to diseases. Ever since he was brought here, he never got better, and as soon as his condition changed yesterday, in an instant, he….


  – By the way, can I ask how the other patients are doing?


  – As usual, not a single patient has been completely cured. And things will be different later. For better or worse, half of the people are in stable condition. The other half are gradually weakening. I’m crushed, wondering that maybe my Dark Arts are meaningless.


  – If Fujii-san gives up, there will be no one to rely on.


  Akira encouraged Saehime with a serious face.


  Even though he could tell that her words were morbid humor, her feeble complaints seemed genuine.


  Akira could only imagine what it felt like to lose a patient she was in charge of.


  But in his dreams, he knew that feeling of crying every time he lost someone important to him because he couldn’t protect them.


  – Akira-kun is a grown-up person after all. Age isn’t really an important thing for 《Saviors》, is it? Fufu, it feels weird.


  She might be pretending to be fine, but Akira was relieved when Saehime smiled.


  – I think that willpower is more important than physical strength to fight against that disease.


  I can’t say for sure yet, Saehime added,


  – Akira-kun’s older sister is the only one who’s making progress.


  – …! Really?


  – Yes. Also, the only person who gets to be visited frequently is your older sister.


  As if toasting with a glass, Saehime hit his canned coffee with hers.


  – Maybe Akira-kun and that girl are sharing their energy with your older sister.


  – … From now on… I’ll make sure to come often.


  Akira said, his body and voice trembling slightly with joy.


  He thought he was the one doing the encouragement before, but he was the one being encouraged already.


  So, the adult in this case was definitely Saehime.


  – But let’s not be impatient, alright? It’s an unknown disease after all. Until I give the all-clear, we’ll have your older sister stay in the hospital. It could take her years.


  – I know. Please continue to treat her.


  Akira stood up from the bench and deeply bent at the waist.


  The fact that it might take years to fully recover meant that Akira would be bound as a 《Savior》 for that long.


  But what about it?


  Just as Hinata fought illness, Akira also fought against 《Metaphysicals》.


  They risked their lives together.


  Nowadays, he even felt a martyr-like joy for being placed in a situation similar to that of his loved one.


  He was conscious that it was just some kind of masochism, but he didn’t care.


  If he weren’t a 《Savior》, if Hinata was the only one fighting, he wouldn’t be able to stand it.


  It was 10,000 times better than that situation!


  On top of that, he received words of relief from Saehime, and even saw hope for Hinata’s complete recovery.


  Even the calm Akira couldn’t help but get excited.


  

 

 

 
Thanks to that conversation, the summer of Akira in his first year of high school was fulfilling.


  His student life, which was supposed to be a duty, became extremely enjoyable when his feelings became positive.


  He did special exercises with Usako, Mari, Chinjumori and company until they were completely exhausted.


  Afterwards, he visited Hinata and chatted with her.


  Sometimes he went out to eat with Usako on the way back.


  Usako was energetic about the opening of delicious restaurants, and there was no shortage of choices for her.


  The members of the Strikers received quite a large number of scholarships, so they didn’t have to worry about their wallets.


  In August, all members of the Strikers went to a training camp.


  As if taking the opportunity, Mari exercised her authority as the captain, put together an insanely harsh schedule, and ended up in an unexpected hellish training camp, but looking back on it, it turned out to be a good memory.


  But the most he endured was not being able to see Hinata for two nights and three days.


  On the way back from the training camp, he went straight to Hinata, and as if competing with Usako, he reported all the things that had happened.


  Hinata was extremely pleased.


  – I’m glad that Akira-kun started to smile like before.


  She was glad.


  Ever since the 《Metaphysical》 incident, he had lost his smile, but she had seen through the fact that he was making efforts to behave cheerfully only in front of Hinata.


  During the Obon season, the Strikers were only given a week off.


  Usako didn’t return home. She said something along the lines of 「There’s no good man in my parent’s home」.


  For Akira, there was no other place to return to than Hinata’s side.


  In the end, he frequented Hinata’s hospital room with Usako.


  By the time the Obon festival ended, the wind had become autumnal.


  「This summer was too short」, the three of them said.


  And then, the unforgettable August 21st──


  

 
The special training resumed just after the Obon festival, and on the way back, he visited Hinata.


  Akira was alone.


  Usako lied clumsily, saying, 「Today is women-picking-up-men day」, disappearing somewhere.


  Using tact, she made a day for Akira and Hinata to be alone once a week.


  But when the two of them were alone, there was no conversation.


  It wasn’t awkward. Rather, he was content. He had time.


  It was kindly transmitted to him that Hinata also thought so.


  That day she brushed her hair, carefully so that it was stretched down to the bottom of her shoulder blades, and it was polished up to be as bewitching as lacquer.


  After coming to this hospital, Hinata’s hair had grown a lot.


  Although there was a hairdressing service for inpatients, Hinata let it grow on purpose.


  She hoped that after she left the hospital, she would get a short hairstyle.


  – The way Akira-kun uses his hands is very meticulous, isn’t it? The image I had of the boys was rougher.


  Hinata said in a pleasant voice.


  – Manly, you mean?


  – Fufu, maybe. But I think it’s typical of Akira-kun.


  – Are you… praising me?


  – Who knows? I’ll leave it to your imagination.


  – Nee-san, you’re making fun of me like that again.


  Akira put the brush on the shelf next to the bed.


  Then he hugged Hinata’s body from behind.


  – Akira-kun!?


  Unexpectedly, Hinata let out a freakish voice.


  Akira ignored her and stroked Hinata’s belly with his right hand.


  – Even I have a manly… side.


  He whispered at a distance so close that his breath touched her earlobe directly.


  With his stroking right hand, he traced the outline of Hinata’s body, starting from her belly and gradually moving up.


  At this rate, he would end up touching her somewhat small breasts.


  – A-Akira-kun. I don’t think it’s good to tease your older sister.


  Hinata screamed.


  It was a feverish voice.


  The heat of shame.


  And──the heat of flirtation, where a woman sought a man. It was clearly showing through.


  That was why.


  In an instant, Akira couldn’t stand it anymore.


  He tried to grab Hinata’s breasts. He tried to grope them.


  He tried to invade the sanctuary he had never touched before.


  It was thanks to Usako that he didn’t break the taboo.


  – Akkii, are you there!?


  An unusually tense voice was heard from the corridor.


  Even though it was a hospital, there was a violent knock on the door.


  Akira solidified with his right hand outstretched.


  30% regret and 70% relief. So,


  (I can still be her younger brother)


  He thought so.


  – Sorry for teasing you, Nee-san.


  – Y-yeah…. More than that, Nelly-chan seems to be in a hurry.


  – I’ll go check.


  After some hesitation, Akira, who suppressed regret, let go of Hinata’s body, and went to Usako who was in the hallway.


  It was not related to Usako. He could guess that the reason why she didn’t rush into the hospital room was because she couldn’t let Hinata hear.


  After a little thought, he understood that it was trouble related to Akane Academy.


  He couldn’t stop having a bad feeling.


  The constant knocking sounds sounded like a warning bell.


  

♦ ♦ ♦




  

 

 



  

 

 
Only five minutes later, Akira and Usako arrived at the school grounds of Akane Academy.


  The reason they were able to save so much time was because they used 《Godlike Movement》 to traverse the city.


  They got permission to use 《Ancestral Arts》, which should not be seen by the public as much as possible.


  In other words, it was an emergency.


  – You’re late! What are you doing, Shiba!? I can’t even connect to your phone.


  Chinjumori yelled at him.


  The rest of the Strikers were already there, a total of nine members had gathered.


  Chinjumori was a good-natured man. When he scolded Akira, disregarding the teachers who were there, he was just playing the role of an unsuitable and hated vice-captain.


  Akira knew that too, but he couldn’t explain why he turned off his phone because he was in a hospital,


  – Akkii wished for a world where he could be with me alone.


  Usako made an outrageous excuse.


  However, Chinjumori only smiled wryly and didn’t press him any further.


  They appeared to think that Akira and Usako, who disappeared together after school, were a couple.


  It was less objectionable to be misunderstood than to spread rumors about his older stepsister or their circumstances.


  – Shiba-kun. Did you hear about the situation?


  – Yes. From Shirai-kun, along the road.


  Akira nodded at Tanaka who had an unusually serious look on his face.


  

 
He was told that a 《Metaphysical》 was currently appearing in the mountains of the Tateyama Mountain Range in Toyama Prefecture.


  《Watcher》 Suruga Andou had captured its position and movement, but the response was falling behind.


  The reason was that the Hokuriku branch office hadn’t been established yet, and there were no 《Saviors》 that could hurry to the Toyama area.


  Up until now, no 《Metaphysicals》 had appeared in the Hokuriku region, and although it couldn’t be said out loud, due to its small population, the Japanese government dismissed it, making it difficult to deliberately have the not-so-abundant 《Saviors》 permanently stationed there, resulting in this.


  It was this background that showed the difficulties that led to today’s crisis.


  He had to say it was a stupid decision, but right now he didn’t have time to question the responsibility.


  It was said that the 《Metaphysical》 that appeared in the Tateyama Mountain Range would reach the city within an hour.


  《Saviors》 had already been dispatched from Tokyo and Nagoya, but they wouldn’t arrive in time.


  Therefore, the Japanese Division entrusted its hopes to Mari’s 《Transportal》 and the Strikers.


  

 
Akira, Usako, the members of the Strikers, and the teachers all paid attention to Mari.


  As sweat trickled down her forehead, Mari tried to complete a great magic.


  – Write──


  

 
I resort to nostalgia   I resort to homesickness


  Far away   Beyond   In distance   Beyond   Thousands   And thousands of kilometers   In the distance   My home town


  An old place, that these hands cannot reach


  I appeal to delusions   I appeal to hatred


  With these feelings, please connect the long distanches


  With this curse, please warp the distant worlds


   


  
A pale trajectory of six lines in total written in the air.


  Mari poked at the ancient magic characters, adding a period.


  However, the characters of light just vanished and nothing happened.


  She had failed.


  For Akira, who was a Shirogane, Dark Arts were beyond his area of expertise, but it appeared that Mari was too nervous to make the great magic a success, she even messed up the chanting.


  Unable to bear it, someone let out a sigh of disappointment.


  Mari, who must have heard it, shook her shoulders, but she started spelling again with her eyes flashing immediately.


  That one failed too, but Mari didn’t give up.


  Under the pressure of drawing everyone’s expectations and attention, and with an indomitably arrogant and genuine pride, she challenged the next-to-impossible 6th Rank Dark Art, which required extreme concentration.


  Five minutes passed, ten minutes passed──


  As they wondered how many times had she challenged it already, finally, a magic circle of light appeared in the school grounds…!


  – Oooh….


  They cheered and got confused.


  – Sorry for making you wait. Now you can’t laugh at Shiba-kun, can you?


  – Don’t worry! Rather, you did well, Shimon.


  No one, including Chinjumori, criticized Mari.


  

 
Mari, who naturally became aware of the memories of her previous life, just like Akira, was an A-Rank Kuroma who could freely use up to the 3rd Rank even before entering school.


  However, even the Akane Academy students knew that 6th Rank Dark Arts were on a whole different level and that they were super-difficult.


  In any case, even if they looked around the entire White Knight Organization, there were almost no people who could use even the 5th Rank.


  There were still zero in the Japanese Division.


  The only one above 4th that Mari could use was 《Transportal》.


  The only exception was the French Division, 「Cradle of the Sun」, which had been researching Dark Arts uninterruptedly for hundreds of years.


  In the end, Mari, who successfully opened the gate, was praised; there was no reason to be criticized.


  

 
– Okay, let’s go!


  In place of Mari, who was in a state of extreme mental exhaustion, the vice-captain, Chinjumori, took the lead.


  – It’s our first actual battle, so I hope there’s no one scared, alright?


  He looked around at the faces of all the Strikers.


  Except for Usako, who always had a blank facial expression, and Mari, who was breathing heavily, everyone responded with a fearless smile.


  – I’ll do my… best.


  Akira, who was the only one among them who knew the dreadfulness of the 《Metaphysicals》, didn’t have that much confidence, but vowed to fight to the bitter end with his companions.


  Chinjumori seemed satisfied with everyone’s attitude and made a speech.


  – We 《Saviors》 were full-fledged heroes in our previous lives. Among them, we should be here because we were able to recover our memories to a large extent. It shouldn’t be for show that we were acknowledged as Rank C. Let’s fight without feeling ashamed of our previous self. Let’s prove we’re more than ordinary students. If we can do that today, we will be given a chance to do it more in the future. We are the first generation of Akane Academy, and we, the golden generation, will be passed down from generation to generation. If this doesn’t get you fired up, you’re not 《Saviors》.


  Chinjumori’s speech seemed to impress everyone.


  The facial expressions of his companions became tense.


  They changed to fearless and dependable facial expressions.


  Mari, who finally fixed her breathing, joined them.


  When Chinjumori confirmed that,


  – Okay, let’s go!


  Taking the lead, he jumped into Mari’s magic circle.


  His companions followed him one after another, with Akira being the last.


  – Please, take care.


  Tanaka spoke to them on behalf of the remaining teachers.


  Akira responded with only a nod and jumped into the teletransportation gate.


  The feeling of falling suddenly reversed to a feeling of going up, and his semicircular canals felt lightly dizzy.


  When he endured it, the scenery changed suddenly in an instant.


  He, who was in the school grounds of Akane Academy, jumped out into a thick, smelly forest.


  (Oh dear…! it’s an incredible thing when you actually experience it. Shimon-kun’s 《The Origin》 is…)


  While admiring, he sounded out the situation in the surroundings.


  Deep in the mountains, in a forest completely untouched by humans, where not even an animal trail was in sight.


  The sun was half setting, and the branches and leaves blocked it, expediting the darkness.


  In the distance, there was an eerie crashing sound. A roaring sound echoed as if something was moving forward while forcibly knocking down trees.


  That definitely was a 《Metaphysical》.


  With the 《Godlike Movement》 that Chinjumori was proud of, he ran in the lead despite the bad road.


  Akira and the others followed him.


  Since there were two Kuromas in the unit, Usako carried Mari, and another Shirogane carried the other boy.


  Soon, they could see the target with the naked eye.


  To put it simply, it was a giant shark with arms and legs walking on all fours.


  With a body length of about 5 meters, it walked towards the foot of the expanding urban area while easily knocking down trees.


  Tension suddenly ran through his companions as they witnessed this.


  It was understandable.


  The impact was completely different when seeing it on video and seeing it in person. 《Metaphysical》.


  The miasma──namely, the presence of satana, shook their instinctive fears.


  Akira, too, sensed a tremendous 「heat」 from the satana that the four-legged shark spread around.


  He felt a strong pressure, as if his stomach had turned to lead.


  If there was just one positive factor, then that would be that this monster was more preferable than the 「heat」 of the centipede he encountered two months ago.


  Neither Suruga Andou nor his powerful bodyguards were here. It was important that the four-legged shark didn’t compare with the centipede.


  The four-legged shark either didn’t notice the Strikers approaching, or thought that even if they did, they weren’t worth it.


  (We should stop… its movement first)


  Akira fired the first shot before they could close the distance.


  He was a Shirogane who unusually didn’t require close combat, and his fighting style didn’t require chanting or spelling like Dark Arts.


  He just pointed his index finger at the four-legged shark’s tail fin.


  In this way, his power of will was given directionality, supplementing concentration and mental image.


  He grunted, putting strength between his eyebrows.


  Ancestral Arts Light Technique, 《Mars》.


  He materialized the shape of his soul and set fire to the monster’s tail fin, burning it.


  Immediately, the four-legged shark agonized and went on a rampage.


  It let out an unpleasant scream that felt like having his eardrums hit with a pestle.


  – Don’t be afraid! Follow me!


  Chinjumori and the others jumped fiercely there.


  Taking out their ID tags, they put prana into them, manifesting their weapon of choice, such as swords or spears.


  They attacked from three sides, as if competing to see who would catch their prey first.


  As expected, Chinjumori who boasted of 《Godlike Movement》 was fast.


  – Zeiiiiiaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah.


  Worthy of his reputation, the vice-captain slashed at it with enough vigor.


  The steel blade that dully reflected the afterglow was thrust at the four-legged shark as if it was sucked in.


  In a moment──


  The blade was smashed in the middle and shattered quickly.


  The pale scales that armored the four-legged shark were much harder than they looked, the steel blade and so forth were no match for them.


  Akira, Chinjumori, his companions, and even Usako were amazed by the ending.


  The four-legged shark, whose tail fin had been burned, became enraged and opened its gigantic jaw towards Chinjumori.


  A tragedy that made them want to look away occurred.


  Chinjumori’s abdomen was easily bitten off from the middle to the right side.


  The monster, which was his first actual battle, didn’t give him time to use his specialty, 《Komon》, and ordered him to leave*.


  *TN: I simply can’t understand what “ordered him to leave” means, that was what was used in Japanese and didn’t seem to have an obscure meaning either.


  Akira’s head refused to understand reality, but it was an undeniable fatal wound.


  The two companions who attacked a moment later than Chinjumori stopped for a second, turned a somersault, stared at Chinjumori, and then,


  – U-uwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!


  – How dare you do this to Chinjumoriiiiiiiiiiii!


  They swung their weapons frantically.


  But the result was the same.


  The sword shattered and the spear broke, they were unable to leave even a single scratch on the scales of the four-legged shark.


  On the contrary, the tail fin, which was swung by the four-legged shark, was slammed against them, blowing them away together.


  Their companions’ arms were torn off and their legs were plucked off.


  – He, he, helph, helph mheee…!


  One of them, who was leaning against the huge body of the four-legged shark and whose head was about to be bitten off by it, let out a heartbreaking cry.


  Akira couldn’t move at once.


  If he burned the four-legged shark now, he would burn all of his companions who were leaning against it.


  The same could be said about Mari and the other Kuroma who had prepared fire support by means of Dark Arts.


  While standing and watching, their companion was eaten crunchily from the head.


  In addition to Usako, there were two Shiroganes who were still safe. As a result of the cooperation that was polished up this summer, she was positioned to support the first team, including Chinjumori, without having to make any special advance arrangements.


  However, instead of giving support, they stopped walking in fear.


  They cowered with fright and dropped their weapons.


  

 
Shiba Akira later reflected on this day.


  It had barely been a year since the White Knight Organization was established──at this time, 《Saviors》 were still really weak.


  「Just because I can pump prana out of the seven gates, doesn’t mean that I can use 《Venus》」 A full-fledged Shirogane  (Rank C).


  「Just because I can use 1st Rank Dark Arts, doesn’t mean that I can use 2nd Rank Dark Arts」A full-fledged Kuroma (Rank C).


  They were recognized as such, they were sent to the battlefield, and many died.


  

 
Two people had died in less than a minute after starting the battle with the 《Metaphysical》.


  One of them was the vice-captain, Chinjumori, who was regarded as a powerful person among his peers.


  Conversely, the four-legged shark only suffered burns on its tail fin.


  It was no wonder that among the seven who survived, there were many who lost their fighting spirit.


  Among them──Usako demanded in an unusually screeching voice.


  – Marishiten! Make a decision!


  What is she going to decide? 


  Akira didn’t misunderstand.


  However, Mari was only perplexed and Usako had to restate in a tone that was close to scolding.


  – Should we withdraw!? Make a decision, quickly!


  Mari was the captain of the Strikers.


  Properly speaking, she should have made a decision and ordered before Usako told her.


  The four-legged shark was infatuated with devouring the corpse that was being pinned down.


  If it was now, they could escape while having only two casualties.


  Mari tried to say something while still being speechless as if being struck.


  But she almost couldn’t do it.


  No, she couldn’t.


  Seeing Mari’s face turn pale before his eyes, Akira could exactly sense her innermost thoughts.


  Choosing to withdraw now was like ordering “Let the 《Metaphysical》 attack the town at the foot of the mountain”.


  Was it nothing but do-or-die resistance, then? But that was like ordering her companions to die.


  It wasn’t an easy decision to make.


  It wasn’t an easy order.


  However, Mari must decide 「Who to kill」.


  Akira sympathized with her from the bottom of his heart.


  (If I was her, I wouldn’t be able to choose…)


  That was why he firmly refused to be in a position to give orders, such as the captain and vice-captain positions.


  If Akira was given the choice──he wouldn’t be able to choose. Except for putting Hinata first.


  In this case, he would choose to withdraw. Certainly, he would give priority to the choice that allowed him to return to Hinata alive. Even if something happened to the town at the foot of the mountain. Undoubtedly.


  But is that really okay? Such was the feeling he had.


  Common sense, conscience, sense of duty, and guilt──Akira, who wasn’t yet a Demon, had plenty of those.


  (In place of me who can’t choose, you who can choose, please make… a decision)


  Akira looked at Mari as if praying.


  No matter which answer she chose, he would obey it without ever criticizing it. At the very least, his resolution in that regard was proper.


  Akira, Usako, and the companions, who were still safe, stared at Mari, trying to follow her instructions.


  Mari was sweating like a waterfall from her forehead.


  Even though she was being the focus of attention right now, she seemed to be in a state of tension that was incomparable to when she was challenging the 《Transportal》.


  – … Nothing….


  She whispered something repeatedly.


  Akira could hear it.


  – There’s nothing we can do….


  Mari was trembling as she pleaded in a vanishing voice.


  (You can’t choose either, huh…)


  Of course, he couldn’t blame Mari.


  Akira just closed his eyes tightly.


  At that moment.


  Chinjumori, whose stomach had been bitten off, shouted with the last of his strength while lying on the ground.


  

 
– We are the “Saviors”, we are the swords of salvation!


  

 
Akira opened his eyes wide.


  Mari was even more shocked. No wonder. What Chinjumori had shouted was the unit’s call that she herself had made.


  The great encouragement of Chinjumori in his dying moments.


  Aren’t we the Strikers?


  Weren’t we the strike for our people, our peace, and our justice?


  ──After saying that, he shook off even the fear of his own death.


  At that moment, a glimmer of vigor appeared in Mari’s eyes.


  – Continue fighting! We will definitely win!


  She, too, gave the command as if her throat was torn.


  And Akira started charging as if he was hit in the back….


  He closed in on the four-legged shark as it chewed and fired the flames of 《Mars》 from point-blank range.


  Akira, who didn’t need close combat, challenged it deliberately.


  – Now, come! My flames are troublesome for you, aren’t they!?


  Akira, who usually whispered, now raised his voice.


  He decided to try becoming the focus of attention of the four-legged shark.


  He did this to prevent his companions from becoming casualties.


  – Rah… aaaah!!


  He burned it to nothing with all his power, constantly showering it with flames. He didn’t care if it spread to the surrounding trees or became a forest fire anymore. As a substitute for the setting sun, Akira’s 《Mars》──the light of his soul illuminated the surroundings brilliantly.


  The four-legged shark, which had turned into a fireball, screamed in pain as it counterattacked Akira.


  The swung tail fin closed in on him at a tremendous speed.


  Akira immediately increased the density of 《High Durability》of his left arm and defended against it to the best of his ability.


  Unable to stop the power, the arm that was struck was in severe pain, and cracks ran through the bones.


  Moreover, he was blown backwards, and his back was slammed violently by a thick tree trunk. Even though he was inexperienced, he was still condensing 《High Durability》 in his left arm, and the impact that could not be overlooked spread from his back to his whole body, making his flesh and bones creak.


  Akira masked the pain with a war cry, and immediately charged again fiercely!


  – Amazing… Akkii is really amazing….


  Usako could only praise him from afar.


  The attack and defense between Akira and the four-legged shark was too high, and even if she supported him, she knew that she would only hold Akira back.


  – Avoid it, Shiba-kun!


  On the other hand, Mari and another person were preparing fire support by means of Dark Arts.


  Akira backstepped with his Shirogane reflexes and Mari’s 3rd Rank, 《Blitz Ball》, landed almost at the same time.


  As expected of the 3rd Rank, its power was tremendous, even the 《Metaphysical》 writhed in pain.


  Akira could stop moving and focus on 《Mars》.


  The two A-Rankers──if later standards were to be used, they would be low B-Rankers at the best──fought desperately and finally started to show their true worth.


  Even Akira was doing what he could from the beginning.


  But she couldn’t. This was also the fear brought about by the monster, the first actual battle.


  Akira tossed all his grief and anger at the loss of Chinjumori and the others, as well as his cowardice and frustration, into the embers at the bottom of his heart, and fought against the four-legged shark while still making 《Mars》 burn brightly.


  

 

 

 
The forest fire that broke out suddenly in one corner of the Tateyama Mountain Range was clearly visible from the town at the foot of the mountain.


  A somewhat dark flame burning in the darkness of the night made people uneasy.


  The sound similar to a monster’s howl and a boy’s war cry that could be heard mixed in with the wind blowing down from the mountain made the restless mood worse.


  Of course, there were many people who called 119, but──strangely──the fire brigade was dispatched only at the very end. No one heard the sirens*.


  *TN: 119 is the ambulance and fire brigade emergency telephone number in Japan.


  From the windows of their houses, from the rooftops, or out onto the roadside, people continued to stare gloomily at the reddish-black flames that slowly spread as if they were eroding the surface of the mountain.


  They continued to stare at the flames that never went out.


  However, this was also strange──


  Around 22:00, the forest fire, which had been blazing to that extent, suddenly, without any warning, was put out.


  Common sense said it was an impossible phenomenon.


  People were more and more scared somehow, and when they withdrew into their homes, they closed their windows and doors tightly.


  A certain person wrote about this mysterious phenomenon on the Internet, while another trolled bulletin boards in an amusing manner, saying, 「After all, monsters actually existed」, being mocked all over Japan.


  

♦ ♦ ♦




  

 

 



  

 

 
– These are amazing battle results!


  A man was shouting with exultation, never letting his excitement cool down.


  Fat, bald, and greasy, he was like a 「middle-aged man」 drawn in a picture for high school girls to spit on.


  From his expression, tone of voice, and demeanor, one couldn’t sense even the slightest bit of character.


  However, this man was the first principal of Akane Academy, Minoyama Tooya.


  – Our students sortied with just nine people and subjugated the 《Metaphysical》 splendidly! How can I call this but a spectacular feat!


  He had been repeating the same lines like this for a while.


  One could understand that he was happy, but it was really importunate──Tanaka Tarou, who was listening by his side, was deep down unable to bear it.


  It happened in the office located in the academy’s school affairs building.


  On the reception sofa, Tanaka and Minoyama were facing each other, but Minoyama was the only one who was half-rising to his feet and raising hell.


  – Does Tanaka-sensei think so too!? The students are proud and happy, aren’t they!?


  Looking sour, Tanaka had to respond to the words that flew with saliva.


  – They are certainly proud. However, they suffered two casualties. There is nothing delightful about it.


  – It’s just two people though!


  Minoyama was genuinely happy. He was praising the Strikers*.


  *TN: Strikers is the furigana reading for students.


  (What you’re saying is that they are neither 《Saviors》 nor did they actually fight, aren’t you…?)


  Tanaka was made to pull a sullen face more and more.


  – Since Shiba-kun and Shimon-san were there, they were able to come out victorious somehow.


  He had no choice but to dare to say something that sounded like a scolding, but,


  – With Shiba Akira and Shimon Mari, the Strikers are invincible, aren’t they?


  Minoyama took it easy, and showed no signs of holding back.


  On the contrary, he turned to the desk and appealed.


  – The Strikers──the experimental unit is a success!


  He reported to the owner of this room, who sat with his back turned towards him, with a smile on his face.


  – That seems to be the case.


  He also responded with a terribly satisfied voice.


  He couldn’t see his expression because his back was still turned, but he knew exactly what kind of face he was making. This man, who didn’t show much emotion in his voice, was so happy that he even made an ingratiating voice come out.


  He──the board chairman of Akane Academy, Urushibara Takenori, also agreed with Minoyama.


  This meant that he appeared to be proud of the victory that the students risked their lives for, in fact, he was proud of the outcome, which even resulted in deaths, as his own accomplishments and points within the Japanese Division.


  – We have to make a request to Division Head Suruga along with the report. In the future, when 《Metaphysicals》 appear again, he must order the Strikers from our school. Is that something you agree with, principal?


  – Yes. Let’s get Shiba Akira and Shimon Mari to put more and more effort!


  – When that happens──it will truly be our glory.


  The board chairman and the principal, the two most powerful people in this academy, chuckled to themselves.


  Urushibara Takenori was elegant to the utmost, hiding his sinister nature and ambition.


  Minoyama shook his fat belly without hiding his vulgar nature.


  Tanaka was the only one who was made to have a surly face.


  Whether or not the board chairman knew about it, he turned his back to him and said.


  – I leave this in your hands as well, Tanaka-sensei. Please thank the Strikers well today, and train them well from tomorrow onwards.


  (Thank them? That’s not the right way to comfort them)


  These two seemed to have no regard for other people’s lives.


  They were originally a temporary bunch from the Ministry of Education, but he wondered if they were the type of person who only thought about things on a ledger.


  – What should I do with the funerals of the two people who died? How do I explain it to their parents? How do I deal with what happened? I have yet to receive your instructions.


  – Explaining it to their parents is easy. What else could it be? They spent three years at this boarding school, they were shocked after failing the exam, and after graduating, they decided to go on a journey of self-discovery. The Japanese Division will do all the diversionary work. I’m not familiar with it, but 《Saviors》 can do anything, right?


  – … Then what about the mental care of Shimon-san and everyone else?


  – I will leave it up to you, Tanaka-sensei.


  With his back turned towards him, the board chairman shrugged his shoulders as if he didn’t care.


  – Understood.


  Tanaka stood up, pretended to forget to bow, and left the board chairman’s office.


  Breathing the same air made him feel sick.


  He thought the miasma of the 《Metaphysicals》 might still be better.


  

 
Without a doubt, that was known as disgust towards people similar to himself.


  

 
When Tanaka left the school, he walked down the hellish slope in front of the school gate.


  It was already midnight. Because the academy was in a remote area, there were no signs of life, and the only ones who saw Tanaka were the unreliable street lights.


  The members of the Strikers were supposed to be treated with Dark Arts at Urushibara General Hospital right now. Kurai and other Kuroma teachers also headed there to assist them, so everyone went there together.


  Before going to visit them, Tanaka made a phone call.


  5 rings…10 rings… “he” never answered right away.


  Even if he made others wait, he never conformed to others.


  “He” was such an arrogant man.


  Before long, he heard an extremely arrogant voice coming from the phone.


  『What?』


  – Isn’t this different from what you promised?


  Immediately upon opening his mouth, Tanaka lashed out at him.


  However, just to be sure, he whispered.


  If the identity of the person on the phone was leaked to someone, he would surely die.


  “He” ──the Head of the Japanese Division, Suruga Andou, was the most fearsome man in the world.


  Tanaka protested against such a monster without reserve.


  – You make students fight. First of all, they can’t even go back safely. However, I’m sure you said──it’s not my intention that people die.


  『Hahaha, did I say such a thing? Forgive me, forgive me』


  Suruga Andou laughed loudly.


  While asking for forgiveness, in reality, he was actually trying to forgive Tanaka’s rudeness.


  He was arrogant, but at the same time he was a very tolerant man.


  『I did my part too, remember? I made adjustments so that the weakest 《Metaphysical》 in hand wouldn’t be able to exert even half of its power. And after all that, they ended up dying. They may be students, but they’re too weak』


  Suruga Andou continued his mumbling mockery without looking ashamed.


  – … Will things continue like this?


  『Of course. That’s why I built Akane Academy』


  Suruga Andou replied confidently.


  

 
He wanted.


  The young girl called “Girl of Light”. A 《Savior》.


  『That girl is definitely somewhere in Japan』


  『And she’s definitely younger than me』


  Suruga Andou explained this to Tanaka with conviction before.


  Therefore, if Akane Academy continued to gather 《Saviors》 from all over Japan, one day the “Girl of Light” would certainly enroll.


  For that reason, the academy must continue to be managed and maintained.


  He needed the cooperation of the Japanese government, and it was precisely because they gained a certain level of understanding that Suruga Andou was able to reach its founding.


  However, there were many politicians who didn’t like Akane Academy.


  They recognized that teaching the art of fighting to students posed a humanitarian problem. It wasn’t like they were seriously worried about the boys and girls, but if by any chance the true identity of Akane Academy was exposed to the world, it would be terribly scandalous. The incumbent government party, which helped to establish it, would definitely be bashed. That was their reason for concern.


  That was why Suruga Andou secretly used 《Metaphysicals》.


  He presented an easy-to-understand, immediate threat to the politicians.


  And had the students of Akane Academy eliminate them.


  The usefulness of the academy could be understood even by such idiots──no, because they were idiots, they could understand it. They would say nothing eventually.


  In fact, in this case, if it weren’t for Mari’s 《Transportal》 and the Strikers, the attack on the city done by the 《Metaphysical》 couldn’t have been stopped. If that had happened, the politicians who showed difficulty in stationing 《Saviors》 in the Hokuriku region would have been held accountable within the party.


  While being stunned, they must have prayed for the Strikers to defeat it.


  In fact, they should have recognized the achievement of the Strikers with a strong sense of relief.


  It was all according to the plot that Suruga Andou drew up behind the scenes.


  

 
『Akane Academy must sing about usefulness more and more. For that reason, I will have the Strikers fight more and more from now on. I will prepare the most suitable《Metaphysicals》』


  – Even if more and more children die because of that…?


  『That is no more than a trivial thing』


  Suruga Andou arrogantly declared.


  The series of words just now was similar to the conversation he heard earlier in the board chairman’s office.


  But Tanaka knew.


  The breadth of mind, cleverness and perspective between Suruga Andou, Urushibara and Minoyama were too different.


  Urushibara Takenori’s way of thinking was to the degree of 「I will use anything that can be used for myself」.


  However, Suruga Andou thought the following.


  

 
– Everything in this world belongs to me.


  

 
──He said.


  Therefore, Suruga Andou felt no pain, no matter how many children die, or how wasted the lives of the rare 《Saviors》were.


  The word 「waste」 didn’t exist in this man’s lexicon.


  

 
For Tanaka, there was a reason he couldn’t oppose Suruga Andou.


  So at the very least, he proposed this.


  – Please allow me to sortie with the Strikers.


  He couldn’t bear to let the children fight while he was in a safe place.


  He was also proud of his abilities, thinking that if they fought together, the number of casualties could be reduced.


  『I do not allow it』


  However, Suruga Andou immediately dismissed it.


  It wasn’t because──Tanaka’s special fighting style wasn’t effective against 《Metaphysicals》.


  It wasn’t like──he wanted to lose a useful pawn who obeyed him even after knowing his true goal.


  『I’m giving a test to those who are talented among the students. This will polish their jewel-like souls even further. Therefore, you can train them however you like. But never spoil them. This is for the sake of not missing the moment when the “Girl of Light” enrolls in the academy someday. There’s no point in building Akane Academy if the unpolished gemstones are made to be buried among other stones』


  – … Understood.


  Unable to make a sound with his throat, Tanaka hung his head.


  He immediately tried to hang up the call.


  However, Suruga Andou added at the end.


  『Abandon those worthless feelings of guilt. As long as I can get hold of the “Girl of Light”, I will save everyone』


  Those were the words of the SS Rank──“Savior of Saviors”.


  Tanaka had no choice but to believe him.


  He put away his cell phone and rushed to the hospital.


  He remembered needing to talk to Shiba Akira.


  He was told that in today’s battle, after two people had died, his fighting style looked like that of a different person.


  Thanks to him bearing the brunt of the attacks, there were no casualties afterwards.


  – I can’t ask for forgiveness. But it looks like I have no choice but to rely on you in the future──.


  Tanaka muttered in embarrassment.


  The first autumn breeze of the year carried his monologue far away.


  

♦ ♦ ♦




  

 

 



  

 

 
Urushibara General Hospital’s special ward, which was isolated from others, was mainly used as a hospitalization facility for Hinata and those who contracted a disease by means of satana.


  However, tonight, it was also used as a treatment facility for Akira and the others who were seriously injured in the fight against the four-legged shark.


  Akira was lying on the bed after treatment by means of Dark Arts had been partially completed.


  It was a spacious single room with the same structure as Hinata’s hospital room.


  Usako was by his side, lying down and sleeping on his belly.


  Until just a little while ago, she apologized and apologized. She was useless in the fight against the 《Metaphysical》. She let Akira alone take the risk. Because of that, Akira was seriously injured and Usako was able to return safely.


  – I’ll become stronger. I’ll train seriously from tomorrow.


  The untactful Akira could only repeat 「Don’t worry about it」 to her, who was crying on and on like that, and to her tears that he had seen for the first time.


  「I’ll never leave Akkii alone」. Akira, who was no more than an untactful boy, couldn’t read the solid determination behind Usako’s words.


  Anyway, Usako eventually grew weary from crying and fell asleep.


  Akira, on the other hand, while being on edge and unable to sleep, stared at the ceiling.


  Hinata was two floors above.


  Akira was given ten days to fully recover. Even if treatment by Dark Arts and 《Inner Life》 were used together, it was estimated that it would take that long.


  In other words, he wouldn’t be able to visit Hinata for ten days.


  – I have to become… strong.


  As he stared fixedly at the ceiling, he monologued.


  He had been thinking about her since some time ago, so he couldn’t sleep.


  For example, if he didn’t polish his defensive skills more, he wouldn’t be able to drop by Hinata’s hospital room every time he fought a 《Metaphysical》.


  It might be a good idea to learn 《Komon》 that got Chinjumori excited.


  But since it was meaningless when he was only on the defensive, how about combining it with 《Mars》 on that occasion?


  He would let the 《Metaphysical》 strike only an afterimage, and burn it with flames while toying with it.


  If it could be implemented, it would become an effective ability.


  ──That was all he was thinking about.


  

 
Akira later became a 《Savior》 who was second to none, but it wasn’t like he was strong from the beginning.


  From this day onwards, he continued to improve his combat skills through ingenuity and trial and error.


  The quiet, and bookworm man didn’t mind thinking.


  It could be said that these days were the root of the various schemes he laid out as the leader of the Six Wings in order to oppose the White Knight Organization, which had superior military strength.


  If Akira had been a strong 《Savior》 from the beginning, his stance of 「The weak opposing the strong with ingenuity」 might not have been established.


  And that was why Akira was like that──


  The worst barrier and the strongest boy blocking the way at the end──


  He must have been able to come up with a secret plan to snatch victory from Haimura Moroha.


 
  Chapter 7 - The Oni of Stubbornness


 
  The battle between 「Akira and Usako」 versus 「Haimura Moroha」 was entering its climax in the third round.


  The school grounds of Akane Academy had been turned into ice due to the after-effects left by Moroha’s 《Frost Giant》.


  On top of that, the sea of fire that Akira created again spread out.


  A fantastically beautiful, but harsh, truly hellish battlefield.


  At that point, the crimson giant went on a rampage.


  A featureless incarnation of slaughter, with no eyes, nose, or body bumps, whose whole body was made of roaring flames.


  It swung its thick arms around chaotically to grab Moroha and burn him to death.


  5 Flame Feast, 《Red Oni》.


  It had a huge body that easily surpassed a height of 10 meters, and was always leaning forward slightly. Like an overhanging terrace roof, it was made to fight in a manner that hung over Moroha. Moroha jumped into the sky just now and secured a time extension to spell an 8th Rank Dark Art, so this was the countermeasure that Akira took against that tactic of his.


  Moroha moved around very fast, dodging and slashing at it while slipping through its arms.


  Each time, the flame giant cried out in agony.


  Right now, the sword that Moroha was holding had not only prana, but also a biting cold on its blade.


  A Yin Yang that housed the 7th Rank Dark Art, 《Jotunheim》.


  As far as Akira knew, all the Yin Yang he used to attack were no more than one-hit things. However, when combined with 《Jotunheim》, it seemed to have the property of staying in the blade for a while.


  With what could be called an ice sword, Moroha cut up the red giant into pieces.


  Each time, although to a slight degree, the giant slowed down the fire and shrunk its huge body.


  – Is this 4 Flame Feast, 《Wildfire》?


  Moroha identified Akira’s repertoire which turned the surroundings into a sea of fire, manipulated it like an army, encircled and annihilated the enemy from all directions,


  – That one was pretty scary.


  In order to break Akira’s will to fight again, he dared to use strong words.


  In terms of firepower, the condensed 《Red Oni》 was more terrifying, but for a swordsman like Moroha, one blow, just one blow with his strong arm certainly seemed to be more than enough.


  – I should apologize. It looks to me that you weren’t… satisfied.


  Of course, Akira and Usako weren’t playing around while Moroha was clashing with the 《Red Oni》.


  Focusing their senses, they condensed the sea of fire into one point, and created the next flame feast.


  




  ──Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!


  




  Another flame giant was born with a roar of joy.


  – 6 Flame Feast, 《Horse-Headed and Ox-Headed Demons》. Have another helping, Haimoro.


  – That’s so nice of you, thank you.


  Moroha gave a wry smile to Usako who made fun of him.


  The two crimson giants multiplied their fearfulness.


  Yes, it wasn’t a simple double.


  At any rate, they were giants.


  If they attacked from both sides and grabbed him with their four arms that were much larger than a human, and if he was careless, he would lose his escape route before it became a matter of reflexes to be able to avoid them or not.


  From Moroha’s point of view, it was a situation where he was forced to continue to evade while keeping in mind the future situation so as not to be cornered.


  Despite this, Moroha had a fearless and even fierce smile carved into the corners of his mouth.


  The quantity of heat of prana rising from his whole body was already returning to normal.


  Even though Akira wasn’t expecting much in the first place, his plans to settle things quickly were completely crushed.


  (As expected, that plan is the only way to snatch victory from… this boy, isn’t?)


  Akira made a new decision.


  At the same time, he renewed his feelings of awe and veneration for Moroha, who had fought to the end so far despite his bad condition and was quickly recovering.


  On the contrary, Moroha said to Akira.


  While slipping through the strong arms made from raging fire,


  – May I have another one of these giants?


  Contrary to what he said, he sounded confident that Akira couldn’t do it now.


  Akira was cautious and had glazed eyes, but Moroha didn’t care and continued.


  – You’re unusually hesitating right now.


  He really wasn’t asserting this, was he?


  – Hmm, why am I hesitating…? Can you tell me, Therapist-san? Or should I call you…  fortune teller-san?


  Without made to lose his bearings, Akira waved his right hand like a conductor, making the fierce attacks of the giants continue.


  That right hand──


  – You’re hesitating. “Should I turn prana into more firepower and start an even more offensive movement? Or──should I turn it to 《Inner Life》 and concentrate on recovery?”.


  ──Because of Moroha’s words, he stopped.


  In order not to stop, Akira had to preserve serenity by mobilizing all of his mental strength.


  It was exactly as Moroha had pointed out. Akira was now fighting while hesitating.


  And the boy continued to point out.


  – You act like you’ve completely recovered from the damage of my 《Frost Giant》, but in fact you’ve been turning your prana into 《Inner Life》 since a little while ago. You’re fighting, using every trick you know. The scary thing about you is that you’re fighting without even showing such signs on your face.


  Yes, it was as he said. The damage of the 8th Rank of Ice was strong. Akira was standing with tenacity alone; he was only acting in a dirty, cunning and calm manner.


  But how did Moroha know that?


  Was he able to perceive Akira using 《Inner Life》 stealthily?


  Certainly, even Akira could read various information from the heat of other people’s prana.


  For example, Moroha had just gathered more prana into the blade and started polishing it for some reason.


  However, whether it was for 《Venus》or 《Jupiter》, he couldn’t read the details.


  Similarly, even if Moroha had prana running throughout his body, it wouldn’t be possible to read whether it was 《Strength》, 《High Durability》, or 《Inner Life》.


  Was Moroha able to do that?


  – Didn’t I say that I’ve been planning countermeasures against you for the past eight months?


  Moroha said without hesitation.


  He said so to smash Akira’s will to fight even more.


  – As an example of one of those countermeasures, I thoroughly trained 《Clairvoyance》. Originally, I grasped quite a lot by looking at the color of a person’s prana. I was able to see deeper into things.


  Moroha’s eyes housed the sparkle of prana, and had a dreadfulness that was truly transparent like a mirror.


  Ba Tekka, with whom Akira once crossed weapons, also had the dignity of 「His insight is like a fine crystal mirror」, and he felt something similar from Moroha now.


  (I see, I’ve found out your… trick)


  But what did it mean to be able to see through?


  (What kind of strategy do you have to defeat me?)


  In fact, right now, Moroha used the information he perceived with his “eyes” to see through the damage that Akira was desperately trying to hide, but he didn’t even try to take advantage of that weakness to decide the match.


  If that was the case, what did he mean when he saw through him?


  (… I shouldn’t be swayed by every single thing. I should stick to my plan!)


  Akira resolutely raised his right hand.


  In response to that, the featureless faces of the two giants opened like gaping mouths.


  They sucked in a huge amount of oxygen and made their giant bodies swell even more.


  – You started doing something, you know, flashy.


  Moroha naturally put himself on guard.


  – Wait until you actually see it.


  Akira swung his raised hand down like the giving the judgment of a crime──no, it stopped as it was about to go down.


  Because the voices of the two girls jumped into his ears.


  – Nii-samaaa!


  – Moroha!


  They were Ranjou Satsuki, who came around from the school building while jumping over and avoiding the sea of flames, and Shimon Maya who was being carried in her arms.


  It would be bad to get these two involved.


  It was out of the question to harm Ranjou Satsuki, who had been strictly ordered to be captured by Suruga Andou.


  And if Maya got even a single strand of hair damaged, Akira’s secret plan would fail.


  He would end up incurring the wrath of Haimura Moroha.


  (──Yes, this is purely a strategy. I wasn’t trying to be merciful to Maya-kun)


  Ignoring the warmth of Usako’s palm gently touching his back, Akira told himself.


  In the meantime, the two giants, who were interrupted just before the order, remained standing.


  Taking this as a good opportunity, Moroha devoted himself to exchange information with Satsuki and Maya.


  – Are you two alright?


  I can’t believe Maaya also came running. How is everyone else?


  – An extremely strong Evil Spirit class has appeared, and Shizuno and the others are fighting hard against it! Leshya is saying that Lu Zhixin is its source body!


  – That sounds so troublesome to the point it makes me feel sick just hearing about it──wait, isn’t it bad that Satsuki came all the way here, then?


  – I brought you a delivery!


  – I kept you waiting nanodesu!


  While being held by Satsuki, Maya carefully held the witch’s hat in place with her left hand, and with her right hand pulled an intricately cut crystal out of her pouch.


  She immediately released it into the sky.


  The crystal immediately melted into the sky, becoming a wave of mana and diffusing.


  Akira felt a strong drowsiness for a moment.


  With this, the entire school grounds were covered with Maya’s mystical barrier──《Field of Dreams》.


  – Just do it nanodesu, Moroha!”


  – Yeah…. Got it. If so, please watch over me from there. Satsuki can help, so protect Maaya to the last, alright?


  Moroha responded to Maya’s feelings with vigor.


  Yes, even Akira knew.


  This 《Field of Dreams》 was filled with the girl’s feelings.


  She wanted Moroha to fight with all his might. She wanted to win.


  But she didn’t want him to kill Akira or Usako.


  Akira correctly understood the feelings that were half directed towards them. He received them.


  And yet──


  – This is a battle that should be settled between you and me, isn’t it, Haimura Moroha? If that’s the case, you don’t need something warm… like this.


  Akira, the demon of flames, said so coldly.


  He finally brought down his hand that was swinging down.


  ──Ooooooooooooooooooooooo!


  ──Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!


  – Oooooooooooooooooooooo….


  The two giants with their mouths wide open and Akira roared towards the sky.


  The three sounds seemed to resonate.


  Then, from the mouths of the two giants, a spear-like pillar of fire pierced the heavens, erupting directly above.


  They burned. They burned the mana itself, which had blended into the area, to nothing.


  Akira burned Maya’s precious 《Field of Dreams》 to the ground.


  He stepped on the girl’s kind feelings and trampled them.


  (This is also something that interferes with… my plan)


  Akira wore a weak smile like that of a demon on his face.


  Moroha even looked at such Akira with pity,


  – … Maaya and you know each other, don’t you? Don’t you think that… you’re doing something pitiful, perhaps?


  – ….


  Akira silently ignored him.


  He didn’t want to incur the dragon’s wrath by saying too many nonsenses.


  – … Good grief. You suddenly stopped your hand when you heard Maaya’s voice….


  If he misunderstood, that was even better.


  – Are we done talking? Now, let’s settle this, shall we?


  Akira made the two giants that accompanied him charge again.


  Moroha readied his sword again and faced off against the giants.


  In the midst of such a battle,


  – Why… why nanodesu…. How could Akira-onii-san, who used to be so kind, change so much desu…!?


  Maya’s heartbreaking cry, and her sorrow, were swallowed up in the sea of fire.


  
    [image: ]
  


 
  5 Years Ago - The beast named Shiba Akira


 
  Shiba Akira was experiencing his second spring in Akane Academy since enrolling.


  It seemed to Akira that the academy, which welcomed the new first-year students, had become twice as lively in proportion to the number of students.


  For him, who liked silence, it wasn’t something to be thankful of.


  Even doing something such as moving in the corridor caused him to be exposed to rude eyes of inquisitiveness.


  – Look, look, that Senpai is from that experimental unit──.


  – Eh? Wasn’t it combat unit?


  – Anyway, he’s the ace of the Strikers. An A-Rank 《Savior》.


  – Wooow, I want to be like him. I have to become strong so that I can enlist as soon as possible.


  – You’re a carefree girl, aren’t you? Do you know how many people have died in the last six months? Or do I have to tell you? The experimental unit’s name isn’t just for show.


  – I’m telling you, they’re the combat unit.


  – I don’t care what their name is! Anyway, I don’t feel sorry at all for the unit that was made to fight like guinea pigs when they were students.


  – Guinea pigs don’t fight, do they?


  – You’re being very finicky about small things!


  And──such loud and conspicuous voices were heard from the first-year classroom.


  Akira had no choice but to ignore them.


  On the other hand, there were those who couldn’t pretend to ignore them.


  – You guys over there. What you said just now, please say it again.


  It was the Strikers’ captain, Shimon Mari, who told them off with a thorny voice.


  She expressly went to the first-year classroom, struck a daunting pose and questioned them.


  – I don’t know what your intentions are, but do you think that a mere outfielder can insult us, the 《Saviors》, who are risking our lives to fight, and even the dead, and be simply forgiven?


  「「I’m sorry~」」


  – I asked: Do you think that you’re going to be simply forgiven?


  Not only had her personality not mellowed even after a year, she had become more and more irritable recently, and her woman’s charm, which could not give in, never knew when to stop in a bad way.


  The dark circles under her eyes, which were steeply lifted, were darker than they had been for a long time.


  The two first-year girls who were warned ended up kneeling on the ground and apologizing.


  They might have already learned their lesson with this.


  However, the malicious gossips of the other first-year students were getting worse and worse.


  – … Come out, witch.


  – Witch?


  – You don’t know?  The Demon captain of the Strikers. A-Rank user of 《The Origin》. Rumor has it that even the Japanese Division takes their hat off to her. And Her nickname is “Witch of the Gate”.


  – Oh wow~, that’s scary. I feel sorry for the Senpais who are forced to fight under someone like that.


  – They surely are exploited, don’t you agree…?


  Things that were true and that were not true were gossiped in low voices.


  In particular, the word that appeared frequently was──「Witch」.


  Being nicknamed and feared, Mari looked rather satisfied.


  With a snort, she coldly turned on her heels and left the first-year classroom.


  Together with Mari, Akira headed to classroom 2-1.


  He whispered.


  – No one cares more about us than… you do.


  Whether she heard him or not, Mari didn’t say anything.


  But before long,


  – The Strikers should be revered. Disdain is not allowed, but just being scared is fine.


  – Then the newcomers will… leave.


  – What’s wrong with that?


  Mari asked sharply, still facing ahead, without even looking at Akira.


  It made Akira let out a sigh.


  – There’s nothing wrong… with that.


  Mari was right.


  Even if they joined the Strikers, life-threatening battles against 《Metaphysicals》 awaited them.


  It was fine if there were no new entrants. It was enough that they were in danger.


  At the very least, those who entered with half-hearted determination would lose their lives sooner or later.


  – Witch… huh?


  Akira muttered once again.


  – Even if you don’t accept the role of being hated, it sounds… about right.


  – …….


  Whether she heard him or not, she didn’t say anything.


  That was Shimon Mari, who became a second-year student.
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  At the beginning of the new year, the number of members of the Strikers had reached 15.


  Among them, there were five people who could use 《Venus》, including Akira and Usako.


  Only Mari and one other Kuroma could use 2nd Rank Dark Arts or higher.


  Compared to the early days, the number and quality had improved, but considering that they were fighting monsters called 《Metaphysicals》, they still felt uneasy.


  Since its formation until today, there had been 5 casualties.


  If they were alive, they would have become a reliable fighting force. In particular, Chinjumori Tsubaki was a valuable talent.


  (Even from that point of view, we absolutely must not have any more casualties…)


  The captain, Mari, had been thinking about how to protect her team members the whole time.


  In special exercises after school, under the guidance of Tanaka Tarou, she took the initiative and devoted herself to special training.


  No matter how hard or painful it was, when seeing Mari who never gave up, the team members followed her silently.


  After that, she went straight back to her room in the dorm and stared at her notebook.


  She identified what she had noticed and things to reflect on in today’s special exercise, and immersed herself in creating a program about what she would do in tomorrow’s special exercise.


  She considered it over and over and over and over again, until she felt satisfied──no, she was never truly satisfied──and the dark circles under her eyes started to darken.


  (《Metaphysicals》 possess terrifying strength and unparalleled speed. On top of that, they boast a strange vitality. If we fight them head-on, we’ll have no chance of winning against these monsters. But I don’t see brains or intelligence in them. For some reason, they only appear alone. If there’s an advantage we have, it’s that one)


  Therefore, Mari believed that it was imperative for the White Knight Organization to come up with a set of tactics and strategies that would be effective in fighting the 《Metaphysicals》 and that would later become the standard practice.


  They made extensive use of hit and run, thoroughly covering and supporting the Shiroganes, increasing their survivability.


  Despite all that, they built and maintained a front line, allowing the Kuromas to focus on fire support.


  They could spend time subjugating them. Safely and carefully, at least.


  The Strikers had an ace named Shiba Akira who could play an active role in both offense and defense.


  In addition, it was confirmed that Usako was also a 《Mars》 user. It was like gasoline, it was a 《Mars》 that assisted Akira’s heating power.


  The strength of that combination, blessed with compatible and excellent talent as if it was custom-made, was enormous.


  However, Mari avoided planning tactics based on that assumption.


  Both Akira and Usako were powerful, but not immortal.


  She could never say for certain that there would be a long-term withdrawal due to a serious injury.


  As long as that was the case, she shouldn’t rely on tactics based on unique abilities.


  Akira and Usako shouldn’t be overburdened and bear responsibility.


  Mari clung to her desk, rethinking and reconsidering as she turned her notebook pitch black with scribbled writing and drawings.


  She believed that tomorrow would be better than today, and the day after tomorrow will be better than today, and that tactics would be more advanced and refined.


  The anti-《Metaphysical》 tactics that were later completed by the White Knight Organization──the so-called 「Development of Standard Practice」, were based on ideas and data gathered from each country’s divisions, and tried and tested in actual combat, becoming something that had been shaped by converging on a single truth or ultimate point.


  Among these ideas and data, those that had been practiced and delivered by Mari and her Strikers were many, and they could be seen here and there.


  Because she had 《Transportal》, they bought time until a large number of 《Saviors》 arrived──namely, as an initial response, it could be said that their earnest desire for survival, which was precisely because they continued to be driven into 《Metaphysical》 battles in small numbers, had produced such results.


  Mari and the others weren’t given the luxury of being dispatched and fighting together with the Six Heads.


  It was also because of those painful memories that Mari, who later became the second principal of Akane Academy, came up with a policy in her academy that put the most emphasis on development of standard practice.


  Anyway, as of now, the development of standard practice hadn’t yet been completed──


  Every day, every night, Mari contemplated in a frightening way.


  The atmosphere was painfully tense, especially while in her room.


  A timid voice talked to her.


  – Excuse me… Mari-onee-san….


  At the desk, Mari looked back while expressing her annoyance with an ostentatious sigh.


  – What?


  With a sharp voice, she asked accusingly towards the six-year-old girl who was sitting in seize as if to shrink her body.


  This blonde, blue-eyed girl was Shimon Maya, who just looked like Mari but ten years younger.


  At this age, she awakened as a 《Savior》 and was no longer allowed to lead a normal life. Mari took care of her, and it had been decided that she would live with her in this room. That happened last month.


  It wasn’t like Mari didn’t sympathize with Maya’s misfortunate circumstances.


  But right now, she couldn’t afford to think about anything other than the unit, and that was also her real intention.


  – What do you want? I’m busy, so tell me quickly.


  From her chair, Mari glared at Maya, who was sitting in seiza on the carpet.


  However, despite the fact that it was her who talked to Mari, she just looked down without saying a word.


  Seeming that she was making her waste her precious time, Mari lost patience.


  She ended up hitting the desk unconsciously.


  The sound of threat itself resounded, causing Maya to tremble.


  With a frightened look, she began to speak as if she was being forced.


  – I-it’s almost time for dinner nanodesu.


  – I see. Go ahead, then. I’ve always said that you can do what you want when you want, didn’t I?


  Mari was exasperated, wondering how many times she would make her say the same thing.


  – W-what about Mari-onee-san desu…?


  – There are more important things to me than food.


  Mari tapped on the open notebook on her desk over and over with a rough hand.


  – Ma-Mari-onee-san didn’t go to the cafeteria last night either desu….


  – So what? It doesn’t matter to you, does it?


  As Mari said flatly, Maya became more and more frightened, hanging her head and shrinkin her body.


  – Maaya will go and fetch something from the cafeteria desu…. What does Mari-onee-san want to eat desu…?


  As Maya said that, she looked at her as if sounding her out with upturned eyes, but to Mari it looked like a disgustingly servile gesture.


  – Even though you’re a child, you do nothing but curry favors with me…. Where did you learn that?


  Mari said aggressively.


  Then, at last, tears slowly began to run down the eyelids of Maya, who was hanging her head.


  Exactly at that moment.


  There was a loud knock on the door.


  Startled, Mari noticed that.


  Without waiting for a response, the one who jumped in and opened the door on her own accord was──Usako.


  However, she, for some reason, was holding a stuffed rabbit in front of her face, using it as if it were a mask.


  – Don’t you think that it’s disrespectful to come in all of a sudden, Shirai-san?


  – I’m not Shirai-saaan. I’m Nelly-onee-saaan.


  Usako spoke in a strangely high-pitched falsetto. What did she really mean?


  – Nelly-onee-san loves childreeen. She came to play with cute Maaya-chaaan.


  – Wow… she came to see Maaya desu?


  Maya opened her eyelids, which were still not dry, wide with joy.


  – But before we play, we have to go to eeeat.


  – Will Nelly-onee-san go with me?


  – Of cooourse. However, Nelly-nee-san has to have a little talk with the witch over there, so could Maaya-chan reserve a few seats in the cafeteeeria?


  – Understood desu. I’ll be sure to secure a few seats desu.


  Maya stood up, wiped her tears, and gleefully left the room.


  After she saw her off and enough time had passed, Usako put the stuffed animal near her abdomen.


  Usako’s face, which was clearly filled with anger, was coming out from under the rabbit that served as a mask.


  – You’re being cruel to that little girl. You’re the worst, Marishiten.


  – Don’t say scandalous things. I just want her to leave me alone. That girl is that girl, I just want to be myself.


  – So, are you asking a six-year-old child, who was separated from her parents, to become independent? I’ve been thinking vaguely for a long time that Marishiten is an irredeemable idiot.


  – No matter what you say, I feel no pain. I have a mission to do. I can’t be bothered with anything else.


  Mari tapped on the open notebook on the desk again.


  – Shirai-san is a carefree person. You have time to play with children. I envy you. I’ve been wondering this for a while, but is Shirai-san lacking the awareness of a 《Savior》?


  – Maybe. But does Marishiten have awareness?


  – Of course! No one in this school is more aware than me!


  – Hmm.


  Usako made a sneering interjection.


  Unable to forgive her affront, Mari raised the corner of her eyes.


  But──she was truly shaken by the following words of Usako.


  – If you can’t save such a small girl, what is a 《Savior》, then?


  Mari immediately tried to object.


  But she was speechless, she was just opening and closing her mouth.


  When Usako looked at Mari with pitiful eyes,


  – I’ll take care of Maaya tonight. Reflect all night on it.


  She left a few words dismissively and left the room.


  Mari, who was left behind, was caused to taste a harsh sense of defeat.


  She turned to her desk and looked back at her notebook.


  The entire width of the paper was filled with her writing.


  However, for her, this notebook was the limit of her field of view now──it might have been narrowed down to that point.


  And caused her to fully realize so.
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  That night, Mari was lying on her bed and was unable to sleep.


  The words that Usako threw at her didn’t leave her head.


  (How can you save Maya, she says…)


  For Mari, that seemed to be an extremely difficult problem.


  She thought about it, but she couldn’t come up with an answer.


  Since no answer came up, she tossed and turned in her bed many times.


  Occasionally, she held her head and groaned.


  While doing so, she crossed the date.


  Normally, it was still time to cling to the desk. But today she couldn’t concentrate because of Usako and Maya, so she thought it would be better to go to bed and get a good night’s sleep for the first time in months, but in the end, it turned out like this.


  (I’m an idiot…)


  Mari sighed as she looked up at the ceiling, still unstained by her sense of life.


  Then──


  The entrance door opened.


  – Maya?


  Mari looked at the door blankly.


  She had locked it, so unless Maya had the duplicate key, she shouldn’t be able to get inside.


  – A-are you still awake desu?


  Maya peeked through the half-open door, looking timid like a child who had been doing something wrong.


  – Aren’t you supposed to stay at Shirai-san’s place tonight?


  Mari had intended to ask a very simple question, but her tone turned into a cold and harsh one, as if being questioned by someone else.


  Frightened, Maya was about to burst into tears again.


  (… This is no good)


  Mari pressed her forehead.


  Because of her tone, she reconsidered it, thinking that she had been mocked by Usako.


  Then, what could she do to avoid scaring Maya?


  Mari, who usually didn’t think about such things, couldn’t come up with a good idea.


  – Don’t stand there… why don’t you come in?


  She said, opening the sheets, inviting her to sleep next to her.


  – … Can I desu?


  Mari nodded at her, who looked nervous.


  She tried her best to make a kind smile, but because she did something unfamiliar, her face stiffened.


  – Thank you nanodesu!


  Maya, on the other hand, smiled like a role model, exactly like an angel, and gladly came next to her.


  Mari knew for the first time that this child had this face when she smiled.


  – It’s the first time I sleep with Mari-onee-san nanodesu.


  Maya cheerfully leaned in close to her.


  They were always separate. Mari slept in the bed and Maya spread the futon directly on the floor. She didn’t mean to mistreat her. 「I don’t like the feel of the bed desu」, said Maya. But she didn’t think deeply about the meaning, the true meaning of that. Sure enough, she might have mistreated her.


  – … Will you sleep with me every night from now on?


  – Are you sure desu?


  – I don’t mind. It’s up to you.


  – I’m happy desu!


  Looking deeply moved, Maya clung to her as hard as she could.


  (Aside from this time of year, it looks like summer is going to be oppressively hot)


  Mari quickly regretted it and tried to retract the words she said just now.


  However, she realized.


  The area where the face of the clinging Maya was pressing against was getting gradually wet.


  (Is she crying after all?)


  What should I do now!? She looked up at the heavens in her mind.


  But on the surface, she tried hard──she asked her kindly, forcing herself to work really hard.


  – What, are you crying, for?


  – If we talk, it will take a long time desu. Mari-onee-san is surely sleepy nanodesu.


  (This child is…)


  How could a six-year-old child care so much?


  (… Because I’m making her do it, that much is obvious, isn’t it?)


  Mari sighed and whispered, 「I’ll listen to you as much as you want」.


  As if Maya was relieved, she began to speak little by little.


  – Maaya started to see memories of her previous life in her dreams, which scared Maaya very much desu. Maaya doesn’t know which is the real Maaya, if Maaya from the present or Maya from her previous life. Maaya is confused, Maya feels like she is no longer Maaya….


  (Is that what it is?)


  It was something that Mari didn’t realize.


  For example, she was able to easily accept herself from her previous life so that no one could look back on her past self and think, 「Isn’t she a different person? 」.


  She had never heard of such worries from Akira, Usako, or anyone else.


  Maybe it was because Maya ended up awakening when she was still young physically and mentally, and that was what made her feel out of place.


  – So?


  – Maaya talked about this with her father and mother desu.


  – … You couldn’t get them to take it seriously, right?


  Maya nodded deeply; her face still buried.


  – That’s why Maaya wanted them to believe her, so in front of her parents, Maaya used Dark Arts….


  (It would be harsh to call her… a stupid child)


  Surely Maya was desperate too.


  She believed in her parents.


  Maya didn’t want to talk about the rest. Mari knew even without asking. She had already heard terrible stories about Maya’s parents being weirded out by Maya when she was entrusted with Maya through her own parents.


  – My father and mother saw me off before I came here desu. They told me that Mari-onee-san would understand Maaya desu.


  (They left everything to me!)


  Mari was astonished beyond words.


  However, she immediately turned around and became disheartened. Who was the one who didn’t care about that little child who was abandoned and entrusted to someone else?


  (… Until now… this whole time… I’m sorry)


  Mari hugged Maya, who was still clinging to her.


  Even though she was cold and treated her badly, she finally understood why Maya didn’t want to leave her side.


  She had no one else to depend on. She is still an adorable six-year-old girl!


  Thinking that, she naturally moved her hands.


  – It was just as Nelly-onee-san said desu.


  – … Why are you bringing up Shirai-san?


  – Mari-onee-san, she is really a kind person nanodesu.


  – Not really… I was just thinking that I wanted a body pillow. That’s all.


  – Fufuh. Then Maaya is the warmest, softest, and cutest body pillow in the world nanodesu.


  – Can you really even call yourself cute…?


  While they were exchanging such silly things, Mari let out a big yawn.


  As she was, she gave herself up to her sleepiness.


  For the first time in months, she was able to sleep soundly.


  Since when did she sleep with such peaceful state of mind?
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  During the next day’s lunch break, Mari invited Akira and Usako to the cafeteria.


  She secured seats at the edge of a long table and faced them.


  – It’s a bit different… from reconciliation, but I want to improve my relationship with Maya.


  Using formal language, she asked for advice.


  – Of course, asking for your wisdom and help with something so trivial… well, there’s nothing that can be done if you are angry with me.


  Being seriously sorry, Mari said without making herself clear,


  – I think that is… wonderful. I will spare no effort in cooperating.


  Akira wore a smile filled with warmth.


  She had known him for a year now. Mari knew that Akira rarely smiled. He was a man who never showed an insincere or forced smile on his face.


  She felt supported.


  – I was waiting for those words.


  To say nothing of Usako, she showed her enthusiasm as she held her hands across her table.


  – Leave it to me. I’ll make you two super close sisters.


  – Maya and I are distant relatives, it’s not like we’re sis──


  – That’s of no importance right now!


  – O-okay.


  The strength in Usako’s tone made Mari take a docile attitude.


  – From now on, Marishiten will cherish spending time with Maaya as much as possible.


  – But I have a plan to fight against 《Metaphysicals》──.


  – Why don’t you take notes between meals, bath and bed?


  – … Understood. But I’m not confident that I’ll be able to get along well after spending time with her….


  – I fully support you. I’ll hang out with you as much as possible.


  It was a reassuring offer.


  – But is it okay to put such a burden on Shirai-san?


  – It’s nothing much. Bring it on.


  This girl was strange because sometimes she looked more manly than anyone else.


  – It’s kind of sudden, but make time for tonight after dinner. Gather in the garden of the girls’ dormitory. Is that okay with you, Akkii?


  – Hmm… if it’s a little towards the end of the day, I can do it.


  – Nice.


  That was what they decided on.


  While appreciating Usako’s ability to take action, she spent her day as overly serious as usual, and after dinner──


  First, Mari was told to pay a visit to Usako’s room alone, and there, she was stunned.


  – Here, wear this.


  Saying that, what Usako pushed against her with great vigor was an odd hat.


  The brim was unusually wide, and the top was triangular and bent.


  It was like a hat worn by a witch in a fairy tale.


  – What is this?


  – It’s a present for you.


  – I-I don’t need it….


  – Just put it on. Maaya will surely be pleased.


  – Eh, is she going to be happy with something like this…?


  Mari was skeptical, but she couldn’t say no.


  She wore it reluctantly.


  There was a large full-length mirror in Usako’s room, so she could check her own appearance with it. The sheer ridiculousness of it made sad feelings ooze before they gushed out.


  – Where did they sell this thing…?


  – In certain places.


  Saying that, Usako opened her closet.


  Then, there was, there was… a nurse outfit, a maid outfit, a policewoman costume, a Santa costume, and more. Although Mari wasn’t familiar with them, the closet was probably full of game and anime character costumes.


  – I wonder if I should call it an unexpected hobby….


  – It also brings benefits. Many boys will be happy if you wear one.


  – … No way, Shiba-kun too?


  – Yes. Akkii was especially happy when I was wearing this.


  At first glance, what she took out looked like a sailor suit, but the length of the jacket was so short that the navel was visible, and the fabric area was so small that it couldn’t be fixed in place without suspending it from a string such as a skirt, and the hem was not only extremely tiny, but was cut and shortened all the way to the waist.


  – In-interesting… so Shiba-kun is also a man after all….


  Mari was taken aback.


  She didn’t know that she was being tricked and teased by Usako, and she didn’t even notice that Usako was chuckling to herself.


  Half-dazed, she went out into the hallway with Usako.


  Maya, who was waiting for her, noticed her presence and smiled.


  Then, she looked at Mari’s outfit and made her eyes even more round and cute.


  – Wi-witch-san nanodesu! So cute desu!


  – Eeeeeee….


  She thought she would surely be laughed at, but it was a big hit, she was highly praised.


  Amidst Usako’s usual 「Poker face」, a vaguely proud expression appeared, giving her thumbs up.


  Maya circled around Mari as she looked at her from different angles, saying 「So cute desu!」 repeatedly.


  – I don’t know what children think….


  – I know.


  – Shirai-san is also a child, isn’t she?


  – Sorry, I don’t get your logic.


  While saying nasty things about each other, they moved to the garden of the dormitory where Akira was waiting.


  Every time she passed someone in the hallway on the way, she naturally attracted attention.


  After coming and going, they could hear them talking in a surprised yet low voice.


  – W-what’s that?


  – The witch has become a witch.


  – Is she cosplaying?


  – That demon captain? No way!


  – Take a picture and send it to everyone.


  – Don’t. You’ll be killed.


  – By the cosplay witch? She’ll put a deadly curse on me. That’s scary.


  Scornful laughter was considerably mixed with them.


  – … Hey, Shirai-san. Thanks to your present, I’ve been received with a harsh look.


  *Tremble*, Mari shook her shoulders.


  – Everything is going according to plan.


  Usako calmly gave her the thumbs up again.


  – Did you deceive me!?


  – No. Marishiten should change her image. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time.


  – Change my image…? Yeah, I changed. Rather, I metamorphosed. The image of ‘respected demon captain’ that I built is now the image of ‘A phony cosplay witch’.


  – That’s fine. Your friendliness has gone up.


  – How is it fine!?


  – Marishiten should know that fear won’t keep people coming.


  Usako held out her hand to Maya and said as they held hands happily.


  It caused Mari to be speechless.


  This girl who played dumb sometimes said really shrewd things, and she was troubled by them.


  – Maaya also thinks that hat is nice, doesn’t she?


  – Yes nanodesuuu.


  – … Just do as you like.


  Mari didn’t know what to do.


  She originally asked that she wanted to improve her relationship with Maya, and in that respect, it seemed to have had some effect. In that case, at least she had no choice but to be pleased with this result.


  When she went out to the garden, Akira was impatiently waiting.


  Although he showed an air of dignity that wasn’t typical of a sixteen-year-old boy, he was in the premises of the girls’ dormitory, so he naturally looked out of place.


  – Did you buy them, Akkii?


  – Yeah. They’re out-of-season stuff, so I had to search… for a while.


  Akira lightly lifted the shopping bags in his hands.


  When she thought what were those, they were fireworks.


  Summer was three months away, so it was true that they were out of season.


  – Eh? Are we doing it? Now?


  – If we don’t, Akkii will lose money.


  That’s true, but… as she was perplexed, Akira handed her a bag.


  Honestly, when she was standing in front of him, the cringe and erotic costume shown by Usako just now flashed through her mind.


  However, Mari pretended to be calm and received it.


  (I hear it’s normal for boys to do that…. It’s not like it really harms me…)


  Wouldn’t it be silly to evade such a thing and create a rift with an important team member?


  – … Maybe it’s just my imagination, but Shimon-kun’s eyes are as cold as when we… first met.


  To Akira who said that,


  – Isn’t it your imagination?


  Mari curtly replied,


  – Eh? Maaya’s eyes were that cruel and heartless today nanodesu?


  Maya replied in surprise at the same time.


  「「…」」


  Mari and Akira involuntarily sunk into silence and stared at Maya.


  Maya pointed to her cute self,


  – I’m Shimon-kun nanodesu (Happy face).


  – I see… this is… confusing.


  – That’s why, when referring to Maaya, I want you to extend it cutely and call me 『Maaya』 desu.


  – It’s a little embarrassing to extend it. Won’t you let me call you 『Maya-kun』?


  – Understood nanodesu. And then, when referring to Mari-onee-san, it will be 『Marishiten』.


  – Why?


  – It’s a joke nanodesu.


  When Mari retorted, Maya covered her mouth and giggled.


  So I take it that she’s pretty mischievous, isn’t she? said Mari, learning of the little girl’s true nature.


  However, it was much better than being afraid of each of her movements.


  On the other hand, Akira looked at her with eyes as if wanting to say something, and Mari agreed.


  – Can I call you… Mari-kun?


  – Isn’t it too late for that? I don’t mind though. But I won’t call you Akira-kun or whatever, okay?


  – Hahaha, I don’t… mind.


  That was what happened.


  Usako brought a bucket of water, and then the fireworks started.


  Mari had never played with fireworks, so she learned by imitating.


  She timidly brought the handheld fireworks closer to the candle.


  *Sets off fireworks *, it spewed sparkles.


  It was certainly beautiful, and it wasn’t as hot as she had feared, but she still wasn’t happy about playing with fireworks, so she appreciated the flickering of the fireworks with a dejected face.


  On the other hand, Maya and Usako were used to it. They wielded two of them, one in each hand, and swung them around in high spirits.


  Mari thought it was dangerous, but no one cared, so she ended up accepting it, saying, 「Is that how it is?」, and getting carried away relatively easy.


  As for Akira, he was bending forward with her, watching the light from the fireworks in his hand.


  – I can only thank you sticking with such a child’s play.


  – Hahaha, I’m having a lot of fun… you know?


  – Is that so? Aside from Shirai-san, who seems to be enjoying herself with various things, I also thought that this was the first time for Shiba-kun to do something like this.


  – Not… really. I do it every summer with my family.


  – That’s unexpected.


  Mari innocently imagined Akira at a family gathering with his parents and siblings.


  – Aren’t you having fun, Mari-kun?


  – Hmm….


  She thought while watching Usako and Maya.


  Maya was already very excited, and was frolicking about how beautiful and fun it was.


  Usako became over-excited and took out flashy fireworks one after another, setting them off, further igniting Maya’s enthusiasm.


  Rather, it might be fun to relax and join them.


  But──said Mari, looking back at the girls’ dormitory.


  There were quite a few schoolgirls watching them from the windows.


  That “Witch of the Gate” was wearing a strange hat and playing with out-of-season fireworks with a little girl, so they must be wondering if something was wrong with her.


  She felt uneasy when she thought how she was being looked down on.


  In short, she didn’t seem to enjoy it from the bottom of her heart because she was worried about the public eye.


  – You’re not concentrating… enough.


  Akira saw through her and made fun of her; she couldn’t talk back because he hit the mark.


  She became more and more dejected.


  In the meantime, Usako and Maya enjoyed the fireworks and threw them down, their stock running low.


  It was like an amusement that ended pretty quickly if one got carried away and set them off.


  That was why they were enjoying the sparklers this time.


  The two of them stared endlessly at the modest sparks.


  Endlessly, without getting tired of it.


  Seeing such a sight, Mari suddenly had an idea.


  – Hey, Maya… do you like sparklers?


  – Yes desu. They’re the feelings of the Japanese people nanodesu.


  – Fufu, what is that?


  – Is it funny?


  – It is.


  How could she not laugh at this?


  She explained it to Maya, Akira, and Usako who looked puzzled.


  – Maya, you were worried that you 『Might be swallowed by the memories of your previous life』, weren’t you? But your worries were also unfounded! Maya wasn’t swallowed or anything like that. Of course, you didn’t become a different person either. After all, how can Maya from her previous life, who lived on a distant planet, understand the emotions of the Japanese people? How would she know?


  Unable to bear it anymore, Mari held her sides and bursts into laughter.


  Maya left her mouth open for a while,


  – Maaya is funny desu!


  She also burst into laughter in a happy and cheerful manner.


  Mari didn’t realize it──but at that moment, no matter how one looked at it, the two were just like close sisters.


  Next to them, Akira whispered.


  – I retract… what I said a moment ago.


  – Which statement are you talking about?


  Mari asked while wiping her eyes, but Akira didn’t say anything else.
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  However, she felt like she won somehow, and Akira’s face seen from the side seemed satisfied with losing, so she decided not to question him.


  They created a circle with Usako’s and Maya’s sparklers and cherished the fleeting sparks.


  She, too, had golden hair and blue eyes, and even though she had memories of her previous life, she was still a fully-fledged Japanese person.


  – … These are calm flames, aren’t they?


  Mari sighed.


  They looked like something.


  – Just like Akkii’s 《Soul》*.


  *TN: Soul is the furigana reading for Mars.


  Through thought transference, Usako muttered.


  I see, she assented.


  The light of the sparklers was ephemeral on every point, yet it continued to shine persistently, never getting tired of looking at it.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  The calendar was now halfway through May.


  After school that day, Akira went to visit Hinata.


  She was sitting upright in bed, immersed in reading.


  It had been a year and a few months since she was hospitalized, and the Hinata he noticed looking out the window was no longer there.


  Her complexion and glowing skin were no longer bad. She was still too thin, but because his older sister was originally a slim beauty, it might be a given after eating hospital food every day.


  Above all, she no longer coughed.


  When he asked Fujii Saehime, who was in charge of her treatment, 「Isn’t she ready to leave the hospital?」, she said, 「I want to continue treatment just in case」.


  It wasn’t a bad thing being excessively cautious, and Hinata, who was important to him, wasn’t tired of her hospital life, so she got to continue.


  – Welcome, Akira-kun.


  – Sorry for… the intrusion.


  – It’s okay. It’s much more fun to chat with Akira-kun.


  Hinata said in a lively tone while inserting a bookmark into the paperback book.


  – I apologize again. I’m alone today as well.


  – That’s fine too. Nelly-chan is having a hard time keeping Marishiten-chan and Maaya-chan together, isn’t she? It’s a big deal. Besides──.


  – Besides?


  When he asked, Hinata’s smile turned into something very mature and alluring,


  – It’s much more fun to chat with Akira-kun.


  She said the same lines as before, but she spoke in a tone that sounded like it had a different meaning.


  Being suddenly enveloped in a scent of negativity, Akira felt a heat inside his body.


  This was the recent change in Hinata.


  She wasn’t what she used to be, and for Akira, she was his first love.


  However, she was more like an older sister after all.


  More than that, Hinata now had more moments that made her feel like a 「woman」.


  He was afraid to ask what kind of change of mind she had.


  Or maybe there was no such thing, and as they approach the age of 20, all women started to smell like flowers like her.


  (Or maybe I got the wrong… impression)


  Akira shook his head to drive the thoughts that went nowhere out of his head completely.


  He put out a folding chair next to the bed and sat down.


  He wasn’t as good as Usako, but he told harmless and inoffensive tales of things that happened every day.


  While listening, Hinata gently grabbed Akira’s hand. This was also a recent change.


  For Akira, who was in love with her, it was something to be happy about, but in all honesty, it felt like bait that he shouldn’t eat was being hung in front of him. He was troubled.


  He remembered that Hinata had always been sensitive to cold, but even now her hands felt nice, cold and good.


  Hinata, on the other hand, said, 「Akira-kun’s hands are really warm, aren’t they? 」.


  – ──So, is Marishiten-chan getting along well with Maaya-chan?


  – Not quite yet, their relationship is still awkward. It’s charming… to watch them.


  – Like me and Akira-kun when we first met?


  – From the beginning, Nee-san was very kind to me.


  I’m sorry, Mari-kun, Akira added in his mind.


  – I had my hands pretty full, you know?


  – … Yeah. I know.


  That’s why I thought I had to help.


  – It’s Akira-kun who’s the kind one. I love you.


  (I’d like you not to say that because it makes my heart skip a beat)


  Akira tried to change the subject to hide his embarrassment while adjusting the position of his glasses.


  However, since he wasn’t a good talker, he wasn’t able to change it immediately.


  Of course, he couldn’t say a word about the fights against the 《Metaphysicals》.


  Rather, it could be said that Akira came to see Hinata in search of a breath of fresh air to forget that pain.


  The members of the Strikers were, more or less, brooding over things like Mari.


  The exception was Usako, who was frighteningly mentally tough.


  And the reason why Akira could be an exception was because of Hinata.


  Because he came to visit her, it was Akira who was being healed.


  ──However, there was only one thing he was dissatisfied with.


  Recently, the hospital suddenly became fastidious, he was no longer allowed to stay long.


  He regretted leaving her, but he had to stop early and go home in less than two hours.


  – Shirai-kun said she would come tomorrow.


  – Okay, I’m looking forward to it.


  They made new promises like that every day.


  As long as he could do that, he wasn’t dissatisfied to the point he couldn’t stand it.


  After Akira left the room, Hinata stared out the window.


  She stared and stared, even after the back of her beloved little brother was completely out of sight.


  She didn’t even look at the paperback book she was reading.


  – ────────Cough.


  A cough escaped from her mouth.


  She had persevered while Akira was there.


  Once she coughed, she couldn’t stop.


  A severe coughing that was clearly abnormal continued for several minutes.


  Even hemoptysis was mixed in, and the sheets were painted in a darkish color.


  This kind of thing couldn’t be shown to Akira.


  That was why she asked the nurse to change the rule so that he couldn’t stay for long.


  At first, there were more than 10 patients with the same symptoms, and she got her to keep quiet about the fact that apparently only four of them had survived until now.


  (Akira-kun… he’s working hard at school… I must not… make him worry…)


  Staring at the sheets stained ominously with the blood she vomited, Hinata said,


  – But… I’m scared, Akira-kun….


  She let out a weak voice that no one could hear.


  She could monologue about it, and in this condition──


  She felt a strong sense of loneliness.


  – … Tomorrow… Nelly-chan will come too…


  By persuading herself to look forward to it, Hinata had no choice but to endure the pain in her mind and body.


  




  However, Usako didn’t come to visit her the next day.


  Akira said with regret.


  – She was seriously injured in… an accident.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  It was an extraordinary 《Metaphysical》.


  It looked like a giant squid with only a mouth and ten arms.


  Countless poisonous spines grew from its suckers.


  Each of the ten legs rampaged like an independent creature, and the Strikers were forced to fight in a way that was different from their usual 「one-to-many」 method.


  The most brutal thing was its inexhaustible life force that made them despair, wondering if it was immortal.


  Whether they cut it or burn it, it regenerated immediately after.


  Akira and the others, dispatched via 《Transportal》 as the initial response to this sea monster that appeared on a small remote island at the southern tip of Kyushu, were forced to face an unprecedented hard fight.


  Reinforcements from the Japanese Division were far away, and the amount of time they had to earn was enormous.


  And so, the newest newcomer, a sophomore Shirogane, was so impatient that he unbalanced a corner of the encirclement.


  Once the sea demon broke through, it tried to attack Mari and the Kuroma team at full speed.


  Akira couldn’t react to it.


  However, Usako, who was next to him, cut into the path of the sea demon with 《Godlike Movement》 and stopped it by risking her life.


  Due to the act of self-sacrifice, nobody from the Kuroma team had died, but Usako herself was seriously injured.


  It had been decided that she would be out of the Strikers for a long time.


  Usako’s ability as a Shirogane was number 2 in the unit, and on top of that, she had Gasoline 《Mars》.


  Her absence drastically reduced the strength of the Strikers.


  




  Misfortunes came one after another.


  Only five days after that, a 《Metaphysical》 appeared in Mt. Hida.


  Up until now, they had appeared twice a month, but this was the first time in Japan that they had appeared in such a short period of time.


  With Usako absent and the others still wounded from the battle on the remote island, the Strikers were dispatched.


  The handicap they carried was huge, they had no choice but to fight to the death.


  Only four days after that, a 《Metaphysical》 appeared in the Chugoku Mountains.


  Reinforcements from the Hiroshima branch office arrived quickly, but in that short amount of time, many were severely wounded.


  The damage from the series of battles was serious, and the Strikers’ combat capability, which was already insufficient, was a mere shadow of its former self.


  And then the worst happened──


  Just six days after that, this time, a 《Metaphysical》 appeared in the Kitami Mountains.


  Due to the frequency of 《Metaphysicals》 appearing in Hokkaido being high, the Sapporo branch office was established early on, and a relatively sufficient number of 《Saviors》 were deployed.


  However, in this season, at the beginning of June, a bad weather, namely, blizzards that covered all of Hokkaido happened over and over, made it impossible to move properly due to traffic paralysis, let alone rushing by helicopter.


  An initial response for the Strikers to use 《Transportal》 was demanded by the Japanese Division.


  The time was before 6:00 pm.


  Akira and the others were in the middle of a special exercise after school at a certain training ground in the hills north of the school.


  Maya came to Akane, and thanks to the mystical barrier created by her 《The Origin》, it was now possible to set up a training program for actual combat safely. Also, since there was a mystical barrier, it was possible to train practical skills even on the school grounds because the martial arts stadium was currently under construction.


  While there were such circumstances, the usual intense training was impossible now due to people getting injured one after another. Therefore, they focused on drills to confirm the formation.


  The instructor was Tanaka Tarou, but his mobile phone suddenly rang.


  The other party was the principal, Minoyama Tooya.


  Akira and the others were allowed to take a short break. When everyone was appeasing their thirst with the PET bottles they had prepared,


  – Everyone, it’s another serious situation──


  Tanaka informed all present of the situation with a grave expression.


  Again? A heavy air drifted over the place.


  – … We’ve grasped the situation. But Sensei.


  – Yes, Shimon-san?


  – If the JSDF helicopters cannot fly, and the staff of the Japanese Division cannot arrive at the site yet, then setting up the anchor cannot be done….


  Akira and the others agreed with Mari’s question.


  《Transportal》 couldn’t open the gate without a clear image of the scene it would transfer to.


  Properly speaking, it was a Dark Art that wouldn’t allow a jump to a place that hadn’t been visited yet.


  However, in modern times, photos could be sent over the Internet, and Mari could rely on them to open the gate.


  Also, for convenience’s sake, Akane Academy called them anchors.


  Normally, the plan was that the JSDF helicopters would scout ahead, and once in a while, an employee who was proud of their 《Godlike Movement》 would take pictures and send them, but this time neither was possible.


  Even so, Tanaka stayed calm and answered.


  – Yeah, it’s okay. The Japanese government is taking action now. Their plan is to get the public elementary school in Fumotomachi to send us the photos of the gymnasium as soon as possible.


  If that’s the way to go, a muffled commotion arose from the members.


  Then there was one more problem──


  Before Akira could raise a hand, the second-year Kuroma girl asked a question while panicking.


  – W-we can hardly expect reinforcements from the Sapporo branch office, correct?


  – … Yeah. It’s said that they’re heading there with 《Godlike Movement》, but they are really far away. They won’t get there that easily….


  – Do-does that mean that only us──only us and no one else can defeat the 《Metaphysical》?


  – ….


  Unable to give an immediate answer, Tanaka fell silent.


  Akira had never seen such a bitter expression on a person’s face.


  – … You have to win.


  Tanaka finally squeezed out an answer.


  A gloomy mood hung over the troops.


  Among the current members, the Kuroma team and Akira were the only ones who suffered no injuries and could fight perfectly.


  In other words, they were worried about supporting the front line with the Shirogane team, and if they actually collapsed and were overwhelmed, the Kuroma team would stand no chance. There was a high probability that they would be destroyed in one fell swoop.


  A hopeless disadvantage.


  It wouldn’t be strange if someone ran away.


  However, even though there were people who cast their eyes downward, bit their lips, and were about to cry in fear, not a single person left this place.


  Akira couldn’t help but be touched by their self-respect.


  We are the “Saviors”, we are the swords of salvation


  We are the “Strike” for our people, our peace, and our justice


  Mari’s words were definitely rooted in this unit.


  (Unlike… me)


  Akira regretted it, felt ashamed, and grinded his teeth.


  Then he signaled Mari with his eyes.


  He asked her to come to the shade of a tree to talk a little further away.


  Then, in a low voice, he revealed his thoughts.


  He asked for help.


  – You’re joking… aren’t you?


  Mari’s eyes were wide open.


  – Do you understand what that means, Shiba-kun? It’s impossible.


  – It’s not impossible.


  Akira used the strength of his determination to suppress the trembling voice and controlled it as he answered.


  – Successful people──embodiments actually exist.


  In order to persuade Mari, he looked hard at her eyes, putting enthusiasm into his eyes.


  It was exactly the kind of enthusiasm she would expect from the quiet Akira.


  The struck Mari became dispirited, and after careful deliberation──she nodded deeply.


  – … Then let’s go back. I think it’s time for the photos to be sent.


  – Yeah. I sincerely count on you.


  Then it was Akira’s turn to be surprised and struck by the enthusiasm of another person.


  Usako had been added to the members of the unit.


  – You’re still supposed to be in the hospital for treatment….


  – I’m fine. I was able to rest for two weeks, I’m in perfect condition.


  – Perfect? You still have bandages all over you, don’t you?


  Akira pointed to the white fabrics wrapped painfully around Usako’s head, arms, and below her knees.


  – This is a cosplay.


  – Please stop… lying.


  Akira glared at Tanaka while lamenting as if it was his own affair.


  How could Usako at Urushibara General Hospital know about their predicament? Someone must have instigated her to push herself and come running.


  As Tanaka turned his face away,


  – … It’s the suggestion of the principal.


  He muttered at a volume that was barely audible.


  Akira grinded his teeth and made a muffled sound.


  Principal. Minoyama Tooya. He was a man who was neither rumored to be very talented nor to have achieved much, but he did seem to be attentive to small trivial things like this.


  (Forget it──)


  He was angry, but he was okay with it, for now.


  It wasn’t an obstacle nor did it change his plans. He signaled Mari with his eyes one more time and reminded her.


  He only told Usako, 「Don’t push yourself too hard」.


  She threw out her chest and replied, 「Of secour」, but she didn’t have the leeway to question Akira right now*.


  *TN: She said morochin, instead of mochiron, which almost has the same meaning as “of course”. Apparently, it only appears in Ace Attorney 2 (JP version).


  Luckily, an email with a photo attached arrived on Tanaka’s mobile phone.


  The anchor was now complete.


  Mari immediately started chanting and spelling 《Transportal》.


  About a year after the formation of the unit, it was already imposing.


  Messing it up was impossible.


  A magic formation made of bluish-white light was deployed on the ground first try.


  – Well then, everyone. Before we sortie, please listen to me.


  Mari wiped the sweat from her forehead and tried to instruct the team members.


  It was just as planned.


  While everyone was focused on Mari──Akira jumped into the magic circle alone.


  By the time everyone realized, voicing their surprise, it was already too late.


  Mari manipulated mana and made the magic circle disappear.


  Akira, who jumped out on his own to the other side of the transfer gate, felt that he heard Usako’s scream, which shouldn’t be heard.


  – Akki is the one who lied!


  ──She said.


  – I’m sorry, Shirai-kun.


  Akira also made an apology that shouldn’t reach her either.


  When he left the elementary school, turning into a dashingly fast shadow with 《Godlike Movement》, he headed to the mountain where the 《Metaphysical》 was said to be.


  A blizzard was raging outside.


  His field of vision was completely covered with white, and the target mountain was reflected as a huge shadow in it.


  It was eerie, as if the mountain itself was the monster he was about to fight.


  Akira encouraged himself and faced it. He broke into a run.


  In bad weather, he went through the city and entered the extreme blizzard mountain. For ordinary people, it was suicide.


  However, his dexterous 《Godlike Movement》 could traverse any rough road, and he could perceive satana as heat, so he headed towards his target without hesitation and climbed the mountain at an extraordinary speed.


  Without allowing snow or hail to come near him, the red prana that rose from his whole body evaporated them as soon as it touched them.


  In his heart, a feeling of embarrassment was smoldering like a glowing ember.


  Among the injured Shirogane team, only Akira remained unharmed.


  Because he was strong.


  Excellent defense and offense, unrivaled in the unit──no, Akira now had grown to the point where his combat power was considered one of the best in the entire Japanese Division.


  (But even then, I──)


  For the past two weeks, he had been regretting it.


  On the remote island south of Kyushu, Usako literally threw her body away and stopped the sea demon who broke through the encirclement.


  Why didn’t he move instead of her at that time?


  It went without saying that he was the one who particularly excelled in the unit and should have been the first to move.


  (But I hesitated)


  Immediately, Hinata’s figure flickered in his mind.


  That hesitation, which lasted less than a second, ended up making the difference.


  Akira returned in perfectly good health and was able to go see Hinata, but in exchange for that, Usako laid in a hospital room in a horrible condition.


  A part of Akira’s heart was whispering like the devil.


  – The most important thing for me is Hinata. It’s the right thing to do, whatever else it costs. At that time, the decision of holding out wasn’t a mistake.


  But in another part of his heart, he was crying.


  – No! Shirai-kun is my precious friend!


  Akira was anguished.


  He disdained his own weakness.


  (That’s right… I haven’t gotten stronger… at all)


  Hinata was the most important person in the world, and the person who must be protected the most.


  That was correct.


  But was that contrary to protecting other special people? Or was it an excuse?


  Absolutely not.


  The two could coexist.


  Protecting Hinata, and at the same time protecting his companions──Mari and Usako, and not losing anyone, was by no means impossible.


  If only Akira had absolute strength!


  – That’s why… I will become stronger…!


  In the midst of the blizzard, Akira shouted loudly and undauntedly.


  After a one-man march through the snow and mountain, which would have been uncertain for an ordinary 《Savior》, the target was finally grasped.


  Deep inside the white veil of heavy snowfall, he stared at the silhouette of the wriggling 《Metaphysical》.


  – Ooh… oooooh… ooooooooooooh.


  He roared, and roared, and roared, and roared.


  The quiet man, the man who spoke in a whisper, roared with his hair disheveled for the first time since he was in active service.


  Each time, a huge amount of heat bursts out from his whole body.


  The blizzard in the surrounding area was burned completely, the pure white veil was burned to the ground, and even the mountain forest was reduced to ashes. In the world dyed in bright red, the figure of the 《Metaphysical》 emerged.


  – Oooooooooooooooooo, ruaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah.


  Akira roared as if he had turned into a beast of fire and charged at the monster.


  




  About an hour later──


  The sixth S-Rank 《Savior》 was born in the world.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  Akira, who had wounds all over his body and limped as he descended the mountain, was safeguarded by the local police in Fumotomachi.


  The Japanese Division seemed to have laid the groundwork, he was warmly treated as a 「Poor boy who had an accident」 while obscuring the essential details.


  《Transportal》had been closed, and it could not be reopened until tomorrow.


  Akira received routine treatment at the local hospital and spent the night there.


  By the next morning, the out-of-season cold wave that hit Hokkaido had stabilized, and transportation had returned to normal, so there was a way to return home.


  However, rather than traveling for hours, he decided to wait for Mari to open 《Transportal》 again.


  After a brief and impersonal briefing session with Mari on the hospital’s payphone—because he was short on coins──he waited for the evening.


  Overnight, he stealthily sneaked out while thanking the hospital that took care of him in his heart.


  Then, exactly at the scheduled time, he jumped into the magic circle that appeared in the elementary school gymnasium.


  The destination was the training ground in the hill north of Akane Academy.


  The school grounds would have been fine, but he was warned by Mari, telling him that it had been turned into a “let’s celebrate his triumphant return” mood by the students and teachers who were vying with one another and waiting for him, so she thought of a way to get to welcome him here privately.


  So, the only people around the magic circle were Mari, Usako, and the Strikers.


  Mari was the first to speak to him.


  – I can’t believe that you really killed a 《Metaphysical》 by yourself… I can only say that I take my hat off to you.


  She said that in an already exasperated tone.


  – I’m exhausted… though. I was in pain last night and couldn’t sleep. On the bed, I was frantically exerting 《Inner Life》.


  Because of that, Akira shrugged his shoulders, saying that he had recovered enough to stand, walk and talk.


  But what he really thought was that this injury and pain felt good.


  He always felt guilty that he was the only one who always came back unscathed, even though his companions were getting more and more worn out.


  Mari continued.


  – I thought of you as a rival during the entrance ceremony. Of course, in the end, I win, and you, Shiba-kun, come to respect me, and serve me like a junior for the rest of your life──that sort of relationship.


  – Haha, is it decided all the way to the end?


  – I thought so, though. However, it has gone completely backwards.


  Mari smiled wryly,


  – A complete defeat.


  She said so and held out her right hand.


  Akira gently shook her hand.


  And then, the other companions thanked him one after another, praising him for the invaluable victory.


  But only Usako didn’t even try to approach him.


  One of her eyes was bandaged, and the other stared at him in discontent.


  – I’m sorry.


  Akira turned to Usako and sincerely apologized.


  Sorry for leaving you. Sorry for going to extremes. He apologized with such feelings.


  Then Usako came over to his side and as silent as she was──she kicked Akira in the shin.


  Pain ran through him like a high-voltage electric current, but Akira endured it.


  He endured it, no matter how many times he got kicked.


  Usako was kicking him with her leg, which was bandaged below her knee.


  It was very painful for her; it was that kind of kick.


  Probably because she was satisfied, Usako hugged him instead.


  – Akkii doesn’t believe in me. It’s frustrating.


  – … I’m sorry.


  – But I believed in Akkii. I believed that you would definitely win and come back.


  – … Thank you.


  – You did your best, Akkii.


  Saying that, Usako suddenly stood on her tiptoes.


  Her cherry-colored lips touch Akira’s lips.


  There was an uproar around them. Voices of amazement, loud cheers and whistles, and the inexperienced Mari blushed even though it was someone else’s business.


  – Again, hmm〜〜.


  – Wa-wait, Shirai-kun. I──.


  He couldn’t let her continue because he had a special someone.


  Once again, this time she spent a lot of time doing it because his lips were blocked by hers.


  Being surprised again, Akira didn’t have time to enjoy the sensation.


  When she finally let him go,


  – Aren’t you cruel? We promised that we were just friends.


  – This is a kiss of friendship, it’s fine.


  – Does even such a logic exist!?


  – Don’t panic. I will also apologize to Himeta with you. Himeta will forgive us. Himeta believes in Akkii after all. That’s why Akkii also believes in Himeta. Correct?


  – Y-yes, I believe in her, but….


  – So, do we do it again?


  – No!


  Akira resisted, but in the end he couldn’t escape.


  It was a terribly embarrassing triumphant return to kiss a classmate three times in public.


  But he was content because he could see everyone’s smiles without losing any of his companions.


  ──Shirai Usako would later look back and think.


  This was probably the last time Shiba Akira was able to feel true happiness.


  Akira’s S-Rank certification wasn’t granted immediately.


  The Head of the Japanese Division, Suruga Andou, issued the notice of appointment on the same day, but he received complaints from the Six Heads of other divisions.


  According to them, wasn’t this a scheme, a fabrication of Suruga Andou?


  It seemed that there was a political struggle between upper echelons and countries, but that had nothing to do with Akira.


  However, within a week, a 《Metaphysical》 appeared again.


  The Japanese Division strictly ordered Akira to defeat it alone.


  Mari and Usako were indignant at the unreasonable request and even told him not to obey.


  However, Akira went to the battlefield alone.


  He didn’t care about the S-Rank title.


  He didn’t care about the intentions of the Japanese Division or Suruga Andou.


  However, until the wounds of his companions were completely healed, he couldn’t let them fight──with only that pure feeling in his heart, he fought alone.


  Then, while the battle was being filmed from above, Akira defeated the 《Metaphysical》.


  It was a narrow victory this time, but he was less injured than the first time.


  After watching the video, the Six Heads fell silent, and Akira was officially recognized as the Sixth person.


  For some reason, 《Metaphysicals》 appeared frequently only in Japan, at a pace of four to six days, and the situation continued.


  They were all far away from Tokyo where Suruga Andou was, and each time Akira rushed with 《Transportal》, he undertook it as the initial response, destroying them immediately.


  Support came in time from the nearby branch offices, and sometimes they fought together, and sometimes he subjugated them alone.


  However, it wasn’t until mid-July that he was dispatched together with the Strikers.


  Akira wouldn’t allow them to accompany him until all members were in perfect condition.


  Naturally, during that time, he often clashed with Mari.


  – I recognize your strength, Shiba-kun. But aren’t you being too conceited?


  Mari was worried about Akira, but she wasn’t honest, so she ended up saying things like this.


  After understanding that, Akira,


  – That may… be true. But I would be in trouble if someone held me back.


  He dared to reply in an even more arrogant manner of speaking, angering Mari and rejecting her.


  If that allowed him to keep his companions out of danger, Akira was okay with that.


  He hardened his heart.


  Only Usako knew how he felt without saying anything. Every time Akira and Mari argued, she cast down her eyes seemingly sad by his side.


  Akira achieved unparalleled battle results and accumulated injuries proportionally.


  He hid them from everyone and lived a deceitful life.


  At times, he suffered injuries that he couldn’t hide, and the number of days he couldn’t show his face in front of Hinata increased. The frequency of visits had clearly decreased.


  (Because I’m still weak, this happens. Stronger. Power… power… power to be able to unilaterally make even 《Metaphysicals》 surrender…!)


  Akira at this point was evidently ghastly, giving off an aura that made it difficult to approach.


  He no longer showed up at the Strikers’ special training, and either he trained himself somewhere else, or concentrated on healing his wounds with 《Inner Life》 and prepared for the next battlefield.


  However, there was no Light Technique to heal the wounds in his heart.


  Around this time, Tanaka Tarou, unable to bear it, called Suruga Andou on the phone.


  – Enough already. Shiba-kun has reached S-Rank. There’s no need to force him to fight harsher battles, is there?


  『It’s not enough. It’s necessary. He can become stronger. I can feel the brightness of his soul』


  On the phone, Suruga Andou calmly said something cruel.


  『Even though he’s an S-Rank, he’s rough overall. He’s both polished and unpolished. That’s right… I wonder if he can put up with Zhixin, a fellow Shirogane. Vasilisa and Arlene are extremely strong and fragile, and depending on the conditions, they will win overwhelmingly or suffer a complete defeat. They don’t even hold a candle to Charles and Edward』


  Suruga Andou named prominent figures and commented on them.


  Tanaka felt the difference in their worlds and even felt dizzy.


  『Being the S-Ranker of the Japanese Division is not enough. The influence of the White Knight Organization is, in other words, violence. Instead of me, who is supposed to have no actual fighting power, he alone makes all the other 《Saviors》 prostrate before him. I must get Shiba Akira to get to that level』


  – … What would happen if Shiba-kun were to die along the way?


  『Then he was a man who only got so far. It’s nothing to feel sorry for』


  Suruga Andou easily concluded.


  Tanaka was at a loss for words of persuasion again.


  




  By mid-July, the wounds of all the Strikers had completely healed.


  Mari put on airs and said.


  – Any objections? We’re up next.


  – Yeah. So reliable.


  – Are you being serious?


  – Of course. I heard from Shirai-kun how much intense cooperation training you guys had in Maya-kun’s mystical barrier until your injuries healed. Your tactics have become dramatically more refined.


  For the first time in a long time, Akira was able to speak frankly.


  Nevertheless──


  In the battle against the 《Metaphysical》 that appeared a few days later, many members of the Strikers were injured once again.


  The reality was too cruel.


  Mari’s depression was severe, but Akira’s disappointment was also very bad.


  (I’m really… not cut out for protecting)


  He was very good at evading enemy attacks on his own and one-sidedly burning them to nothing.


  However, his 《Mars》-based fighting style wasn’t suitable for protecting and defending someone, pinning the enemy in one place, or supporting the front. At least he bore the brunt of the attacks as much as possible.


  




  Haimura Moroha and Shiba Akira appeared later.


  The sixth and seventh persons.


  Those who knew both had often considered which one was stronger as a thought experiment.


  The conclusion wasn’t made lightly between those who weren’t the parties involved.


  However, what was clear was that compared to Haimura Moroha, who truly 「Could do anything」, Shiba Akira’s fighting style was unskillful in all respects.


  




  The Strikers had returned to being a student unit that couldn’t be dispatched to combat.


  Among them, Usako was the one who showed her stubbornness.


  Even though she couldn’t back Akira up at all, she perfectly protected herself and fully supported Akira as gasoline.


  She had been improving her individual fighting skills to the extent that she could do that.


  – I’m the only one who can sortie with you starting next time, right, Akkii? Of course, if you get hurt, you should rest in the meanwhile.


  – … I’m no match for you.


  Akira had no choice but to take off his hat.


  – Hurray! I’ll always be together with Akkii.


  Seeing Usako so happy──if Hinata did not exist──he might have hugged her.


  




  The second summer vacation started.


  Akira didn’t forget to prepare for the 《Metaphysicals》, but his shoulders felt lighter.


  He became an S-Rank, and the more he accomplished on the battlefield, the heavier everyone’s gazes became, which were directed towards him wherever he was at school.


  Admiration, as if he was being regarded as a hero.


  Reserve, as if they were looking at a different creature.


  Mainly those two things were clearly felt from the gazes of the students.


  Despite the fact that Akira just kept being a 《Savior》 to protect Hinata from disease, and was just fighting alone to protect the Strikers.


  Don’t approach me or express your own selfish senses, values, and feelings!


  Leave me alone already!


  Deep in Akira’s heart, he kept screaming so.


  But he didn’t get them to leave him alone.


  The adults were particularly heartless*.


  *TN: Adults is the furigana reading for principal and company.


  Before the《Metaphysical》 subjugation sortie and after the triumphant return, it came to a point where they made the entire school gather and showily see them off and welcome them, just like a ceremony.


  In addition, a huge electronic noticeboard was installed in the school grounds, relaying Akira’s fighting style for the students to observe and study.


  The way Akira used 《Mars》, his specialty, and how each of the skills in his repertoire was given an embarrassing technique name and extolled. This was also the work of the principal, Minoyama.


  It was like a spectacle, but the students didn’t notice it.


  They continued to enthusiastically cheer for the furious battle of their school’s representative.


  In the end, some even began to deify him.


  The principal called Akira──「The hero of our school」every time he could──even when he just passed him in the hallway, exaggeratedly and loudly.


  Akira was certainly a worshiped idol.


  Annoying honors were given to the extent that he was showered with them.


  The more they incremented, the more his heart felt like it was creaking.


  However, when summer vacation began, most of the students returned home.


  Most of the teachers, including the principal, also went to Tokyo for training.


  For the first time in a long time, his mind was cleared.


  This year as well, his companions were giving up their summer vacation and devoting themselves to special exercises.


  (Shall I… drop by?)


  He got a sudden impulse.


  He consulted with Usako.


  – You better stop.


  She didn’t say much more than that.


  Akira meekly obeyed because those were the words of none other than Usako.


  It was Akira who made the first gap, even though it was a means to not let his companions enter the battlefield.


  They had no right to resent him.


  Usako grumbled that this year’s training camp was going to be even more hellish than last year.


  Anyway, Mari seemed to be fired up.


  Apparently, Maya would accompany them in order to spread the mystical barrier.


  (Come to think of it, are Mari-kun and Maya-kun getting along?)


  He would know if she asked Usako, but he thought that asking her would only make the feeling of loneliness even stronger.


  




  During summer vacation, he visited Hinata every day.


  They both had plenty of time, so he thought they could spend as much time together as possible.


  However, the hospital’s rules were tightened again, and visiting hours were extremely small.


  He went to have a word with Fujii Saehime, who was in charge of her treatment, but he was reprimanded, being told, 「Hinata-san has already agreed, so why are you being selfish, Akira-kun? 」, and had no other choice but to leave.


  – She’s going to get better, right?


  He said, just to confirm.


  – I don’t know. It’s an unknown disease.


  Said Saehime with an expression like a Noh mask.


  He was tired of hearing this.


  Not too long after that, he learned that it was good to be tired of hearing this.


  




  《Metaphysicals》 appeared three times in August.


  One of them was defeated together with the 《Saviors》 of the Kanazawa branch office, and two were defeated in combination with Usako.


  Naturally, 《Transportal》was used to move around, and he had to face Mari each time.


  There were some harbored feelings between them, and Mari in particular wasn’t a good communicator, so the atmosphere was awkward.


  But every time they met, Mari said it all.


  – None of us can match your strength, Shiba-kun. But someday, with the power of all of us Strikers, we will surpass Shiba-kun. Remember this!


  It sounded like she was saying that if such a day ever came, she would be able to fill the gap between Akira and the others.


  (Yeah… you are really…)


  Akira sincerely respected Mari.


  It wasn’t a question of whether prana or mana was strong or weak.


  Being seen off by her, it was an incentive to go to the battlefield.


  




  And then, the unforgettable August 21st──


  Coincidentally, it was the day last year when the Strikers had their first actual battle and lost Chinjumori Tsubaki and another person.


  This year, he was summoned to Urushibara General Hospital.


  He got a call from Saehime, Hinata was in a coma.


  Akira rushed out of the boys’ dormitory and ran as fast as he could.


  He broke the prohibition of using 《Godlike Movement》 for personal use without worrying about the public eye.


  As soon as he arrived at the hospital, he caught hold of Saehime waiting in the lobby.


  – What is the meaning of this!?


  And, holding back the urge to yell at her,


  – Please let me see Hinata.


  He asked instead.


  Of course, Saehime nodded and led the way.


  A ward where only special patients were hospitalized, away from other buildings.


  It was so suspiciously quiet that he thought that no one other than Hinata was using it now.


  He had imagined a place like an intensive care unit that he often saw in dramas and movies, and her figure connected to a respiratory mask, but he was taken to the usual hospital room.


  – I repeat, this is no ordinary disease. Ordinary treatment means nothing.


  Saehime guessed and answered.


  Her voice was weary.


  But when they entered the room, the eyelids of Hinata, who was lying on the bed, were open.


  She was staring blankly at the ceiling.


  The nurse who had been watching her──a tight-lipped person who worked while being aware of everything, of course──told them that she had just woken up.


  Hinata muttered as she stared at the ceiling.


  – I heard Akira-kun’s footsteps.


  She said.


  She was tapped on the shoulder by Saehime with determination. You did well. I’m jealous.


  Akira was a man who had dealt with every kind of vicious 《Metaphysical》 alone, but he was about to collapse with relief.


  Hinata turned her face to him, then to Saehime, and asked.


  – Can you leave us alone?


  – … Understood. Stay with her today as long as you like. But if your condition gets worse again, press the button to call the nurse, okay?


  Saehime reminded them and left the room with the nurse.


  Akira waited until the footsteps were no longer heard and sat in the chair by the bed that the nurse was using.


  Thinking who should break the ice, he thought that it had to be him.


  – You weren’t… feeling well, Nee-san.


  – I was the one who asked them not to tell Akira-kun. So don’t blame anyone.


  – … If Nee-san says so.


  Akira answered without confidence.


  – Since when?


  – Around May.


  – … No… way. I didn’t know that Nee-san was a… famous actress.


  – Fufu, I have an unexpected talent, don’t I?


  Hinata didn’t act timid, but she had a sad smile on her face.


  – If you think about it, I’ve been acting in various ways for a long time.


  – … For example?


  – I didn’t want Father and Mother to abandon me, so I did my best to pretend to be a good child.


  – … It’s a means to exist. What else?


  – Even though I like Akira-kun, I did my best to pretend to be just an older sister.


  – ……


  Akira involuntarily became speechless.


  Seeing that expression, Hinata made a triumphant face.


  Akira was stunned for a while, but eventually he slowly repositioned his glasses that had slipped down.


  – I feel like I can’t defeat Nee-san in this life.


  – Can you call me Hinata?


  Said his stepsister.


  She was by no means sulking.


  She said with a frighteningly serious look.


  The air in the hospital room suddenly became tense.


  Akira made a sound with his throat.


  *Thump*, his heart pounded with a noticeably heavy heartbeat.


  Because he noticed.


  This wasn’t a kind of sweet begging, not at all.


  – The patients with the same symptoms as me. Now I’m the only one left.


  It was about how much Akira could respond to Hinata’s earnest wish.


  Akira tried to call the name of his beloved.


  But his throat was hoarse.


  For a long time, he thought──he wished he could call his older sister by her name.


  




  Thinking that this was the end, he couldn’t call her name.


  He didn’t want this to end.


  Akira tore off such sadness, fear, and all the emotions clinging to his heart.


  He endured the pain as if skinning his own rawhide with his bare hands.


  – Hinata….


  He called her with a pure feeling that remained in his heart.


  – One more time.


  – Hinata….


  He had been thinking about it all this time, and called her putting everything into it.


  – One more time.


  – Hinata….


  In order not to cry, he called her name with the best forced smile.


  Hinata also seemed satisfied, wearing the best forced smile.


  – I’m afraid to die.


  Even he was afraid of Hinata dying.


  – Akira will protect me, right?


  I was born in this world for that reason.


  – Kiss me.


  Without hesitation, Akira bent down.


  He brought his trembling lips to her trembling lips and made them touch each other.


  It was an act he had only dreamed of.


  But──if it turned out like this, he was glad his dream didn’t come true.


  I pray, I wish I will wake up at this rate. From this hopeless nightmare. 


  – It’s my first time, so I don’t really know if I’m good at kissing or not.


  Hinata forcibly made a joke.


  – It’s my first time too. I’m… not sure.


  – I know. Just the other day, Nelly-chan came to visit me and told me. She said, 『Akkii is a virgin that has never even kissed』. Fufuh. But it’s normal for high school students, isn’t it?


  – Yeah. Shirai-kun is just a little… unusual.


  The two of them forced themselves to laugh out loud.


  After that, they talked on and on.


  Even in the evening, they didn’t eat, and even at night they didn’t sleep and continued to talk.


  Beginning with the first time they met, they engaged in a lively conversation about memories, as if following the events from childhood in order.


  Neither of them said that the events flashed back in rapid succession.


  It was the first time in his life that Akira, who was a bad talker, became so talkative.


  Hinata coughed repeatedly and vomited blood, but she was not going to try stop talking.


  Akira sat up on the bed and snuggled up to her, rubbing her back and listening carefully.


  He put his cheek against her cheek and continued chatting.


  Around the time it was past midnight, Hinata spent more time as a listener.


  Akira continued talking alone, pretending not to notice that even talking was painful.


  The topic was finally approaching the first year of junior high school.


  Even Akira didn’t run out of things to talk about.


  He talked so, so much.


  Meanwhile, Hinata drew her last breath as she slept.


  It was 3:28 am.


  – ──Do you remember when our town was attacked by a giant centipede monster, Hinata?


  Akira didn’t stop talking.


  – Since then, a lot of things have happened, you know? Nothing but terrible things.


  Akira didn’t let Hinata go.


  – I… did my best…. For Hinata’s… sake….


  He couldn’t help but feel his voice being in a slump.


  – I did my best…even though it was painful, I endured it… but I, I… I’m helpless, weak, I’m sorry… Hinata.


  He couldn’t help but lament.


  He couldn’t suppress the overflowing scorching prana.


  It burned the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the furnishings, everything.


  Akira held Hinata in his arms.


  He turned his back to the bed, rotting in hellfire, and started walking.


  He left the hospital room that turned into a flame hell.


  When he went out into the hallway, the draft of fire instantly swept through it, turning it into a crimson passage.


  The sprinklers were working all at once, but they were like a drop in the ocean. A blaring alarm sounded, creating a battlefield-like mood.


  Carrying the dead body of his loved one, Akira walked through the flames.


  The usual sight.


  A familiar act.


  What he repeated many times in his previous life, he just repeated it in this world.


  He didn’t care what happened anymore.


  This world where he couldn’t protect the most important thing had no meaning anymore.


  A world without Hinata was no longer necessary.


  Everyone, absolutely everyone would burn to nothing.


  The whole world would be reduced to ashes.


  – I excel at destroying and burning! Yes, I’ll burn and destroy as much as I want!


  While crying, Akira laughed loudly as if losing all restraint.


  He sounded like Satan who had been banished from heaven.


  Along with the sound of exploding flames, it reverberated in the hollow, gloomy hallway.


  Even Akira couldn’t stop doing it anymore──the scream of a girl interrupted it.


  – Do not give in to despair, Akira!


  It was Usako’s voice.


  After running up the stairs and jumping out into the hallway, she came towards him without hesitation over the floor covered in flames and under the ceiling where sparks were pouring down.


  – It’s dangerous! Don’t come!


  Akira unconsciously yelled.


  Yes, unconsciously.


  He didn’t care what happened in a world like this. He would rather burn it down with his own hands. Akira, who should have thought that way, reflexively cared for Usako’s well-being.


  But his worries were unfounded.


  Akira stared at Usako, opening his eyes wide.


  The flames moved out of the path she walked as if tamed.


  Akira’s fire, which was supposed to consume everything, got out of the way without touching Usako.


  What on earth was going on?


  What was this phenomenon?


  From Usako’s whole body, prana that was as red as Akira’s rose and flickered violently.


  – … Is that your 《Mars》…?


  When Akira, who was still unable to recover from his surprise, asked, Usako nodded.


  (Wasn’t it Gasoline?)


  Then, what exactly was Usako’s 《Soul 》*?


  *TN: Soul is the furigana reading for Mars.


  There was no answer.


  Without answering any further, Usako only manipulated the sea of fire that spread out in the hallway with the power of her will.


  As if sucking it up into one place──she gathered the flames into her hands, condensing everything that burned the area, and finally extinguishing the fire by pressing her palms together.


  That magnificent way of manipulating flames was just as good as Akira’s.


  It was like seeing himself in the mirror.


  Usako, who had completely extinguished the fire, looked at him with a relieved expression.


  In the charred hallway, Akira holding Hinata and Usako in her pajamas confronted each other.


  – … Why are you here?


  – Himeta appeared in my dream. I thought it was a premonition, so I came here immediately.


  Saying that, Usako wiped her eyes.


  When he looked closely at her, she was crying.


  – Actually, I came to see her by myself the other day.


  – … Hinata said so too….


  – She told me that she might not have much time.


  – … You knew… before me.


  – I was forbidden from mentioning it.


  – I heard that too.


  – I was asked to give a message.


  – By whom?


  – Himeta.


  – To whom?


  – To Akira


  Saying that, Usako took out her mobile phone.


  She thrust it at him.


  – Do you have the courage to listen to it?


  Usako said with a provocative attitude.


  Akira replied with a self-deprecating attitude.


  – I don’t have the courage. But if I can hear Hinata’s voice again, I’ll do anything.


  – Alright.


  Usako came up next to him.


  She hugged Hinata and held the phone close to his ear in place of Akira, who had his hands occupied.


  Akira pressed his right cheek against Hinata’s cold forehead and listened to her voice recorded with his left ear.


  




  『The fact that Akira-kun is listening to this recording means that Nelly-chan kept her promise』


  




  – Yeah, that’s right. Hina… ta.


  Akira replied in a whisper.


  Normally speaking, it might be a meaningless act.


  However, it wasn’t meaningless for Akira.


  『Well… that’s how things ended up happening』


  Hinata’s strained laugh could be heard from the phone.


  『Now, when the time really comes…. I’m sure I won’t be able to put a smile on my face, I’ll probably start crying, and I think I’ll end up lashing out at Akira-kun and venting my grudges』


  – … That wasn’t… the case. Hinata was very… strong.


  『That’s why I asked to leave a message about what I want to say before it’s too late. I can’t seem to record it for too long, so I’ll keep it short』


  – … Sure. … Go ahead.


  『First. I’ve asked Nelly-chan what to do from now on, so I will be indebted to her』


  – That’s… a very complicated… discussion, isn’t it?


  『Second. Don’t cheat on Nelly-chan』


  – Ha… haha… that one is… easy.


  『Third. The last one. Thank you for everything』


  – …………


  『You may think it’s only been 20 years, but thanks to Akira-kun, I was able to live a life without regrets. I may be bluffing, but more than half of it is true. Will I, who will be there, be smiling earnestly in my last moments?』


  Shocked by those words, Akira trembled.


  Trembling, he nervously looked down at Hinata in his arms.


  For the first time, he looked straight into her dead face.


  He involuntarily saw what he was trying not to see.


  Hinata──was wearing a beautiful smile, as if it was her sleeping face in a happy dream, as if she was content and at peace.


  Tears spilled from Akira’s eyes.


  The only reason he had been crying until just now was because he was filled with grief for his own sake.


  For the first time, he cried for Hinata.


  (I’m glad. … I’m glad)


  In the midst of the unavoidable and untimely death, at least Hinata was able to pass away satisfied.


  『For that reason, Akira-kun. Thank you. And… I’m sorry. Akira-kun might regret it because I went first. Still, thought it might be selfish, it’s what I wish. … I hope Akira-kun can live a life without regrets…. I will be watching over you from heaven. Well then──bye-bye』


  The recording finished playing.


  – I give this mobile phone to Akira.


  Usako slipped it into Akira’s jacket pocket.


  Akira broke down in tears and said to Usako.


  – You have… my thanks… thank you….


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  – Don’t mention it.


  Usako’s hand was placed on Akira’s shoulder.


  She had warm hands.


  They were essentially different from the heat of the flames produced by Akira, which burned everything to the ground.


  It was a warm hand.


  




  With Hinata in his arms and Usako, the three of them disappeared from the hospital.


  – We have to mourn for her.


  Because Usako said so.


  – Let’s go, Akira.


  She said, her tone powerful.


  She was like a substitute for his older sister.


  Akira also suddenly noticed. When did she stop calling him 「Akkii」?


  That must have──a meaning. A determination in her own way.


  While discussing things like this and that, they first searched for a large tree in the mountains where no one would go, and used it as a grave marker, thinking, 「I’m sure the sun shines well here」.


  Her body was cremated with Akira’s own flames.


  With undivided attention, he bid farewell to her with the most beautiful, pure flame Akira could create.


  – This will be the last time I use… this power.


  – Yup. I think that’s fine.


  Hinata’s body disappeared into flames, not even her bones remained.


  And then, the two of them followed the sparks──the phosphorescence rising to the sky with their eyes until they were out of sight.


 
  Chapter 8 - 3 minutes before the destruction of Akane Academy


 
  Facing him was Haimura Moroha.


  The one supporting him continuously was his long-time partner, Shirai Usako.


  As Ranjou Satsuki and Maya, who was in her arms crying, watched intently──


  Akira’s fight had finally plunged into the fourth round.


  – Suraaaaaa!!


  Together with a loud fighting shout, Moroha fired prana and mana from the sword blade at the same time.


  A combination of 《Venus》 and the 6th Rank Dark Art 《Bright White Frost》. Yin Yang.


  He drove the extremely cold sword wave as if to deliver the finishing blow into the body of the flame giant, which had been chopped up perseveringly and strongly, blowing it up into pieces.


  – One more──you’re next.


  Even though Moroha roared, the one his eyes were fixedly and directly staring at was──Akira after all.


  The flame giant, the other one, was alive and well, but from the point of view of a swordsman like him, the pressure of its strong arm was already less than half.


  Moroha easily evaded it, on the contrary, he determinedly cut off the extended giant hand.


  At the same time, his left hand continued writing new magic characters.


  2nd Rank of Wind, 《Breeze Mace》.


  His aim was one and one only, Akira.


  Akira couldn’t react to the blow of the windstorm that was the same as an iron hammer released from the left hand of Moroha who made use of his blind spot, the flame giant, his pawn.


  His concentration was evidently dropping.


  No wonder. As he was unable to perfectly recover from the damage of the 8th Rank of Ice, 《Frost Giant》──he continued using 《Mars》, which needed extreme concentration of his mind while having no leeway in the fierce battle.


  Because he was Akira, the only person in the world nicknamed “Flame King”, he had made it this far.


  It was impossible for everyone else.


  While being aware of that, Akira had the wind mallet driven into him while cursing his own carelessness.


  – Akira! Get a hold of yourself!


  Usako’s warning didn’t arrive in time.


  The shock sent him flying to the back.


  Because of the impact, Akira’s concentration was completely interrupted for a moment.


  The control of the remaining giant was lost, and its body made of raging flames came loose, transforming into a mere lump of flames.


  Meanwhile, Akira rolled on the floor.


  The friction there, which had been turned into ice ground, was low, so he slid, being rather unable to come to a stop.


  – Guuuh…!


  As Akira stood the pain, he thrust his nails into the ice and forcibly killed the inertia.


  He had a tremendous tenacity.


  However, he immediately tried to stand up, and immediately failed. He staggered and fell to his knees. Because he was directly hit by 《Breeze Mace》, the pain and impact hadn’t faded yet.


  As expected, Moroha didn’t try to add another attack.


  He waited for Akira to stand up.


  – Haimoro is really sweet.


  Even though Usako ran up to him, as one would expect, she couldn’t help but banter.


  – He-hem. That’s one of Moroha’s strong points, you see〜.


  Satsuki, who was watching intently in the distance, bragged in a nasal voice.


  – Don’t say things like that. It was your side who hesitated when Maaya came a moment ago, no? Now we’re even.


  Moroha said like it was nothing.


  – ……


  Akira had no comment.


  As the Devil, he only took advantage of the kindness and naivety of Moroha*.


  *TN: the Devil is the furigana reading for the weak and Moroha is the furigana reading for the strong.


  He cut 《High Durability》 and 《Anti-Magic》, turned not attacking into a good excuse, and turned that amount into 《Inner Life》.


  This time he borrowed Usako’s shoulder, but his knees were still weak.


  As he placed one knee and one hand on the ground, he devoted himself to recovery.


  While wondering that it was shameful, for Akira, it was something that had to be achieved.


  It didn’t matter how much shame he would experience during his life. He stingily clung to living.


  And he would steal victory from this boy…!


  – Haimura Moroha. 《Ancient Dragon》. You’re, sure enough… too strong.


  Akira wore a light smile as sweat kept trickling down his forehead.


  – Are you being sarcastic?


  Moroha replied while taking a look at his own body.


  There were countless burn scars on his whole body.


  If it wasn’t for 《Inner Life》, even he would have died long ago.


  Aren’t each of these burns proof of Akira’s strength? He said.


  – I’m… weak.


  However, shook his head feebly. He wasn’t being humble or anything like that.


  – I bitterly know… how weak I am.


  Otherwise, he wouldn’t go down on his hands and knees in a place like this.


  – If you really think so, why don’t you give up already? If you bring the school principal, out of respect for Maaya, nothing bad will happen.


  – Fufu… what an attractive… proposal. It surprises me to see how much of a kind man you are.


  Akira let leak a fiendish stifled laugh.


  (I’m weak)


  But that wasn’t a proclamation of defeat.


  He had a way to fight even if he was weak.


  Akira was placing his right hand on the ground now.


  The frozen ground was terrifyingly cold.


  But there was a colossal mass of heat──inside it, deep inside the ground below the ice, several tens of meters below the ground.


  Akira could feel it.


  (It’s time to… warm myself up)


  Akira gave a stifled smile one more time.


  This time, it was mixed with a quite bitter smile.


  His battle style was slow, until he was really ignited.


  For that reason, how many risks was he made to take to endure and gain this much time?


  – My heart is touched by your proposal… but it’s a disgrace for the Devil to be tricked by a human!


  Akira made his bright red prana burst into flames with an indomitable fighting spirit.


  Moroha opened his eyes wide.


  Seeing Akira’s prana rise more and more, the wounds all over his body opened.


  It caused bright red blood to overflow from them.


  The drops of blood hung and fell to the ground, melting the ice covering the ground, evaporating as they made a sound.


  What was boiling was Akira’s blood.


  A human shouldn’t be able to live with blood in such a state.


  As if it was remaking his own body.


  Yes, in order to defeat Moroha, he had to throw away being a human being!


  Even Usako, who was lending him her shoulder, couldn’t stay close to him due to the extreme temperature.


  Alone, Akira wore a daring smile while crouching.


  – Why…!


  In Satsuki’s chest, Maya let out a sorrowful shout.


  – Why are you really going that far desu…!? How can you go to such lengths desu…!?


  Not only sadness was blended with her voice, but also panic.


  Akira remained silent; he didn’t answer.


  The color of the prana erupting from his body got redder and redder, approaching the reddest color in this three-dimensional universe.


  Then, he sent it to the bottom of the ground from the red hand that was on the frozen ground and let it permeate.


  He tried to reach another huge heat source that slept there.


  – I don’t know what you’re planning to do, but──I won’t let you!


  Moroha’s “eyes” could see the movement and flow of the prana, so he rushed forward with his sword.


  He naturally wasn’t going to keep turning a blind eye anymore.


  So, Akira had only one thing to do.


  – I… rely on you.


  – Roger!


  He left the interception to Usako.


  The moment she responded, a wall of flame rose in front of Moroha, blocking his path.


  Moroha backstepped just in time. He prevented himself from jumping into the trap.


  – As expected of Haimoro. Nice dodging.


  The red wall quickly dissipated and they saw each other.


  Usako protected Akira, who was still kneeling down on one knee, and stood in Moroha’s way.


  – I knew you were a flame user too.


  Moroha answered as if it was a simple question, and Usako whistled.


  Moroha spoke as he filled the blade with prana*.


  *TN: Prana is the furigana reading for white light.


  – Didn’t I say that I got to the point where I was able to “see” things more deeply thanks to training 《Clairvoyance》? At first, it was a countermeasure against Akira, but there were some unexpected side effects.


  For example, even things that Akira and Usako didn’t know──


  When Moroha crossed swords with “Flash Sword” Leonard Van Percy, he prepared in advance for the twenty-seven-clone technique that the extraordinary speedster used as his last big move, and was able to see through the color of his prana.


  – Even today, I heard Nelly’s 《Mars》 was gasoline, but when she tried it, I felt something was off. To my “eyes”, the color of Nelly’s prana looked exactly the same as Shiba’s. That’s why I noticed. Nelly isn’t strengthening Shiba’s flames, she’s creating flames equivalent to Shiba’s, she’s making it look like that.


  Moroha, who had now was in his best condition, said words with a strong tinge of conclusion called speculation one after another while firing long sword waves clad in prana continuously.


  – Ping-Pong, Ping-Pong♪ The flames of hell will be the prize given to Haimoro.


  Usako protected Akira and fired waves of flame one after another, keeping Moroha at bay.


  《Jupiter》 and 《Mars》 clashed intermittently, scattering white and red brilliance.


  – But the shape of the soul of each person is different, right? There’s no such thing as prana of the same color with no size difference. Nelly’s 《Mars》 still has some tricks.


  (That’s right)


  Akira was astonished in his mind.


  However, there was no obligation to answer.


  The identity of Usako’s 《Mars》 was related to the foundation of his secret plan, so he wasn’t going to tell him.


  (All right, plan… 2)


  Plan 1 was to attack Moroha, who was wounded all over in the battle with Kairi Senjo, and if he there was a chance, he could snatch away a fair victory.


  The timid Akira always prepared and carried out multiple tricks.


  The ground suddenly started shaking.


  The tremor was extremely violent, and cracks ran through the ice covering the ground.


  Needless to say, Akira was at the center of the great earthquake.


  – Why are you going this far──Yes, you asked me this… didn’t you, Maya-kun?


  Strangely enough, his whispers were still heard in the midst of the rumbles in the ground.


  – If a person is not alive, nothing makes sense.


  Akira repeated what he had always said.


  – I will do anything to live and keep alive.


  It was the same expression as at that time, like a martyr.


  




  Right after that whisper──the earth split open.


  The Akane Academy buildings above.


  The hill was about to crumble to pieces from the center.


 
  5 Years Ago - Thus, the Devil was born


 
  After the death of the most important person in the world, Shiba Akira welcomed the end of his summer vacation.


  – I won’t fight anymore. I can’t fight. I have no reason to fight.


  Akira replied with a faint fragile voice.


  Those were words he had vocalized many times over the past few days.


  The other party was the principal, Minoyama Tooya.


  – Won’t you somehow reconsider it?


  Minoyama tried to be obsequious and to humor him one way or another, saying as he rubbed his hands together.


  But Akira didn’t even look at him.


  His expression lacked vitality, looking down while sitting on a chair. His eyes were fixed on a point on the opposite blank white wall.


  Akira was in a dreary room.


  Not only the walls, but also the floor and ceiling were all white.


  The only furnishing that was there was a shabby chair that Akira was sitting on.


  This place was the school affairs building of Akane Academy. Deep in the basement was a room called the Reflection Chamber.


  It was a place built to detain students who had forgotten their awareness of being a 《Savior》 and abused 《Ancestral Arts》 as a form of punishment (In addition, if the abuse was extreme, students were severely punished, rather than receiving a lenient sentence such as being detained).


  Akira was confined here for the crime of setting the special ward at Urushibara General Hospital on fire.


  That was on paper.


  Summer vacation was coming to an end, and Akira told the principal, who had returned from Tokyo, that his intention was to stop being a Savior and fighting against 《Metaphysicals》.


  As the principal bubbled at the mouth, he tried to persuade Akira to make him change his mind.


  But after losing Hinata, Akira became completely like a living corpse.


  Hinata left him a message, telling him to live a life without regrets, but it was basically impossible.


  When the principal saw that Akira was in such a state and that he had completely lost the meaning and will to fight, he immediately tossed him into this Reflection Chamber.


  From Akira’s point of view, it was the same no matter where or what they did.


  He found no value or interest in anything.


  Also, he certainly felt guilty about burning down the hospital ward.


  That was why he didn’t put resistance, and kept staring into the void the whole time in this room.


  He continued to face the feeling of emptiness of losing Hinata.


  The principal tried to persuade Akira three times a day, bringing food each time, but Akira ignored him. Or he said no, shaking his head left and right. He no longer had the energy to do anything.


  In response to Akira’s lack of reaction, the principal prostrated himself to the point of exaggeration.


  – Hey… I’m begging you, Shiba-kun. Help me out.


  He desperately implored.


  From the principal’s point of view, if Akira made efforts as an S-Ranker, he could score points within the Japanese Division for 「Educating an extremely excellent student」.


  On the other hand, if Akira was beyond recovery, it would be the biggest failure for 「Having failed to manage the most important force」.


  – As you see… as you see! Do you remember all the good things I did for you?


  The principal said that very seriously, and in the end, he even started kneeling down on the ground.


  Akira was still staring into the void, but the principal kept rubbing his forehead against the floor as if it was a test of endurance without lifting his head.


  A scolding mixed with disdain was spat out at the principal’s unsightly bottom.


  – Enough, principal. Step back.


  – Ha… hahaa.


  The principal, still kneeling on the ground, rubbed his forehead against his fat belly, turned around, and bowed his head to another person.


  To the young man who had just arrived at the Reflection Chamber.


  – Nice to meet you, Shiba Akira-kun.


  That man──the board chairman, Urushibara Takenori, gracefully greeted him.


  Even if Akira ignored him, because he had a magnanimous attitude, he didn’t care.


  When he came in front of Akira with pompous steps, he suddenly crouched down with a friendly attitude, looked up at Akira’s downcast face, and examined him.


  Akira also saw the face of the board chairman, who was famous for not showing himself in front of the students, for the first time.


  He was graceful, but he had a gloomy and harsh expression.


  But now, even when wearing a bright smile,


  – You and I are not friends. Even if fellow men have a chat and joke, it will not be very exciting. So, I will go straight to the point──how can I make you fight?


  His manner of speaking was dreadfully outspoken.


  Akira was unresponsive. He didn’t even look daunted.


  He heard him, of course. He was, but it was troublesome to even change his expression, let alone open his mouth.


  He wanted to return soon. That was all he was thinking.


  However, the board chairman smiled for a moment, and then suddenly changed his expression.


  Even if he was smiling, he lifted the corners of his mouth with a monstrous ferocity, and then he came near Akira’s eyes to the point he was right in front of his eyes, peered into the bottom of his heart,


  – What is your wish? What do you want? I will lend you as much money as possible. The Urushibara are a powerful family, and I also have a certain amount of power. Come on, tell me. And, will you fight for me?


  He made vulgar and arrogant remarks like shoving his finger into someone else’s chest rudely.


  Of course, Akira remained unresponsive.


  He didn’t even have the energy to plug his ears or turn his face away.


  The board chairman looked at him for a while,


  – I’ve had enough.


  With a speed to give up, which was far different from that of the principal, he stood up quickly.


  He really left the Reflection Chamber, and the principal followed him in a panic.


  Upon leaving, the board chairman said over his shoulder.


  – Do you understand? If you don’t fight, I will just send the Strikers to the harshest battlefields. Are we clear?


  He left a whip next to the candy*.


  *TN: Whip is the furigana reading for threat. And I have no idea what this sentence means at all.


  The thick metal door blocked the entrance with a heavy sound.


  Akira muttered a few words while staring into the void.


  – You better not underestimate Mari-kun… and the others.


  




  It wasn’t like Akira had an accurate premonition at that time.


  But that monologue came true, almost like a prophecy.


  After this, after a year-long power struggle, Mari made Urushibara Takenori and Minoyama Tooya lose their positions and assumed office as the second principal.


  At that time, the person with whom she temporarily joined hands and fought together was Urushibara Tadanori, who had just graduated from university.


  Tadanori, like Mari, would assume as the second board chairman.


  He was Takenori’s younger brother.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  It was Mari who visited Tanaka Tarou, who was doing office work in the staff room after school.


  – I’ve met with Shiba-kun. Thank you for intermediating.


  She politely bowed her head first.


  Originally, it was a rule that other students weren’t allowed to meet those in the Reflection Chamber, but Tanaka was asked by Mari to negotiate with the principal.


  He told the principal, 「Perhaps, if Shimon-san persuades him, it might turn out well」, and he readily agreed.


  Of course, even Mari knew that Akira’s depression wasn’t something she was able to handle.


  – Just what is going on with Shiba-kun? Even when I asked him, he didn’t respond at all….


  Mari looked like she was unable to stand still, and instead asked Tanaka for an answer.


  – It’s true that Shiba-kun has been feeling a little down lately. However, he wasn’t like that when he was sent to subjugate the 《Metaphysical》 the other day. What happened in that short time?


  Seeing Akira like an empty shell must have been a shock.


  She couldn’t stand it.


  – … Who knows? Even I, his teacher, don’t know. It makes me fully realize that I’m unfit as a class teacher.


  Tanaka changed the angle of his face so that Mari couldn’t see his expression with the light from the glasses and answered.


  In reality, he knew.


  He knew that Akira had lost a woman who was both his family and his lover.


  But if Akira didn’t tell Mari about it, then it wasn’t something that should be told to others.


  It wasn’t like Tanaka did his own research. He wouldn’t do anything shameless like stepping into a student’s private life. Even so, he was doing a lot of shady things as Suruga Andou’s tool.


  What Tanaka knew was that Akira had decided to become a 《Savior》 using the treatment of his older stepsister as a bargain. The reason he knew that Akira seemed to love his older stepsister affectionately was because he had heard about it from Fujii Saehime, who was in charge of her treatment, when talking about various topics.


  – … If you say that, I’m also a failure as captain.


  Mari said in dejection.


  Even the tip of her witch-like hat, which she had always been wearing these days, looked somewhat droopy.


  – Shimon-san, it’s difficult to say that it’s better not to worry about it too much… but what will happen to the Strikers if you lose your vigor?


  – … That’s right. Now that Shiba-kun has become like that, we have to be strong from now on. Thank you, Sensei.


  Mari bowed her head deeply and left the staff room with her lips pursed and determination overflowing in her eyes.


  She went to do special training.


  She and the Strikers seemed to have something to look forward to, and during the summer when there was no school, they trained considerably. They didn’t need the guidance of Tanaka and the other teachers anymore.


  – I don’t know if it applies to 《Saviors》, but… children grow up, don’t they?


  Tanaka muttered to himself inwardly.


  He stopped working on the paperwork and thought about various things.


  About Akira who turned into a living corpse.


  And the feelings of guilt for assisting Suruga Andou and making them fight all the time.


  And his own boyhood──


  




  When Tanaka was a child, the Japan Professional Football League hadn’t started yet, and baseball was at its peak in Japan.


  The streets were full of boys who spent all of their free time playing baseball, it was a period when everyone said, 「My dream for the future is to be a professional baseball player」.


  Tanaka Tarou was also one of those high-school baseball players.


  What made him different from other children was that he liked to work harder than others.


  He was blessed with a lot of talent.


  He reasonably stepped up from a strong team in the Little Senior League to a prestigious private school that was a regular at Koushien.


  His height and physique didn’t grow, so he had never been able to use his heavy blows or strong throwing arm as his selling point. He never got as much attention as ace pitchers and sluggers.


  However, the skillfulness of his sacrifice fly was one of the best in his generation, and he was a restrained but impressive second batter with a high on-base percentage and stealing percentage even in solos. Above all, he had a natural sense of defense, and he was a short famous enough that professional scouts paid attention to.


  He had almost no memory of sitting on the bench. From the beginning when he was little, he quickly became a regular player in senior and high school.


  He played at Koushien in the summer of his second year of high school, and even though he had high hopes of becoming a pro player immediately after graduation, he was the kind of player who thought he might be able to become one someday after playing university baseball and baseball tournaments between non-professional teams sponsored by corporations, and that there was no need to give up.


  At the end of his second year of high school, Tanaka suddenly changed.


  Even though he was practicing, he lightly hit the ball thrown by a Senpai (One of the best 4 pitchers at Koushien, so talented that even though he was a mid-level pick, he decided to become a professional after graduating) who was one year above him with all his might, sending it outside of the school grounds.


  Naturally, his surroundings asked him, 「Is that a trick you got!?」.


  He had a trick, but he was too embarrassed to reveal it.


  Around that time, Tanaka began to have strange dreams.


  In his dreams, he had superhuman physical abilities and was involved in the assassination trade.


  At that time, Tanaka said with a wry smile, 「I never thought I would have such a desire to be a Superman」. It was a time when the slang 「chuunibyou」didn’t exist.


  However, it was because he dreamt of his 「other self」 too often, and because the feeling of making use of his superhuman physical abilities in his dreams was so pleasing──well, murder business aside──he tried using the tricks both in his dreams and reality in baseball.


  For example, when it was his turn at the bat, he could “see” as if he had a third eye between his eyebrows, which improved his dynamic visual acuity, and made it easier to hit the ball of any ace.


  When he swung the bat, he “imagined drawing power from the gates that were in his arms”, and the lack of slugging power that had made him cry since childhood was solved like magic.


  At that time, the term 「placebo effect」 had not yet spread in Japan, but Tanaka casually thought, 「The power of self-suggestion is amazing」.


  Sticking to being the fourth batter, pro scouts who heard the rumors came in droves, and he had many meetings and private dinners.


  It was seen as a certainty that he would become the tournament’s number one slugger at Koushien next spring.


  He was still 17 years old. It would be a lie if he said he didn’t get caught up in the moment.


  However, his innate love for hard work meant that he never missed a day of practice.


  Improving his skill even more, he aimed to win back-to-back spring and summer championships as the team’s senior student and to become a professional player after graduation.


  




  And something happened on a certain day like that.


  Tanaka, who was a boarding student, was immersed in independent training even after dinner.


  He was checking his swing form in front of the full-length mirror at the indoor training ground.


  With the Spring Tournament just around the corner, naturally his training was full of passion.


  As his seriousness increased endlessly, his swings also became more intimidating.


  Then Tanaka suddenly realized.


  As he swung the bat in the mirror, something blackish──or more accurately, something that looked like a dark aura was rising from his whole body.


  Tanaka didn’t mistake it as a hallucination or something like that.


  The reason was that his other self, who acted as a superhuman in his dreams, was always clad in an aura like that.


  No, it wasn’t just his other self. In that world, anyone with a reputation as a respectable warrior could make their aura sway like this and gain superhuman strength.


  Due to the emotional shock, Tanaka unintentionally dropped the bat.


  He was trembling with fear.


  He rushed out of the indoor training ground into the dark outside, confirmed that no one was watching, and experimented.


  He tried to see whether or not he could do something he had never thought of trying before──he tried to see if he could run up the outer wall to the roof of the building like he did in his dreams.


  He started an approach run, resolved himself, and moved forward… in one go!


  The mental image of drawing power from the gates of both feet and gluing the soles of the feet to the outer wall.


  The experiment succeeded all too easily.


  He did it.


  Tanaka crouched on the roof, making his body shake and holding back his sobs.


  This power wasn’t normal.


  It went beyond self-suggestion.


  Wasn’t it unfair──to use something like this and play a very active part in games?


  (… No, in the first place, if people saw such a shady thing, wouldn’t it be a big fuss?)


  Seeing the dark grey aura covering his hands, Tanaka thought.


  (… But how did I do it until now? Did I unconsciously put out this in practice matches or something? … No way, ordinary people can’t see it?)


  If that was the case, it was even more unfair.


  




  ──That was what Tanaka thought, with the sensitivity and fastidiousness that were typical of adolescents.


  It didn’t take long for him to decide to quit baseball that he loved so much.


  It had been decided that he had injured his body from overtraining (back in the day, coaches didn’t take the blame for it) and notified that he was leaving the club.


  He was missed by his surroundings, but it didn’t last long. The baseball club didn’t have the leeway to be busy with dropouts as they prepared for the Baseball Tournament in spring, and the world was just looking for new stars.


  Tanaka, who gave up on becoming a pro, decided to become an elementary school teacher.


  Although he had given up on continuing as a player, he still loved baseball, so he wanted to get involved in some other way. Maybe I can teach children, he thought.


  He thought it would be good if he could teach in a way that would make the students find baseball enjoyable and get them to love baseball even more, without necessarily thinking about becoming the leader of a strong team.


  Immediately after graduating from university, he was luckily assigned to a public school.


  It was rare for a teacher to want to be an adviser for club activities, so when he asked, even though he was an inexperienced teacher, he was immediately put in charge of the baseball club.


  He was able to have fun playing baseball with the children, just as he imagined.


  He got a good match, got married at the age of 24, and soon had a child.


  He named him 「Ichirou」 after his most favorite professional baseball player.


  A big shock came to Tanaka’s life, which he thought would be smooth sailing, when he was 27.


  When he learned that satellite broadcasting services with a huge number of channels were gradually spreading in Japan, he immediately signed a contract and started watching American major league games.


  Using the hidden money that he had saved, he purchased a high-performance recording device.


  He was deeply moved and excited by the splendor and high level of the Major League Baseball, which could be said to be the pinnacle in the world.


  However.


  Tanaka noticed. He accidentally witnessed.


  The moment, truly in a moment when a handful of players, called the top of the top in the MLB where high-level players from all over the world gathered, showed an unbelievable superhuman play, causing an aura to shine from their whole bodies.


  Legendary players of the past, who commentated on the match, described this state as 「Getting into the zone」.


  Tanaka couldn’t help but be stunned.


  The TV made him fall into a mood as if he had seen the end of the world.


  They probably weren’t as self-aware as Tanaka──


  




  … They’re… just like me, aren’t they….


  … Then… why… did I have to quit baseball…?


  Why did I… end up quitting baseball… that I love so much…?


  




  A tempestuous regret overwhelmed him.


  He felt unbearably angry at how naïve his 17-year-old self was.


  He wanted to abandon everything.


  What kept him from despair was the affection of his wife, the innocence of his son, and the children of the baseball team with whom he became attached to when he went to school.


  Tanaka forcibly put away his big, big anger into the depths of his heart, hid his true feelings behind his glasses, and continued to lead an unchanging daily life.


  In addition, Ichirou, who was growing up quickly, said something problematic: 「I want to be a champion of justice」, while Tanaka was worried about the days when he was constantly injured by the brat in the neighborhood, leading to having strong feelings such as 「I’ll let this child do what he likes because I couldn’t 」.


  Not only that. He thought that thing about Ichirou was without doubt the influence of the children’s TV program, but surprisingly, another Ichirou in his dream said that he couldn’t become an ally of justice, so he wanted to start over.


  Saying that, the young Ichirou made a silver aura smoke.


  (My child was just like me!)


  Because Tanaka was taken aback, he thought he shouldn’t let this power run wild.


  Although he failed, he wanted Ichirou to skillfully deal with this power and become a champion of justice, his aim.


  He approached the judo hall in his neighborhood, bowed his head to the teacher who was famous for his aspects of spiritual training, and decided to let Ichirou learn from him.


  Nevertheless, he watched attentively and warmly.


  He was aware that he was compensating for his life not turning out well.


  




  The third turning point in Tanaka’s life came when he turned 30.


  In the new academic year, as a homeroom teacher for the new first grade, he, who stood on a podium in front of 6-to 7-year-old children, witnessed something frightening.


  The student sitting in the middle row and at the very back of the class.


  That child was causing a strangely huge amount of black aura to spew out.


  It was a terrifying sight, as if that was the only dark part in the classroom, or as if the entrance to the underworld had opened there.


  In addition to the amount of aura, the color was also special.


  The darkest in the world, yet it had a hue that was out of this world and was full of glitter.


  It reminded Tanaka of the infinite and boundless universe.


  At a glance, he was made to understand that the dark grey aura he could produce was nothing but an insignificant thing compared to this child’s aura.


  As he involuntarily stared at him, he met the child’s gaze.


  He smiled.


  It was an eerie expression that made an even more craftiness peep through, greater than that of any adult no matter how old they were.


  Tanaka pretended that he hadn’t seen anything, somehow pretended to be calm, carried out his duties as a class teacher without any problems, and school day came to an end.


  He headed home at a quick pace.


  On the way there, the student in question was waiting.


  – It seems that you can see it.


  He concluded while showing off his black aura.


  His tone ended up convincing him that if the supreme ruler really existed, he would speak with dignity and presence like this.


  The fact that it came out of the child’s mouth made it even more eerie.


  And this precisely──


  




  This precisely was the moment when Tanaka Tarou and Suruga Andou met by chance.


  




  – Accompany me.


  The six-year-old child said with arrogance and immediately turned on his heels.


  Tanaka naturally followed him, there was no suspicion in his attitude.


  And in fact, the grown man in his thirties followed him willfully.


  I don’t want to die yet──Tanaka’s instincts were ringing the highest level of warning bells.


  Suruga Andou hailed a taxi very naturally and arrogantly told him where he was going.


  The driver, who glanced in the rearview mirror, made a strange face as if he saw a child and an adult taking the role of the other.


  When they arrived, they were at Suruga Andou’s house.


  A single building near the top of a small hill. A large palatial residence.


  He overheard that the son of a wealthy person was in his class, and that son was Suruga Andou.


  The parents who welcomed them bowed to Suruga Andou as if they were retainers.


  – … Are they your real parents?


  – If it means that my body and blood are related, then they are definitely my parents. Spiritually, though, they are my vassals.


  Suruga Andou said arrogantly again.


  Tanaka himself later realized that he was naturally speaking respectfully to a six-year-old.


  Despite the fact that Tanaka had sympathy for the parents who gave birth to such a creepy child, when he looked at them, he could sense a vague sense of self-respect coming from them, which said, 「We, who gave birth to the Lord of the World」, giving him an even bad feeling.


  Instead of chatting inside the mansion, Suruga Andou just passed by and went outside to the backyard.


  Even though it was called a backyard, it wasn’t clear where the boundary line started and ended.


  This hill was entirely within the Suruga family’s grounds.


  Following Suruga Andou on the esplanade, he was invited deeper and deeper into the forest.


  He had a bad feeling.


  He knew something was watching him.


  He soothed the scratchy nape by stroking it.


  And then, at the end of the esplanade, he came across that thing crouching.


  A strange-looking thing with a lion-like body and two identical female faces like twins.


  It was the first time Tanaka saw a 《Metaphysical》.


  – Let me introduce you. This is my pet.


  Suruga Andou approached the fantastic thing without fear as he joked around.


  Because the monster was submissive, when the boy held his right hand out, it bowed its two heads as if to fall prostrate.


  Because of that, Tanaka only became pale and froze, but didn’t panic further. If Suruga Andou hadn’t taken the initiative and proved it was safe, he might have collapsed on the spot.


  – Wh-what is, this…?


  – I can plant seeds in people’s souls, promoting the growth of malice and negative emotions, making them blossom. And what should be called a ripe and fallen fruit is this magic beast.


  Suruga Andou answered Tanaka’s vague question without hesitation.


  – I-in other words, this monster was created by extracting a human soul…?


  Unable to believe it, Tanaka stared at the monster.


  Yes, it was unbelievable… but he was able to believe it.


  It was because he actually witnessed an unrealistic being in this way.


  Not only that, the fact that Tanaka himself possessed some kind of mysterious power that made him different from ordinary people lowered the bar to recognize anomalous beings. Such was the work of the mind.


  The problem was that if he were to accept it, that was when new worries welled up.


  What happened to the test subjects whose souls were pulled out, or the victims?


  – Don’t worry. It won’t kill you.


  Suruga Andou gave a stifled laughter as if he could see through his mind.


  – The original body that has become an empty shell will remain in a coma forever. It’s still being kept in the estate even now. This monster and its body are connected by something like an invisible cord. If the life activity of the body stops, the cord will be cut. This monster will rampage, and even my control won’t be effective anymore. Then, it will disappear in a matter of minutes. So, it can’t kill.


  – I see…. So, is this monster now under your complete control?


  – If it’s one at a time, yeah. If I try to manipulate more than one at a time, it will make them rampage as well and I won’t be able to control them again. That’s why the other monsters are dormant for now.


  Tanaka repeatedly nodded at Suruga Andou’s explanation.


  And then he realized why this arrogant boy was so thoughtful and scrupulous.


  – What do you want Sensei──no, what do you want me to do?


  – I want a lot of test subjects so that I can continue my experiments in creating these monsters. However, I hate making meaningless troubles, and I don’t want to commit any stupidity that increases the risk of being found out. I want to properly abduct those who won’t be missed even if they disappear, and after the experiment is over, I want to release them without them even realizing what happened to them.


  – And I will be given the role of abducting them and releasing them… right? But why are you selecting me?


  – You were mostly a spy or an assassin in your previous life, weren’t you? You should be good at covert operations.


  Upon having that pointed out boldly, Tanaka had an idea.


  It was true that in his dreams he was better at covert actions than anyone else.


  But what surprised him now was,


  – Previous life? Did you just say previous life!?


  – Yes. You have strange dreams too, right?  Those are your memories from your real previous life.


  – Is… that so…?


  This was absurd, but when being told about it, he felt strangely convinced.


  – Then, did you and I meet in our previous life?


  That was why he guessed Tanaka’s past life abilities, right?


  – That’s one in a million chance.


  Suruga calmly shook his head.


  – I can tell by looking at the glimmer of the soul. I’m able to have a rough idea of the nature of the power a person possess. However, it’s not something that these eyes of mine can see. That’s why it’s meaningless to have those people in front of me. It’s extremely inconvenient, and I spite myself because of it.


  Suruga Andou explained further.


  




  According to him, by entering a meditative state, Suruga Andou was able to “see” the brilliance of the souls of people throughout the world, just like seeing the stars in the night sky.


  However, since the brightness of the glimmer was proportional to the strength of the soul, most people’s brilliance wasn’t reflected in Suruga Andou’s “eyes” as if they were 「Trash stars」.


  Also, when talking about the same person, there were times when the brilliance of the soul increased and times when it did not, so unless they had a very strong soul, he could not see it all the time.


  Furthermore, since the scale that he could “see” was a whole star, adjustments were not possible.


  That was why it was useless to look at the person in front of him.


  The brilliance of Tanaka’s soul had been slipping in and out for a long time, but at most he knew that he was 「Somewhere in this town」.


  That was why he continued to emit an aura on a regular basis, testing to see if anyone would notice it.


  – In this world, I have to obtain many samples to see what kind of things are produced from what kinds of people. Go find them from today at once.


  Suruga Andou gave him an order.


  When Tanaka received the appointment, he didn’t seem to have the slightest doubt.


  (I wonder if this person was… a king… in his previous life)


  Thinking that, Tanaka considered whether or not to accept the order.


  Ethically speaking, of course he was quite reluctant.


  However, based on what Suruga Andou had talked about so far, if Tanaka didn’t obey, this wouldn’t be the end of it. He would either be killed, or turned into a monster──either way, it was pretty disgusting.


  (This is a problem…)


  Tanaka groaned in his mind and asked one question out of pure curiosity.


  – Why are you doing that…? Repeating that experiment?


  – To obtain immense power and create my own country*.


  *TN: Power is the furigana reading for political power and country for organization.


  Suruga Andou gave an extremely light and immediate reply.


  Then he told him about the far-reaching plan he sketched.


  Simply put, he would profit from solving problems created by himself by using monsters to influence the sense of crisis of the governments of each country and to make them cooperate and assist in the creation of an organization to exterminate them.


  Suruga Andou would reign as an indispensable being in the organization that would later be nicknamed the White Knight Organization, and abuse his power.


  (How could he come up with that?)


  While Tanaka was impressed, he was also interested in his real motive.


  (If Ichirou joins that organization, he will become a true champion of justice, right?)


  He thought it was a godsend.


  Of course, ethically speaking, it was absolutely unacceptable.


  However, Tanaka armed himself with the theory that committing crimes for the sake of children was also the duty of parents.


  He thought it was ironic and interesting that parents committed crimes in order to make their children champions of justice.


  And, in the depths of his unconscious mind, dark sentiments such as resentment and irritability for giving up on his boyhood dream sought an outlet in this world.


  




  A strange master-servant relationship began between Tanaka Tarou and Suruga Andou.


  Yes, in this world, Tanaka was his first aide.


  During the day, he was an elementary school teacher, and when he got home, he was the father of a child. He, a former assassin, abducted and released innocent people at night.


  After Tanaka learned of the existence of his previous life and the identity of the series of techniques that would later be named Light Techniques, he began training to refine his work.


  He didn’t need such deep paranormal work to abduct ordinary people in secret.


  However, it was necessary if he wanted to become an outstanding existence when he created an organization with only supernatural people who had previous lives.


  When there was someone who got in the way of Suruga Andou’s ambition, or when someone who wasn’t obedient and stood out appeared, a skilled assassin was needed to deal with them.


  Tanaka was a person who liked hard work by birth.


  He was a man who went to Koushien with that hard work.


  He naturally got passioned about the special training of Light Techniques, and he became absorbed in it day by day.


  Sometimes he would even forget his original purpose, spending all night in the mountains practicing 《Godlike Movement》 (Which would later be called a Light Technique).


  After all, unlike when he was a high-school baseball player, he had a convenient thing called 《Inner Life》, so even if he neglected his sleep and rest, he wasn’t even a little exhausted. It didn’t interfere with his double life as a teacher and as a family man.


  His initial desire to make his son a champion of justice faded with each passing day.


  He spent his days feeling hot and fresh, as if he had regained his youth.


  To be more precise, he felt like he had finally found the continuation of his youth that he had lost along the way.


  On the other hand, Suruga Andou’s plan was also progressing steadily, albeit slowly.


  Among the test subjects Tanaka abducted, there were individuals with rare and strong souls, and from them, huge monsters──later named Fortresses──were created.


  One of them was a monster that Sir Edward later named “Labyrinth”, and it had the ability to store test subjects in its vast interior, keeping them alive while in a coma.


  Until then, even if a monster was created from the test subjects, the test subjects’ own bodies would eventually weaken and die, and the precious monsters would disappear. He had to avoid that situation.


  However, thanks to “Labyrinth”, he was able to secure the means to keep the subjects asleep without releasing them, and finally built a system to stock monsters.


  Tanaka was also ordered to investigate those whose souls shone like first-magnitude stars, which Suruga Andou found through meditation.


  Like Suruga Andou, they might have spontaneously become aware of the memories of their previous lives, and if that was the case, it was worth observing and trying to see if they could be drawn in as comrades.


  Every time Tanaka took a break, he continued flying abroad and walking around the towns where the owners of the souls were likely to be while discharging his aura.


  This was already something that could be called good luck if he found them, and this was a plan that couldn’t even be called a plan, so Tanaka didn’t take it too seriously, thinking that he was just lucky to be able to travel abroad with the fortune of the Suruga family.


  Suruga Andou also placidly said that he didn’t mind.


  In fact, if this went on for several years, he would see results, so this was how Tanaka found and made contact with China’s Kairi Senjo and France’s 9th generation “PSG’” Louise Saint-Germain.


  In addition, in terms of order, Kairi Senjo was first, and she was obedient to Suruga Andou from the beginning.


  – I became aware of the “Lord” being born in this world 10 years ago using Rikujin. I knew that person would take me to new frontiers. Therefore, I have been looking forward to the day when his and my fate will intersect and meet*.


  *TN: Rikujin is a form of divination established in China about 2,000 years ago. It’s the abbreviated form of Rikujin Shinka.


  ──She said.


  It was Kairi Senjo who came up with the idea that when the day came when Suruga Andou would be able to make full use of monsters, he should create a dummy organization so that it could serve as a cover for him.


  She provided Paopei in the form of a girl, and she gave it the false name Amagi Utsuho, allowing Suruga Andou to create and control monsters while impersonating another person.


  He later met Louise, who was drawn into his comrades while in the form of Amagi Utsuho, and succeeded in founding the core of the Sixth Wings later.


  




  And on a certain day.


  Tanaka, who was part of the Suruga family’s extravagant dinner, was suddenly told by Suruga Andou.


  – However, you’re also an unexpectedly useful man.


  Tanaka was taken aback by those words, his mouth opened wide.


  Tanaka was 33 years old and Suruga Andou was 10 years old back then, so they had known each other for three years.


  This “Lord” clearly understood that the world was his own, and that it was natural for him to receive the services of others.


  Therefore, these words, from Suruga Andou’s standpoint, were the greatest compliment.


  Surprised, Tanaka asked, half asking for a reward.


  – Isn’t it time for you to tell me your true purpose?


  He tried asking a leading question.


  This man named Suruga Andou, the more he followed his lead, the more mysterious he got. Even if his plan went well, he caused an anti-monster organization to be formed with the government’s support, and sat at the top of it──he felt, very keenly, that he wasn’t of the caliber to be satisfied with something of that degree.


  And that Kairi Senjo.


  She early became aware of Suruga Andou’s true intentions, and that was why he felt that she was serving him.


  – Would you like to hear it?


  He, who should have been in the fourth grade of elementary school, pompously asked back while enjoying a glass of vintage red wine with the gesture that of an expert.


  (There was one after all)


  His prediction proving to be right, Tanaka nodded deeply while moistening his dry lips.


  Then Suruga Andou answered with a grin.


  – I will make this universe truly mine.


  Appropriate for his caliber, he spoke of the first steps of his grand plan.


  – For that, the “Girl of Light” is necessary. That’s what the plan is all about.


  – … May I ask for more details?


  Tanaka no longer doubted this man’s absurd words.


  He understood that he wasn’t such a small boy who would tell absurd lies.


  He was the most fearsome man in the world, and yet, perhaps that was why he was the most charming man in the world──


  Such “Lord” was born.


  Suruga Andou’s story told from there was the most mysterious he had ever heard.


  Tanaka gradually leaned forward, his eyes shining like that of a boy.


  (If… his true plan comes true…)


  Tanaka made his heart throb.


  Thorns of regret stuck in there for over ten years.


  Won’t Suruga Andou relieve this pain?


  Tanaka decisively disclosed the wrong choices he made when he was a boy and the regrets he still had to this day to him.


  – Very well. In the future, I will save you as a reward for your troubles.


  As expected, Suruga Andou promised magnanimously.


  – Thank you! I will do my best for you more than ever!


  Tanaka pledged in exultation.


  He ended up swearing.


  This was Tanaka’s second regret in his life.


  After that, the plan progressed smoothly, and the White Knight Organization was finally established, and Suruga Andou reigned as the king of the Japanese Division for the time being.


  Ostensibly as a 《Savior》 training institution, in reality, Akane Academy was founded as a spider’s web to trap the “Girl of Light”.


  As someone who knew Suruga Andou’s true purpose, Tanaka was assigned to the academy. His teaching career came to life.


  On the other hand, he secretly acted as 《Invisible》, abducted 《Saviors》 who became a hindrance for the plan, and effectively used them as test subjects to produce Archfiends.


  While Tanaka spent such days──


  While he was in direct contact with his students at Akane Academy──


  He made use of them and sent them out into the harshest battles, which left him with a guilty conscience.


  Once he felt guilty, the feeling never disappeared from his heart, and by accumulating little by little, it grew into a big regret.


  Suruga Andou said.


  – If my dearest wish is fulfilled, I will save everyone.


  – Including those who became victims of the plan.


  That was why Tanaka couldn’t stop the plan now.


  No matter how much his conscience hurt, he had no choice but to turn a blind eye to the suffering students and push forward.


  But these days, he thought.


  No, he actually thought about it from the beginning, but he stopped thinking so as not to think about it.


  Will Suruga Andou really save all mankind?


  After accomplishing his own goal, isn’t he going to use us as usual and not take notice of us? 


  Or maybe Tanaka, Kairi Senjo, and other people who could be called his trusted retainers would be saved. The only thing he was sure of was that he had the virtue of generosity.


  But then.


  Then….


  




  At that point, Tanaka stopped looking back at the past.


  In the staff room, at his desk, at the end of a long, long period of suffering──a single decision was in his heart.


  Before he knew it, it was already pitch-black outside. How long had it been since Mari, who visited the staff room, left?


  Tanaka put all the unfinished paperwork and luggage in the commuter briefcase.


  And he stood up.


  – Alright──let’s go.


  He felt his body becoming just a little light.


  Even though Tanaka’s decision to do it from now on didn’t mean that his guilt would be lightened.


  (Good gracious, I’m a hopelessly shallow and calculating human being)


  Since he was a teacher who taught things to others, he deprecated himself, thinking that there wasn’t something more ironic than this.


  





  

♦ ♦ ♦




  


  





  Bedding wasn’t provided in the Reflection Chamber where Shiba Akira was detained.


  The only furniture was a chair, a silent order to sleep while sitting there.


  Akira repeatedly fell into a shallow sleep on it.


  In this room with no clocks or windows, the sense of time was completely lost except for the three meals brought by the principal. The cell phone that Usako gave him (He avoided having it confiscated because the radio waves wouldn’t reach it anyway) was also out of battery.


  When his body wanted sleep, he slept so that he lost consciousness. That was all.


  Since this basement called the Reflection Chamber was supposed to confine 《Saviors》, it had a strong structure.


  One of them was that it was deep, dozens of meters underground.


  Not to mention the walls, the floor and ceiling were all surrounded by solid steel like a large bank vault, so was the metal door at the entrance. With his ID Tag taken away, breaking through and escaping would be impossible unless he boasted 《Strength》.


  Also, when a Kuroma was detained, their hands appeared to be handcuffed behind their backs so that they couldn’t spell.


  In Akira’s case, it was possible to escape using 《Mars》 if he wanted to.


  He just didn’t have the willpower to do that anymore, and he didn’t think he would ever use that power again.


  Above all, Akira had no reason to be in a hurry to escape.


  He heard the heavy sound of the metal door opening.


  Akira, who was a light sleeper, immediately woke up.


  The focus of his eyes was immediately fixed as well, directing his gaze to the entrance.


  From the other side of the half-open metal door,


  – I kept you waiting.


  Usako turned up with a bounce.


  – It took you longer than I… expected.


  Akira said while expressing the nuance that it really didn’t matter.


  – It took a surprising amount of time to organize those around us. In particular, it took a lot of time to raise the money.


  – I’m indebted… to you.


  – Stop. You’re being distant again.


  – My reputation as a flame user has dropped, don’t you agree?


  – Do you want a zabuton?


  While joking, Usako came to his side.


  From the collar of her uniform, she voluntarily thrust her hand into her deep cleavage.


  As he wondered what she was doing, she pulled out an envelope, which seemed to be inserted there.


  – Here. I also met this person.


  – For me? I wonder who it is… from.


  Akira accepted the still lukewarm envelope with complex feelings.


  When he turned it over, the name of Fujii Saehime, who was in charge of Hinata’s treatment, was written on it.


  There were two pieces of writing paper inside.


  – Can I have some time?


  – As much as you want.


  He said a few words to Usako and looked over the letter.


  What was written carefully was an apology to Akira and Hinata for letting her die.


  In the end, she felt remorse for not being able to completely heal anyone.


  『From now on, I want to fight on the front lines, so I applied to the Japanese Division』.


  That was how the first page ended.


  It was said that Saehime was the best in the Japanese Division when it came to healing Dark Arts, but wasn’t she weak when it came to fighting?


  The answer to the question was written on the second page.


  In her previous life, Saehime was an unparalleled great magician.


  She was particularly good at sorcery battles, and she was nicknamed the “Witch of War”, and she said that she lived a life devoted to fighting.


  However, in her later years, she was sick of such a way of life, and in her reborn life, she decided to change it.


  In fact, in all fields, Saehime, who had an unparalleled ability as a Kuroma in the Japanese Division, pretended that she was only good at healing and aspired to work without entering the battlefield.


  『I was tired of arguing and hurting anyone. So, I wanted to do the opposite』


  That was what her letter said.


  『But it was to no avail. After all, it seems that the only things I can do are destroy and burn』


  That was also written in the letter.


  Akira understood her sadness and frustration.


  He could sympathize with her from the bottom of his heart.


  『So I’m going back to how I was. I will do my best to burn down the Metaphysicals that appear as soon as possible so that there are no more victims like Hinata-chan. I will do my best so that Akira and other students do not have to go to the front lines as much as possible. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to find the resolve to do this. I’m sorry I couldn’t save Hinata-chan and Akira-kun.


  The letter ended there.


  (She’s a strong… person)


  Akira thought so as he carefully folded the letter and put it away.


  That strength is something I don’t have, he thought.


  He left the Reflection Chamber with Usako and used the elevator to go to the first floor.


  On the way,


  – Speaking of which, what about the keys?


  – I stole them from the principal. I broke into his apartment building and robbed him.


  – Has the robbery been reported by now?


  If the teachers at Akane Academy showed up, it would get troublesome.


  – I sent him to sleep with 《Saturn》. He’s going to sleep soundly until morning.


  – Isn’t it going to bother his family?


  – They’re staying in Tokyo. The principal is working away from his family.


  – Is that so?


  Everything Usako did appear to be unprecedented, as she was always attentive to detail. He had no choice but to say that her execution in this area was amazing.


  When they went out to the corridor on the first floor of the school affairs building, it was already pitch-black outside.


  From the emergency exit to outdoors, Usako properly locked them with the keys that were stolen from the principal.


  Meanwhile, Akira was looking up at the autumn starry sky.


  Freedom.


  Having little to nothing to do, it was such a lifeless freedom.


  They both had no intention of returning to Akane Academy.


  As they walked around the school grounds, they discussed what to do next.


  – Is it okay if we don’t say goodbye to Marishiten and Maaya?


  It was a proposal that attracted even Akira’s cold heart.


  However, he shook his head to overcome his reluctance to part.


  – Let’s not do that. We will be… fugitives. It could be a nuisance to Mari-kun and the others.


  – Yeah. Understood.


  – Now then, where shall we hide?


  – For the time being, how about escaping overseas?


  – That might be good too… isn’t it?


  Without giving it much thought, it was time for Akira to agree.


  – No, that’s troublesome. Before that, would you mind listening to me?


  They heard the voice of an unexpected outsider.


  Akira and Usako quickly put themselves on guard.


  Both of them tightened their expressions because they couldn’t catch any signs of the other person.


  – Don’t make such scary faces. There’s no need to show them so unnecessarily.


  With a wry smile──it was Tanaka Tarou who appeared from the darkness of the night.


  (Has our escape already been found out…?)


  A pursuer, Akira thought.


  – Even if Tanatosu is our opponent, we’ll force our way through by brute force.


  Usako burned the 《Mars》 flames together with her red prana.


  「Why, Shirai-san?」 asked Tanaka, his eyes widening.


  This was the second time Akira had witnessed it, but he still couldn’t help but be amazed.


  Anyhow, Tanaka raised both hands as if to surrender.


  – Sensei isn’t a pursuer, and I have no intention of detaining you. I just want you to listen to me. On top of that, you are free to make your own decisions.


  – … We shall listen to you, then.


  Akira replied.


  There were various teachers at the academy, but he didn’t have any particular ill feelings towards Tanaka.


  Tanaka cleared his throat with a theatrical cough,


  – This is… not a certainty. There’s a possibility it will end up being wasted effort. But if you feel like grasping at straws, you may as well get on board with it.


  A long introduction.


  Akira undoubtedly took it as no more than a low-certainty talk.


  However, when he heard Tanaka’s next words, his fingers stopped adjusting the position of his glasses.


  – Don’t you want to bring your older sister back to life, Shiba-kun?


  Akira paused for a moment and answered.


  – This isn’t… a bad joke, is it? Sensei isn’t that kind of person.


  Beneath his glasses, his eyes, which had lost the will to live, lit up with flames of vigor.


  He glared at Tanaka with those eyes and intimidated him to make him continue.


  If there was even a one percent chance of reviving Hinata, whether it was a straw or a spider’s thread, Akira was prepared to hold onto it and give himself to it.


  




  After waiting for dawn, the three of them boarded the first bullet train and headed to Tokyo.


  They picked up a taxi at the Yaesu exit and went to the Tokyo main office of the Japanese Division located in Tameiki Sannou.


  Akira had also visited it once in the past. It was right after being attacked by the centipede.


  He thought it was a deteriorated office building, although it was well-cleaned.


  That was why he was more than a little surprised that there was a majestic and splendid hall on the second basement level, as if it was used to have an audience with a king or a prince.


  In fact, the back was one step higher, and there was even a throne decorated with gold and silver work.


  The Japanese Division Head Suruga Andou reigned like a king there.


  He was still in the first year of junior high school. He was 13 years old.


  However, he had grown taller and stronger than when he met him before, and he looked better in a collared school uniform that reminded him of a military uniform.


  – It has been a while, Shiba Akira. You came from a very far place. Well done.


  Suruga Andou said arrogantly, pressing his elbow against the armrest of the chair and resting his chin in his hand.


  He didn’t even look at Usako next to him.


  Even though he was looking in the direction of Usako, she didn’t want to look directly at Suruga Andou, so she looked the other way.


  – Tanaka-sensei told me about it.


  Akira looked up at the stage from a distance and spoke confidently.


  It was different from his usual whispering voice.


  – He said that you might be able to bring my older sister back to life. I will do anything to make it happen. I will take part in your schemes.


  But he hadn’t heard specifically what he would do yet.


  He was told to ask Suruga Andou directly here. Tanaka was waiting near the entrance.


  – You have an admirable way of thinking. Well then, take a look at this first.


  Suruga Andou arrogantly threw something like a scroll under the stage.


  Because of the momentum with which it rolled on the floor, it was unfolded.


  It was a hanging scroll. However, it looked as if it had been painted pitch black with ink, and neither letters nor drawings were drawn.


  He didn’t even have time to think about what kind of action it was──


  A gigantic thing slipped out of the blackened paper.


  A four-headed serpent that was taller than a human.


  However, the heads were like a grub, with only a gaping mouth.
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  It was a 《Metaphysical》.


  Instead of being violent, it bowed its four heads to Suruga Andou on the stage as if falling prostrate.


  – What is… this….


  Akira was aghast.


  Even Usako, who was right next to him, opened her eyes wide.


  – What the hell is this!?


  This made it seem like Suruga Andou was using this 《Metaphysical》.


  He knew that he was an extremely unique 《Ancestral Arts》 user called “Watcher” or “Saint of the Far East”, but he had never heard of him having the ability to make a 《Metaphysical》 his manservant.


  Tanaka answered Akira’s question.


  – You guessed it, Shiba-kun. All 《Metaphysicals》 are created and controlled by that person.


  It took time for Akira to understand the meaning of this incredibly unbelievable fact.


  And as it permeated his brain, his shoulders began to tremble.


  Of course, it was out of anger.


  Akira said in a subdued voice.


  – If it wasn’t for the 《Metaphysicals》, Hinata wouldn’t have fallen ill.


  – If it wasn’t for the 《Metaphysicals》, Hinata wouldn’t have died.


  – You’re the one who killed Hinata, Suruga Andoooooooooooooou!!


  Finally, he ran towards the throne, a scream surging from his throat.


  He fired prana, which he thought he would never use again, from his whole body, causing crimson flames to dance around him.


  To avenge Hinata’s death──the beast, Akira, dominated by just that killing intent, transformed.


  There was nothing that could stop him.


  Except for one person.


  – Nee-san…?


  A voice calling out her name escaped from Akira’s mouth.


  At the same time, his legs, which had been sprinting towards Suruga Andou, stopped.


  Yes, it was Hinata who suddenly appeared in front of him.


  She floated stark naked in the air, curled up like a fetus and sleeping.


  As Akira stared intently, he heard the sound of snapping fingers from the stage.


  Immediately, Hinata’s eyelids opened.


  She raised her head slowly.


  And when she noticed Akira──she was surprised, delighted, shed tears, and screamed something.


  But her voice didn’t reach Akira.


  Hinata seemed to have noticed that too.


  She tried her best to raise her voice, but he still heard nothing.


  That was why Akira approached her. He tried to hug her.


  However, both of his arms slipped through Hinata’s body as if he was embracing the air.


  Wasn’t she like a ghost, then?


  – What is the meaning of this? What are you doing, Andou!?


  Akira turned towards the throne and yelled.


  He didn’t even think that this was some sort of hallucination or illusion created by someone.


  When it came to Hinata, Akira couldn’t be fooled by such things.


  He knew everything about her, from the details in her face to her facial expressions and gestures.


  First, Usako didn’t warn him that she was a fake. She was the one who possessed the ability to instantly tell things at a glance.


  If Akira recognized her as the real one and Usako recognized her as well, then she was definitely the real Hinata.


  Suruga Andou arrogantly replied.


  – It’s the soul of your older sister. The soul of an ordinary person can wear out and be lost quickly when separated from the body. I’m preserving it so that it doesn’t happen.


  He just casually said something outrageous.


  He didn’t seem like he was thinking of demanding gratitude for such a thing.


  – Do you still have other hidden powers…? Who the hell are you…?


  – Kuivanzegoz──that’s how I am called in the Land of God. It’s my first name. If I dare to put it in Japanese, it would be like… “The one who plays with souls and makes them swell”.


  – Land… of God?


  Did Suruga Andou just say that? Was it some kind of metaphor?


  In addition, the expression 「First name」 had the nuance of claiming to have multiple names rather than two or so.


  – Do you believe in the existence of God, Shiba Akira?


  Suruga Andou asked very seriously.


  Normally, he would have laughed it off.


  But given the circumstances, he replied cautiously.


  – I don’t believe in God. However, there is no basis for asserting that it doesn’t exist at all.


  – That’s an uninteresting answer. Well, that’s fine, isn’t it?


  Suruga Andou lifted one of his cheeks and spoke with an attitude as if it was only natural to listen to him quietly.


  – God is indeed real. Even if you just say God in one word, there are too many different concepts around the world. The God I speak of is the one who created this world──*


  *TN: World is the furigana reading for universe. This applies to every “world” for the rest of the chapter.


  




  Suruga Andou said that “God” was a woman.


  She created thirteen apostles with supreme souls and kept them by her side, living together in the Land of God.


  Suruga Andou was also one of her apostles.


  Even Suruga Andou didn’t know who God really was in the truest sense or where she came from.


  Even though she was sacred, she wasn’t a sublime being.


  – Everyone thinks about it once, right? Why is there misfortune in this world? Why is there suffering in this world? Why can’t we live forever? It’s obvious. It’s because that “woman” created this universe.


  “God” liked to see the apostles proclaim happiness and smile and rejoice.


  “God” loved to see the apostles suffer, grief and moan.


  All the human emotions of the apostles, their joys and sorrows, were nothing more than entertainment for “God”.


  – Because God was such a “woman”, she gave birth to an apostle called “Kuivanzegoz”.


  However, Suruga Andou loved such a “woman” precisely because she was such a “woman”.


  As “she” wished, he gave her the best show in the Land of God.


  Slowly, slowly, he corrupted the other Apostles and polluted their souls.


  They were forced to repeat acts that went against the meaning of existence given to them by “God”, causing their souls to face their end.


  The Land of God became a country of only Suruga Andou and “her”, and in the end, “she” also died.


  “She” passed away while crying out with joy.


  He thought that would be the end of the world, but it wasn’t.


  The gigantic soul of “God” split into a thousand pieces upon death, scattering explosively.


  Each one of them was, so to speak, a new soul born from “her”.


  It was the core of what was today called a human being.


  Those little souls wandered through the universe in the state of, for example, a hard seed, and due to astronomical odds, were implanted in a planet where life was viable.


  As a human being, it sprouted, bloomed, and eventually died as it sprouted new seeds.


  However, this species no longer possessed the strength it had immediately after being born from “God”.


  Most of them withered before they were implanted in the next planet.


  This was the reason why only those with strong souls could reincarnate.


  – That “woman” was cruel and malicious right up until her death. She deliberately assigned superiority and inferiority to the countless souls she gave birth to*.


  *TN: Souls is the furigana reading for “her own children”.


  And then Kuivanzegoz saw it*.


  *TN: Kuivanzegoz is the furigana reading for Suruga Andou.


  Just before the soul of “God” split into a thousand pieces and flew away, there existed about 108 of them that emitted the most intense sparkle.


  – Shiba Akira. Perhaps one of them is your soul.


  Suruga Andou smiled without much interest.


  Yes, the object of interest for him was──the souls that Kuivanzegoz couldn’t take his eyes off were two souls that shed the most notorious light among them.


  He called them “Girl of Light” and “Girl of Darkness”*.


  *TN: Again, the kanji can mean both “Girl” and “Girl” depending on context, so it’s incredibly hard to tell which one should be used even after said context has been laid out.


  The shape of the soul of the “Girl of Darkness” was demise.


  It was the embodiment of heat death that had the privilege of ending this world.


  And then, the shape of the soul of the “Girl of Light” was creation.


  Being able to freely rewrite this world and create a new world, her privilege was the closest to “God”.


  Once, Kuivanzegoz reached out his hand to the “Girl of Light” who was about to scatter.


  But he didn’t make it in time.


  So, he chased her.


  He himself threw off his body and became a pure soul, flying through space and pursuing her endlessly.


  After implanting in some planet, he searched for the “Girl of Light”, and once he found out that she wasn’t here, he moved on to the next one.


  While the body lived and died repeatedly, the soul, which had a lifespan almost the same as that of the universe, continued to wander for an overwhelmingly long time.


  And finally──


  On this blue star, he found a glimpse of the sparkle of the “Girl of Light”.


  Her soul had yet to be polished, and she only radiated brilliance very rarely, but the dazzle at that moment was something that couldn’t be misperceived visually.


  He had to find out where she was dozing off, even if he had to thoroughly explore every place hidden from sight, and get his hands on her no matter what.


  – Then, I will transform the “Girl of Light” into a 《Metaphysical》, and wield its power of creation freely.


  Suruga Andou said with an arrogance as if to say that it was a privilege that was granted only to him.


  – … In other words, you’re going to become the new God of Creation?


  – Yes. With my mercy, I’ll create a world where there is no sorrow, no pain, no misfortune, no death, nothing. I will save all the living things in the world. You and your older sister are no exception.


  Arrogance that didn’t even fear God truly seemed to be the word meant for Suruga Andou.


  




  – I… see.


  Akira murmured as if reflecting on it.


  He glanced at Tanaka’s face.


  On his facial expression was written, 「The rest is up to you. The one who decides is you」.


  He glanced at Hinata’s face.


  On her facial expression was written, 「Don’t worry about me. I’m begging you, don’t be swayed by him」.


  Finally, he looked at Usako’s face.


  As usual, she had a 「Vague」 and lax facial expression.


  But it was so reliable.


  They nodded to each other at the same time without showing anything to each other.


  He made up his mind.


  Indeed, it was just as Tanaka said.


  This was a straw.


  If he was a decent person, if he was in a decent state of mind, it would be the kind of relief he would never ask for.


  However, for someone like Akira now, it was a salvation extended to people who had been submerged up to their heads in the waters of despair.


  – Give me your orders, Suruga Andou. What should I do?


  Akira didn’t hesitate to reply.


  The Akira who had lost the will to live until just half a day ago was nowhere to be found.


  On the contrary, in order not to give up until Hinata was revived, in order not to make it end halfway through, he would do shrewd things; such feelings grew in intensity.


  It was meaningless if she wasn’t alive.


  Even if they could see each other again like this, wasn’t it futile to just stare at each other?


  It was meaningless if he couldn’t talk with the person he loved. It was meaningless if they couldn’t touch each other.


  (That’s why I will live, and continue my last night with the living Hinata──)


  For that reason, I will do anything.


  Even sell my soul to the Devil.


  No, that is stupid. 


  I myself will become the Devil!


 
  Chapter 9 - The end of Akane Academy


 
  The brand-new school building, which had just been rebuilt four months ago, was about to turn into rubble again.


  Last time, it was flattened by a dreadnought golem set free by the “Witch of Dolls” Louise Saint-Germain.


  This time, it was from below.


  Akane Academy was built on the top of a small hill with a trapezoidal summit.


  The hill was now swaying from its roots and about to crumble.


  No people or things on it stood a chance.


  The hill continued to rumble like a large earthquake, and deep fissures ran across the surface.


  If the foundation collapsed, it would be impossible to rebuild the academy on this ground again.


  The name of the man who choked the life out of it was Shiba Akira.


  He poured all the prana he had from the top of the mountain into the distant bottom of the earth.


  It caused a reaction with the enormous mass of heat that slept there, inducing fusion.


  While Moroha was in a struggle to the death with Kairi Senjo, Akira wasn’t looking while doing nothing.


  Several meters below Akane Academy’s school affairs building, he visited a cold room that was once called the Reflection Chamber.


  There, he prepared a special mass of flames created with 《Mars》, which he called an “egg”.


  According to Mari, the use of the non-educational Reflection Chamber had been prohibited since she became principal, so Moroha and company probably didn’t know of its existence.


  Because the “egg” was also Akira’s 《Mars》, it took a long time to increase the heat, increase the pressure, expand, and reach criticality.


  However, Akira and Usako successfully bought time against Moroha.


  The “egg” reached criticality. It was trying to break out of the shell from the inside.


  It struck it together with Akira’s prana as the final push, a conceptual channel was connected to seize control.


  The hill that was forcibly impregnated with a foreign body raged as if in agony and continued to rumble.


  And then, in the end, the academy itself was destroyed by a true monster that the academy gave birth to.


  It just continued to use Akira without trying to be considerate of him, as it if was poetic justice.


  Some might think it was awfully suggestive.


  But──


  Akira himself didn’t have the slightest bit of that feeling.


  What met his eyes now wasn’t a ruined school building.


  It was “Girl of Light” Ranjou Satsuki.


  While protecting Maya in her arms and having her feet tripped up by the shaking ground, she continued to avoid it using 《Godlike Movement》 so as not to get swallowed up by the cracking and collapsing surface of the earth.


  (It’s already in front of me, Hinata…)


  He had been waiting for this day for so long.


  He had been bleeding for so long.


  He had been dirtying his hands for so long.


  All for the sake of reviving his loved one.


  All in order to obtain the 《Mars》 of Creation that the “Girl of Light” had.


  (Just a little more… so…)


  He mustered even more power*.


  *TN: Power is the furigana reading for prana.


  Otherwise, he couldn’t beat that boy.


  Haimura Moroha.


  The strongest guardian who stood by the “Girl of Light”.


  Akira gazed at the swordsman who was still taking a Natural Stance on the ground that was shaking violently with eyes of admiration.


  Yes, ever since that boy appeared on the center stage as a 《Savior》, he had done everything he could to protect Satsuki to the end.


  The complete opposite of Akira, who couldn’t protect Hinata.


  The complete opposite of the weak Akira.


  He couldn’t help but admire him!


  (But I will win. I am weak. In order to bring Hinata back to life, I must win…!)


  He burned.


  He burned with power. He burned redder and redder.


  If it was not enough, he would throw all that he had into the flames so that it was enough.


  The frustration he felt for not being able to protect his companions in the past.


  The feelings of anger at his weak self.


  The weight of the sin of betraying Mari and Maya to the point of making them sad.


  The feeling of the warmth of Hinata that was missed on the bed.


  The tenacity that he vowed to get her back.


  The sentiments that hadn’t faded even for a single day for the past five years.


  Even the feelings of Usako for following him, everything.


  He threw everything on the flames and burned it, and if that was not enough──he would burn even his own soul.


  「Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!! 」


  Akira’s roar reverberated over the crumbling peak.


  As if responding to that, a gigantic flame erupted from the ground.


  Its majestic appearance and its heat were unmatched by the pillars of fire that Akira had created up until now.


  It was something that resembled a volcanic eruption.


  Moreover, it happened in eight different places at the same time.


  One of them erupted from directly below the school affairs building, and another one from directly below the martial arts stadium, melting even building materials such as steel and concrete.


  The huge pillars of fire that erupted from eight places distorted their majestic appearances in the sky.


  It was as if each of them was a living creature.


  Like the body of a serpent, they meandered, wriggled, and raised their heads.


  The sound of the eruption was used as a roar instead of the first cry.


  Of course, the one who was staring at them was──Haimura Moroha.


  Akira’s body was damaged by the 8th Rank of Ice, he was standing up with willpower alone.


  With his legs still trembling, he tried to hold him at bay.


  The eight red-headed serpents that stretched their bodies out from the craters followed close behind him.


  And then, he raised his trembling hand high──


  Aiming at Moroha, he swung it down as hard as he could.


  All eight of the flaming serpents twisted their bodies violently with the rapture of devouring their prey, then attacked Moroha so as to snarl at him.


  Shiba Akira’s 8 Fire Feast, 《Yamata no Orochi》*.


  *TN: Eight-headed, eight-tailed serpent.


  Because they were so huge, and the top of their heads reached high into the sky, the movement of lowering their sickle-shaped heads towards the ground seemed rather sluggish.


  The sky was truly dyed bright red, and there was a pressure as if the sky itself was falling.


  




  ──In front of that pressure, Moroha was invigorated.


  He was by no means trembling.


  Satsuki was shouting something in the distance.


  The sound of the eruption was so loud that even Moroha’s 《Divine Hearing》 couldn’t hear her.


  But he could tell what she was saying.


  – Run away! Run away from those serpents, Nii-sama!


  It was most likely something like that.


  Nelly was also shouting something.


  She accompanied Shiba and got close to him,


  – All this is the true 《Soul》 of Akira! Are you able to take it, Haimoro!?*


  *TN: Soul is the furigana reading for Mars.


  It was most likely something like that.


  (There’s no way that I’m going to run away, I have to take it)


  Moroha fixed his gaze on the flaming Devil who stood on the violently swaying earth with nothing but willpower.


  He did so with eyes of respect.


  This man was able to create such terrifying flames with only the power of his deep-rooted-like will.


  In the end, he didn’t know what was motivating Shiba, but when he saw these huge eight-headed flame serpents, it was too obvious that it wasn’t an ordinary spirit.


  As expected, this man was strong.


  Above all, he was strong-minded.


  Even Moroha’s heart was encouraged by the never-ending feeling of awe.


  He couldn’t help but be invigorated!


  (But…. Yes, but…)


  Moroha had to sever the heart of such a respectable man.


  As long as he didn’t sever it, Shiba Akira would stand up again and again.


  He would go after Satsuki again and again.


  Then Moroha wouldn’t be able to protect the girl he loved.


  He had already learned his lesson. If he had such thoughts in his previous life, he would never do it again.


  (──That’s why I will cut apart your tenacity, your willpower, everything… here and now!)


  Moroha’s “eyes” knew that this Flame Feast was Shiba’s greatest flame power.


  Therefore, Shiba should have no chance of winning if he destroyed it.


  He should give up.


  Moroha gathered prana in his right hand that held Saratiga.


  Moroha gathered mana in his left hand with which he wrote magic characters.


  King of Hoarfrost   Evil Dragon   Lend me your breath   To make even their souls freeze


  Even the prosperous ones inevitably dying is the divine providence of the world   The law given by God is an inescapable karma 


  Like water flowing to a low place   Taking all heat away


  Show me the world where everything came to a stop   As if even time was frozen 


  Show me   The extreme point   The beauty of eternity that is not destroyed by anyone   And where not even those who destroy exist


  I am a person who refuses to understand   A person who seeks only the absolute


  How is there something so unsightly!? 


  Life is a mystery that forms gatherings, crawls like a worm, spreads rotten smells and increases births


  I do not accept that   I do not understand that


  Ancestral Arts Dark Arts, 《Frost Wyrm》.


  This time, it was the 9th Rank of Ice.


  However, this alone wouldn’t work against the approaching swarm of serpents.


  Moroha’s “eyes” found that out now.


  That was why he did it again and again.


  He flashed the huge magic characters written in the air spanning nine lines with Saratiga.


  A Yin Yang that Moroha, the only person in the world, could do.


  And for Moroha, it was the first time for him to combine a 9th with 《Venus》.


  In order to multiply mana and prana──the two powers instead of just supplementing each other, he must control them in equal amounts.


  As a Shirogane, it could be said that Moroha was the type of person who put emphasis on technique, making full use of a variety of Light Techniques according to the situation.


  Due to the bias in his memories of his previous lives, that matter was still vague, but it was most likely that Flaga wasn’t a swordsman who was able to show his natural talent from the beginning, and had to diligently hone his ingenuity.


  On the other hand, as a Kuroma, it could be said that Moroha was the type of person who overwhelmed his opponents by making full use of his incomparable mana and using high-ranked Dark Arts.


  Perhaps Shuu Saura reigned with fear as the Dark Monarch, and by depriving the enemy nations of their will to fight, there were calculations that he tried to seize peace.


  In any case, he was a contrasting type, and even though he could manipulate mana enough to handle a 9th Rank Dark Art, that was the reason why he hadn’t been able to produce prana that was a match for it.


  He filtered it and sublimated it into Ars Magna by borrowing Saratiga’s ability, and this time, it was his mana that became out of balance.


  He had to summon all of his prana to counterbalance the 9th alone.


  「Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!!」


  Under the flaming sky, Moroha’s lion’s roar resounded.


  He poured as much prana as he could into the 9th──into the sword blade, which already contained an enormous amount of mana.


  With that much power put into it, Saratiga shook and started beating fast.


  However, the beautiful mirror-like blade remained perfect without a single chip or crack.


  Shiroganes used steel weapons to focus destructive prana and increase its power.


  In that regard, Saratiga was undoubtedly perfect.


  Seeking the same effect, Shiba used one hill, which was the foundation of the academy, and concentrated an enormous amount of prana there, but Saratiga, which should be on a much smaller scale, wasn’t inferior at all.


  As a suitable user for such a partner, there was no way that Moroha would lose to Shiba.


  Undaunted by the heavy pressure of the eight-headed flaming serpents that descended from the sky, he continued pouring prana intently.


  Maya was crying something.


  Being shaken violently in Satsuki’s jumping arms, her throat got hoarse as she held her witch hat down with utmost effort.


  The sound of the eruption was still too loud, not even Moroha’s 《Divine Hearing》 could hear her.


  But he could tell what she was saying.


  – I-if they go that far, neither Moroha nor Akira-onii-san will be safe desu!


  It was most likely something like that.


  (I know. Leave it to me. Believe in me)


  He had been preparing for that for the past eight months.


  Carrying Maya’s feelings on his back, Moroha swung Saratiga with both hands.


  A pure white cold wave and even more pale and shining prana gushed out from his blade.


  Ancestral Arts Yin Yang, 《Ekshkish》.


  Last time it was the 6th Rank, but this time it was the 9th Rank.


  Its power was incomparable.


  He swung down the sword that possessed mystical powers with all his might.


  And unleashed all the powers contained in the blade in a single stroke*!


  *TN: “All the powers” is the furigana reading for prana and mana.


  Bright white.
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  A cold wave that was not of this world swept over to the point that even absolute zero was no longer absolute, and the red sky──and the eight-headed flame serpents, which made its true identity, were painted white, white, white, and white.


  Immediately, the serpents threw up their sickle-shaped heads and twisted their torsos violently in agony.


  Even their bright red bodies were painted pure white.


  The flames were freezing.


  The eight-headed insubstantial flame serpents turned into gigantic ice sculptures, their shapes being the same.


  A miraculous sight that would never occur in the natural world. Or perhaps it was like a scene from a myth, in which a god without flesh degenerated into a commoner just because they gained flesh.


  With that, it was over.


  




  ──In the midst of such a world dyed in brilliant white, Akira,


  (Yeah… how… strong are… you really?)


  He was trembling with excitement.


  It was definitely not because of the cold.


  It was a beautiful sight. It was a world so beautiful it made him shudder.


  Akira’s delusions and pride all seemed to be wiped out.


  While hugging Usako as if to protect each other, the two of them were simply mesmerized.


  The two of them in a dark suit and black dress were also repainted pure white with frost.


  Their hands and feet became numb and were unable to move due to frostbite.


  It wasn’t something that could be resisted with 《Anti-Magic》.


  And then, while hugging each other, they fell on top of each other.


  Akira was half dead, but he didn’t try to close his eyes.


  Until the end, he tried to burn this view into his memory.


  But halfway through, he had a hunch that they weren’t going to lose their lives.


  And in fact, even though they collapsed, their senses were paralyzed and they couldn’t move, their chests kept going up and down, proving that the fire of life hadn’t burned out.


  (Is this the countermeasure you prepared…?)


  While lying on his back and looking up at the white world, Akira thought.


  In the previous battle, he and Moroha recognized each other as 「An opponent I cannot defeat unless I give my all」, and decided that 「It will be a battle that cannot be settled until one of us dies」, and in the end they both sheathed their swords. It was a draw.


  That was why Moroha overturned that premise and searched for a way to 「Win while keeping Akira and Usako alive」.


  That was what 《Clairvoyance》 was for.


  Moroha looked at Akira’s prana with his “eyes”, and after accurately seeing the power of the 《Yamata no Orochi》, he released a work with all his might that far surpassed it, but that wasn’t enough to kill Akira and Usako, and perfectly controlled their physical condition with tremendous accuracy.


  He couldn’t help admire him greatly.


  This boy, the incarnation of the dragon, was really strong.


  But he wasn’t just a strong monster.


  Convinced and keenly aware, Akira stopped thinking.


  With a feeling of regret, he continued to watch the cold wave disperse and the bright white world return to its original scenery.


  Eventually──


  Moroha, Satsuki, and Maya came over to the two people who had collapsed.


  Immediately upon opening his mouth, Akira said.


  – I… give up.


  Unable to move a finger of his, he struggled to squeeze out his voice.


  And yet, strangely enough, it was a whisper unique to him.


  




  And, contrary to his words──


  In his heart, deep-rotted delusions, pride, and everything else remained like embers, still smoldering.


  「Give up」were the only words that weren’t in Shiba Akira’s dictionary.


 
  Not An Epilogue 2


 
  – Akira-onii-san! Nelly-onee-chan!  I don’t want you to die desu!


  Maya was crying beside them.


  She sat flat on her backside, looking at the condition of Akira and Usako, who were lying on top of each other.


  Haimura Moroha’s control was perfect, so they were not going to die.


  However, Akira was attacked by intense drowsiness due to hypothermia, and while he barely endured it, Usako was about to close her eyelids.


  That caused Maya to misunderstand,


  – *Cries*, Moroha is overdoing it nanodesuuu!


  Maya started crying more and more.


  The battle by means of a sword and flames was over and a conclusion had been reached. As for Akira, he wanted to pat the girl, who was no stranger to him, on the head to reassure her.


  But his body remained paralyzed and didn’t what it was told to do.


  – No, you see, Maya──.


  Moroha began to explain, but Maya became frantic and didn’t listen to him.


  At that time, it was Ranjou Satsuki who timidly said.


  – Umm… I’m sorry to interrupt you, but… I think I’m able to heal something of that degree?


  – Is it true nanodesu!? Can YOU do that, Satsuki-onee-san!?


  – I did feel your nonchalant, thorny tone in your voice, but I’ll ignore it…. Yeah, I think I can do it. It was even more hopeless when Shizuno was dying. These people, they still have the light of life in them. I see it.


  As expected of Moroha’s 「Younger sister」, did she also have special “eyes”?


  Akira struggled to speak again.


  – … I’m, okay with it…. I want to rely on her….


  Satsuki’s expression immediately showed an expression of security.


  She was scared of Akira, so she was wondering if she should heal him, but she wasn’t afraid of Usako.


  She perfectly understood the subtleties of such heart of hers. She must be a girl who couldn’t keep secrets.


  Things were going according to plan.


  – Hey, hey, Nii-sama. Can I?


  Without knowing that Akira was chuckling to himself in his mind, Satsuki said to Moroha credulously.


  – Yeah, of course. I mean, I rely on you as well.


  – Leave it to me! If Moroha says so, I’ll do my best. Fo〜〜fohfoh!


  With a strange high-pitched laugh, Satsuki enthusiastically kneeled down next to Maya.


  But she immediately changed her facial expression to a serious one and began to collect golden prana in both hands.


  With those hands, she touched Usako.


  Usako was also enveloped in golden glitter.


  The frost clinging to her body melted──no, it disappeared as if it had never existed.


  Usako’s body temperature had completely returned to normal, and it was transmitted to Akira, who was glued to her.


  It was really a miracle, wasn’t it?


  The 《Mars》 of Creation was incredible.


  Akira couldn’t help but admire.


  And at the same time, he thought.


  (──────────────────We won…!)


  He smiled. As vicious as the Devil.


  Taking advantage of Moroha’s kindness and generosity, Akira had now snatched victory from the incarnation of the dragon.


  The reason why was….


  Usako’s 《Mars》 was actually a mirror.


  If she was able to manipulate flames at the same level as Akira if she mirrored his 《Mars》, then she could freely and immediately do it with 《Mars》 of Creation.


  If she was flooded with it, then that was even more certain.


  Usako, who had fully recovered, slowly opened her eyelids.


  She looked at Akira from close range and nodded with her eyes.


  The cowardly Akira always had several tricks prepared and ready to use.


  And with this, his secret plan, the final plan 3, was completed!


  Usako also said.


  – Thank you, Haimoro. Thank you, Maaya. Thank you, “Girl of Light”. You really, really have my thanks.


  Then she jumped up and hugged Akira at the same time.


  Golden prana rose from her whole body.


  Like a mirror image of Ranjou Satsuki’s, it emitted exactly the same brilliance.


  Furthermore,


  – Nelly… Onee-san…?


  Maya was perplexed and──


  At the same time, Moroha immediately knocked down the three knives that came flying out of nowhere.


  It was a surprise attack whose presence and killing intent had been completely erased, and something that not even Moroha would have been able to deal with.


  Given that even he was distracted dealing with them, Usako took the opportunity to keep her distance.


  Moroha couldn’t move.


  He couldn’t neglect the attacker who decided to go for a surprise attack. He had to protect Maya from the knives that would be thrown.


  He asked in a subdued voice.


  – … What is the meaning of this… Tanaka-sensei?


  Without answering the question, Tanaka Tarou appeared slowly in response to the call.


  He was right there, but no one noticed his presence.


  On the contrary, no one couldn’t even see him.


  Not even his ally Akira, and possibly not even Moroha’s “eyes”.


  This was the true worth of the man who was nicknamed “Invisible” in Six Wings, and who continued to deliver terror to the White Knight Organization.


  Usako had already left this situation to Tanaka and planned to withdraw.


  The 《Mars》 of Creation had already been mirrored. The “Girl of Light” was no longer necessary.


  The arrest order of Suruga Andou was of no concern to them.


  Akira and Usako listened to Tanaka’s words as they rapidly moved away.


  – Haimura-kun. You’ve cut off so many things, haven’t you?


  Holding a knife, his ruthless expression was more like that of a person who made a living as a killer rather than a teacher.


  – You are strong. There is almost nothing you can’t cut off. No matter how great the evil, no matter how deep-rooted the absurdity, no matter how strong the tenacity.


  




  – But you are kind. So, you can’t cut off. You can’t cut off the hopes of the three of us──Shiba-kun’s hopes, Shirai-san’s and mine, can you?
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