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  Prologue


   Those eyes were the eyes of death. 


  Those words were the words of death. 


  That body was brimming with death. 


  No living thing could escape. 


  None shall escape the Idol of Murder.


   


  Down the mountain, one could see a vast, barren wilderness.


  The dry winds blew across, nary the sight of spring to be found. The plants had forgotten to grow upright due to the thousand years of scorching winds. The insects consisted of two varieties, the ones who evolved to become harder and heavier, the other becoming smaller and numerous. Both sought to survive in their own ways, and only the lizards basked in the sun languidly, living blissful days.


  The only other things left were sand and rock.


  A car was parked there.


  The car was a pretty sky blue, resembling a dragonfly’s face, remaining forlorn as its drooping headlights faced the west.


  There were two humans standing at where it looked.


  “It’s a car.”


  The young Ai said while pointing at a car.


  “It is.”


  The taller, older Julie nodded.


  Ai wiped the windscreen with her outstretched finger, marvelling and sighing,


  “I only know of pretty rocks or fruits you can pick on the mountain sometimes, but I never thought you can pick up a car like this.”


  “No, it’s not that easy to pick up a car…”


  Julie opened the bonnet, answering as he checked through. Like a kid who loved to get in the way of an adult’s work, Ai leaned in. She smelled metal, oil, and sourness, but naturally, she did not understand what she saw.


  “Will it move?”


  “It’s been modified in many ways, but a neat job—looks like even the keys are here.”


  Ai exhaled, and knelt down before the headlight.


  “Are you abandoned?”


  The car remained silent, seemingly unhappy.


  “…Where did its owner go?”


  Since the car refused to answer, Ai could only get up and ask, and a female voice answered,


  “These two here, it seems?”


  Ai went around the car, and found Scar standing there, her shovel stabbed into the ground. There was a damp area on the ground, seemingly dug hours ago, along with rocks placed like headstones.


  They exchanged looks, and quietly prayed.


  …


  “How mysterious.”


  “Yes.”


  Ai raised her finger, saying,


  “Who buried these two?”


  “A gravekeeper, of course.”


  Scar replied.


  Ai raised another finger,


  “But why here? Why leave the car here?”


  “Who knows? i am not in charge of human thoughts”


  Scar’s words in evading the topic at hand was truly befitting a gravekeeper, and Ai sighed before turning to the hulking man next to her.


  “Probably had some purpose.”


  Julie said, and got into the driver seat without hesitation. Ai too tentative got into the passenger seat.


  It was her first time riding on a car.


  “They probably have a motive coming here, but never could, and that’s why they lie in rest here.”


  The engine roared.


  “So the reason why they left the car as it is…”


  The engine finally started with an earth-shattering rumble, startling Ai greatly as she clung onto the seat.


  “Because they don’t need it now, I think”


  The while car started vrooming in rhythm.


  After some thought, Julie grabbed the wheel, and went silent.


  “……Are you thinking of stealing this car?”


  Ai frowned unhappily.


  “And I thought you would have some common sense…”


  “I usually don’t do this, just that I have a different thought…my car should have been parked here.”


  Vroom, vroom.


  “I drove that car for a long time, kept it in nice condition. I was about to get up the mountain from here, so I left the car without removing my keys. You know why?”


  Ai knew the reason, but did not say so because she did not want to.


  “I wanted to die. So, when I thought this, I thought about what would happen after my death. It’s a strange thought. That car’s my only belonging left, but I couldn’t send it along to the afterlife. I hoped that at the very least, someone else could use it.”


  That’s why I left the car here. So the hulking man with blue eyes quipped.


  “Tire pressure checked. Ready to depart anytime.”


  Scar took the back seat. There were rugs, teapots, bottles and the like, a bunch of random items stuffed in a chaotically orderly manner.


  “…Who knows what those two wished for when they’re alive.”


  Ai looked back, but could not see the graves due to the angle.


  “Who knows…maybe they want to save the world”


  The adult sarcastically retorted.


  “I guess so—then I’ll.”


  The child nodded solemnly.


  “I’ll continue on from there.”


  She said, grabbing the shovel firmly.


  “Really?”


  “Yes. So, well, I guess we can be considered inheritors of this car.”


  “Never thought you’ll be this adaptable.”


  Julie slowly stepped on the pedal to check on the car, moving it forward. The tires caused the pebbles to flicker aside, and the car moved along the road that could barely be determined to be once a road.


  They were headed West.


  From the passenger seat window, Ai stared out towards the North.


  There was a mountain to the North, which once had a village. It had her house, her parents, and the villagers she loved. Everything in her past were located towards the north.


  Two graves were lined side by side at the new place she first arrived.


  “I’m leaving.”


  Ai bowed deeply in that direction.


  “Shall we go?”


  Scar said, beaming.


  Julie said nothing, and stepped on the pedal.


  A human man, a human child, and a female gravekeeper.


  The trio began her journey.


   


   


   


   


   


  “Oh yes. What do we do about the boy here?”


  ” “Huh?””


  An emergency brake.


   


   


  There were four.


  Chapter 1



  The car was like a toy compartment divided into three rows, and the interior was rather spacious. The passenger seat to the right, which Ai was sitting on, was extremely comfortable, with excessive space even as she stood up. There was space between the driver and passenger seat, and she could walk to the back seat.


  And thus, Julie and Ai were peeking through this space, staring into the back.


  The scene at the back was extremely complicated.


  One would have to look in from the surroundings. First, there were lights and star stickers made of fluorescent materials. The seats were brown, and were glossy like very aged leather. The interior was damaged all over, with signs of bumps and scattered fluids.


  Most of the belongings on the car were of unknown purposes, it did. This one probably was a tent. That large one was probably a sleeping bag. A pot, bottle, frying pan, fishing rod, boots, dolls, all the belongings in the car were arranged in a completely illogical manner, but there was some joy looking at this scene.


  So Scar beamed as she remained surrounded by the many belongings, seated in the middle of the backseat as she lowered her eyes at this object with affectionate eyes.


  If not for Scar mentioning the word ‘boy’, Julie and Ai would not have realized there was a person there.


  It was a trash bag lying next to Scar, made from torn canvas, stone grey in color. If anyone was really inside it, it would be cramped and unbearable.


  Ai moved.


  She pulled the shovel from the passenger seat, and gently prodded at the trash bag. She looked extremely serious, her action akin to a prankster of a brat however.


  “Unnnn…” The trash bag groaned, and rolled about.


  Ai and Julie exchanged looks.


  “Mr-Mr Julie, there’s someone in the car! Wh-what do we do? He might be the owner!?”


  “I was too careless…Ai, get ready to disembark any time.”


  Julie said as he frisked for the revolver.


  “Why are you pulling out a gun?”


  “We never met. Who knows what kind of person he is?”


  Realizing what was going on, Ai agreed.


  “I guess…now that you mention it, it’s dangerous to meet a stranger for the first time.”


  “You get it?”


  “Yes. I’ve been meeting many people for the first time recently, and everyone pointed a gun at me, or used me as a hostage.”


  “…No, it’s different from what I’m expecting here…”


  The person woke up.


  The trash bag slowly got up, the hole slipping down, revealing what was inside.


  The boy is so pretty, so Ai thought.
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  And then, she was reminded that the boy was the first person she met in the outside world. She panicked, unable to prepare herself mentally.


  Julie, and even Scar looked rather dire.


  The boy did not care about the tense atmosphere around him however, and with a dazed look, appeared as though he had just woken up. The black eyes were drifting afar, the light blue hair messy like whipped cream. His lower body remained in the bag, and one could only see the green sweater on him


  He scratched his head, and in order, looked at the revolver, the smile, and the shovel.


  “””…”””


  Nobody said anything.


  Ai looked towards her companions, giving a ‘what do we do now’ look, but it seemed neither of them had decided on what to do next.


  “…Morning.”


  The boy suddenly lowered his head to greet, leaving Ai flabbergasted, but she felt she had to respond..


  “”Good morning (to you).””


  The other two seemed to feel the same, and everyone greeted in their own way.


  The boy then said,


  “…Now then…”


  He laid down like a worm, brought the bag to his head, and said,


  “…Good night…”


  He went to sleep.


  “Hold on a minute. Don’t sleep again~~~~~~~~~!”


  Ai yelled, hopping over from the passenger seat with cat-like nimbleness.


  “How are you able to do this!? How can you be sleeping again right now!?”


  She had no concerns of courtesy or consequences, and smacked hard at the boy in the trash bag.


  “No…well…I-I’m rather, sleepy…”


  “Don’t sleep even if you feel like it! Hey! Look how dirty this bag is! Get up!”


  Ai tugged at the trash bag like it was a kid cooped in his bed. The boy never resisted as he rolled to the bottom of the chair, his shirt ruffled as he bared his belly.


  Finally, there were the hands that were hidden behind.


  There were handcuffs.


  The steel shackles were upon the boy’s twig-like hands.


  “So sleepy…”


  And despite that situation, the boy remained groggy.


  “”…””


  Calm had returned within the car, and Ai, with her hands raising the trash bag, immediately realized something was amiss.


  “Wh-what’s with you!? What happened!?”


  “That’s not important…so sleepy…”


  “How’s that not important! It is very important!”


  “Ai, wait. Something’s not right.”


  Julie reeled in his massive body, and went to the front row of the back seats. The space exceedingly sufficient for three was cramped immediately.


  “Looks like…someone drugged him.”


  He held the body’s neck and head like a baby, and had him lie down. He then checked the eyes, hands, and smelled the mouth.


  “Probably had some False Spring sprouts…”


  “? Is it the delicious one? With red fruits…?”


  “The fruit’s like that, but dried sprouts can be made as psychedelics.”


  Julie held up the boy’s head, and fed him lots of water. Scar had swapped positions, and became his assistant.


  “Damn bastards…”


  The rage Julie was exuding left Ai shivering.


  “They drugged a brat so heavily. Who knows if there will be aftereffects…”


  Julie had much rage for what this boy went through, and Ai was immediately influenced by that sense of justice, snorting.


  “Feels like there’s something bad going on.”


  Of course, so Julie retorted offhandedly as he continued to care for the body. He undid the buttons of the boy’s shirt, loosened the belt, and made sure the boy was not nauseous as he laid the boy down. Scar continued to provide assistance.


  Ai too wanted to help.


  “…Is there anything I can help with?”


  “None.”


  Julie’s response was really aloof.


  “I see…none…”


  Ai felt ostracized, and went to a corner dejectedly.


  “Ahh…no, wait.”


  “Okay！ I’ll do anything！”


  “No, this isn’t what I’m talking about.”


  I got a good idea, so Julie clapped.


  “Now that we have a chance, let’s ask him what he knows. Hey kid! Where are you from? What’s your name? Why are you here? Who did this to you?”


  “You big meanie——!!”


  Ai yelled while they were in the wilderness.


  “There’s a bad man here! A naturally bad man here！”


  So the lizards turned around, giving a look that practically exclaimed, “Oh, is that so?”


  “Hey！ Don’t make it sound that bad！”


  “But you’re a bad person！”


  Ai shooed Julie aside, protecting the boy.


  “…Hmmm…I’m a resident of Ortus, my name is…”


  The boy was seemingly sleeptalking as he answered,


  “You don’t have to answer.”


  But the boy ignored Ai, saying,


  “My name is…Kiriko…Pox…Wreck…Diva…Aureus…Velera…Ul…Helios…Melzar…Gog…Digg…”


  The boy was not done finishing his name.


  “…Amita…Barz…Geiauf…Elsesboff…Setsafwa…”


  This long spiel of spell-like words did not feel like a person’s name.


  Ai was flabbergasted to hear that, not knowing the meaning of these words.


  “…Did you mention your country?”


  But Julie seemed to have an idea.


  “Mr Julie, you know something?”


  “…No, not really.”


  His expression clearly was stating that he said the wrong words, yet he was brazenly attempting to misdirect her.


  Ai wanted to continue asking, but the boy’s words this time became a struggle,


  “…I…was captured…by them…”


  “You don’t have to force yourself to answer, and we don’t understand what you’re saying at all.”


  “Heh…you haven’t changed at all…still the same old…”


  “How rude. He said I haven’t changed at all！”


  “Probably recognized the wrong person. Don’t mind him.”


  “Ku…kukuku…”


  The boy finally started laughing, giving a ‘really happy’ look. His smile was as earnest as a child.


  “Princess…you seem rather energetic today.”


  Princess?


  “Eh? Me? No, it’s impossible to be called Princess.”


  “Relax. He’s not talking about you.”


  “And…Princess, you seem…a little smaller?”


  “Hmph. How rude.”


  “Hahaha…that’s disrespectful.”


  The boy’s probably about 14, 15, but he was smiling innocently as though he was younger than Ai.


  “Doesn’t seem right even if he reverts back to being a baby.”


  “Yes, he’s very immature, but it’s weird how polite his tone is.”


  “…You’re saying that?”


  “? Is there a problem?”


  Julie courteously kept mum.


  “Hahaha, Princess.”


  The boy continued to address Ai in a familial manner, so Ai could only answer reluctantly,


  “Right right right, I’m the princess. What is it?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  “Then why are you calling for me?”


  “Just wanted to do it..”


  “Hmph. Princess is getting angry.”


  “Woah, how scary…”


  The boy exclaimed that he was terrified, but his face looked otherwise.


  “It’s going to be troublesome if you’re angry now, Princess…everyone’s going to be really troubled, really sad…this is going to be troublesome.”


  The boy continued with a gentle smile,


  “So Princess, please don’t be angry.”


  “…………Really, I’m not.”


  Ai sighed as she said these words,


  The boy showed a childish smile, saying,


  “Thank you, Princess……………………Princess?”


  His smile suddenly got gloomy.


  The dazed expression was masked with an element of intellect, like a white canvas marked with red.


  “…………Who are you lot?”


  The black eyes instantly reverted to the sharpness a boy of his age should have, and he cautiously glared at them.


  He was no longer showing the bliss of a fed kitten, and instead was filled with the strong distrust of a stray cat.


  “Ugh！”


  The boy tried to get up, but the handcuffs on his wrists stabbed into his flesh, causing him to fall over in pain.


  “Ah, don’t move——”


  “Don’t touch me！”


  His hands were cuffed, and he was intoxicated, but he remained defiant as he yelled.


  “Who are you!? Where did those guys go !?”


  “Who are the two you speak of?”


  “?…The ones who saved me, the owners of this car…”


  “Well…I guess they’re dead…”


  “I know that! I’m asking what happened after they died！?”


  Ai widened her eyes, but she answered his question,


  “They’re…probably buried there…”


  With a sliding sound, the door opened, and she pointed at the two graves slightly afar.


  “…Fools…they got buried by gravekeepers…”


  The boy lowered his head dejectedly, sounding condescending.


  Ai looked up at Julie, who was next to him.


  “I have no idea what is going on.”


  “Me too.”


  “Sorry, you mind explaining what’s going on clearly?”


  “…………………What…are you…”


  “Ah, sorry that I didn’t say this earlier. I’m Ai——Ai Astin.”


  The boy widened his eyes immediately, and with that old innocent expression, he said,


  “Kiriko﹒Zubreska.”


  The name he gave was different from before.


  “A resident of the city of millions, Ortus.”


  †


  On Monday, God created the World.


  On Tuesday, God defined Order and Chaos


  On Wednesday, God fine tuned the numerals of the World.


  On Thursday, God permitted time to flow.


  On Friday, God looked into every corner of the Earth.


  On Saturday, God rested.


  And on Sunday, God abandoned the World.


  15 years ago, God suddenly appeared Mankind, and said,


  “The netherworld is completely filled. This world will soon be finished. Ahh, I have failed.”


  So God said this, before vanishing without a trace. Back then, Mankind had been waxing lyricals of the Spring of this world, and were naturally shocked. They as a species had yet to live for a hundred million years, and witnessed God for the first time, but the first words God said to them were words of farewell.


  Ever since that day, Mankind could not die.


  Even when their hearts stopped, their flesh rotted, the Dead continued to wriggle, unable to stop.


  Ever since that day, Mankind stopped giving birth.


  It was as though a factory had fallen to fire, and no new humans were produced.


  After God left the world behind, Mankind screamed. Millions of them yelled, even to the brink of death, sputtering blood. The Living soon dwindled in numbers. The Dead roamed the world.


  Later, the gravekeepers appeared.


  These gravekeepers were the last miracle God gave to Mankind.


  They built graves, burying the wandering Dead, protecting the peace of the Living.Finally, people could sleep in peace.


  Children were no longer born, the Dead wandered, the gravekeepers ran about.


  This truly was the image of the Apocalypse.


  Ai was a gravekeeper, and she had a dream.


  She dreamed that she would save the world.


  Her mother built Heaven, her father purged Hell. She inherited their dreams, and prayed to save the world.


  She had yet to know any method that could fulfill this dream, but she did not want to give up.


  For the journey had just begun.


  †


  The car raced on. This simple fact alone had Ai overwhelmed with a myriad of emotions. The rattling of the car had her terrified, the passing scenery as they proceeded far beyond sprinting speed had her jolted, and the endless wilderness before them even as they continued to move so quickly had her a little worried,


  Ai had the window of the co-passenger seat completely opened, ignoring Scar’s muted protests as she merely cared about yelling into the wilderness. No matter how long she waited, she got no echoes, and it was truly an intriguing experience to her.


  She savored everything as much as she could, the car, the scenery, the breeze of the wilderness all being her first experiences.


  She poked her head out from the car she sat for the first time in her life, and earned herself a punch to the head from Julie for the first time, “Don’t you put your head out of the window.”


  So Ai massaged the blunt trauma as she continued to look into the horizon.


  The wilderness was so wide, it could only be felt as endless.


  “If you had enough, close the window.”


  She really wanted to refuse.


  “…It’s not good for him.”


  Ai reeled back after hearing that, and hurriedly closed the window. The rubber was a little sticky, so she had much difficulty closing the window, but she finally managed to shut it with a thud.


  Without the gales blowing, the noisy car became abnormally quiet. Ai’s ears, already used to the noise of the car quickly, naturally filtered it out.


  “…Mr Kiriko, you awake?”


  “Nope. He’s still sleeping.”


  Ai glanced behind at the middle seat, and found Kiriko filling the space entirely, sleeping soundly.


  After he gave his name, Kiriko collapsed weakly, and lost consciousness. It appeared his sudden soberness and agitation truly was bad for his body.


  Ai sighed in relief, and stared at the sleeping boy.


  Kiriko’s face was pale, his breathing was light, and clearly he was grimacing from a nightmare. He was frowning, and there was none of the frivolous kindness he showed before. Ai started to wonder, which was the real Kiriko? The soft fluffy Kiriko? Or the porcupine-like Kiriko?


  “…Ms Scar, if anything happens to Mr Kiriko, please tell us.”


  “Certainly.”


  So Scar, seated at the back seat, answered. Once she was done caring for Kiriko, she went to the back seat, clearing up the items on the car. At this point, she was having a staring contest with a ceramic piggy bank. Ai quietly swore never to disturb her.


  Silence.


  Julie continued to drive silently, as though he had become part of the car.


  And Ai obediently sat on the passenger seat, watching him.


  There was silence.


  Julie sensed a pothole far away, and was wondering if he should dodge right or left.


  Ai looked around at the facilities in the car, and had no idea what the two sticks before the windshield were for.


  There was silence.


  Finally, Julie decided to evade right.


  Ai had nothing to do, and could only look forward.


  There was silence.


  It appeared the wilderness would last forever.


  “Eh!? Are we going to continue on like this?”


  “…What are you saying out of a sudden?”


  Eh…but, with her index finger, Ai pointed at the wilderness, and then at herself.


  “But I’m feeling really bored.”


  Julie’s face was clearly plastered with the words “Who cares?”


  “…What’s the point of grumbling at me?”


  “But! But! It feels like something’s going to happen! Like, it’s going to keep going, that kind of feeling, righ!?”


  So Julie stepped on the brakes.


  Ai’s forehead slammed into the windshield.


  “That hurts!”


  “Sorry. There was a pothole hidden there.”


  They stopped slowing down, and began accelerating again. The scenery passed by again in a blur.


  “Well, travelling by itself is full of nothing.”


  Julie answered honestly. However, Ai had other ideas


  “Ehhh. Don’t think so.”


  “…Since you’re so bored, I hope you can start driving.”


  “Eh? Can I!?”


  Ai was full of vigor. However, Julie immediately doused her enthusiasm.


  “…Can you reach the pedal?”


  “…”


  A cruel silence beckoned.


  “…”


  The car was domineered by silence, and Ai did not muster the word ‘bored’.


  †


  “It appears Mr Kiriko is about to waken.”


  A few moments passed since then before Scar said these words.


  Ai took out the pocket watch, and though it felt an eternity, it was merely noon.


  “Fuuahh…”


  Ai yawned a little, and looked back, finding Kiriko to be still asleep, though looking a little better.


  “He’s still sleeping though.”


  “Yes, so I said he is about to wake…his breathing rhythm has changed. I believe he will regain consciousness soon.”


  And within a few seconds, Scar’s words came true.


  Kiriko, wrapped in a blanket, widened his eyes slightly, and looked around blankly.


  “Ah, you awake?”


  “…You are?”


  So he said while concealing his troubled look, instead giving a wary expression.


  “…Have I passed out until now?”


  “Yeah, right after you gave your name.”


  It seemed Kiriko’s body refused to obey him, his eyes were restlessly swimming around, inspecting every nook and cranny of the car.


  “You don’t have to be so careful now…”


  “I’ll decide for myself whether I need to be careful.”


  Ai made a little sigh. It seemed this very wary Kiriko was his usual self. So Ai stared at him, recalling a hurt red wolf she picked up in the mountain.


  “…Where are you driving to?”


  Kiriko noticed the outside scenery, and asked.


  “To Ortus.”


  Ai answered.


  “What are you planning…”


  Halfway through, Kiriko tried to sit up, only to realize something.


  He tried to get up, and naturally stretched his arms to support his weight.


  “Ah, we couldn’t remove your handcuffs, so we broke the chain first.”


  “…”


  Kiriko raised his hands, as though he was about to receive, and found the chain snapped, the cuffs devoid of the ability to restrain.


  “…What are you planning?”


  Kiriko asked the same question again.


  “We’re not planning anything .”


  “…………”


  “…I’m being honest.”


  Ai sighed.


  “Ai.”


  Julie said while holding the wheel.


  “I know you’re being honest, but telling that to a stranger will only leave him confused. Don’t give him too much headache.”


  Kiriko held up his heavy head with his arms, and sat up.


  “…What are you doing?”


  “Better not ask that question.”


  Julie firmly deflected this question.


  “…Ah, you’re right. How rude of me.”


  Though he was rejected, Kiriko apologized in a relieved manner.


  “…Looks like you’re a sensible one.”


  But naturally, Ai was fuming


  “………You’re saying I’m unreasonable?”


  “Ai, when outdoors, honesty isn’t a virtue–forget it. Just sit back and watch.”


  Julie said, and began talking to Kiriko without looking at the latter in the eyes.


  “First, a self-introduction. Julie Sakuma Dmitriyevich, nice to meet you. This one here is Scar. Hands are full, and you better lie down. We’ll leave the handshakes for later.”


  “Kiriko Zubreska. Thank you for your concern…and for saving me.”


  “Don’t forget to thank them. They’re worried about you the entire time.”


  “I see——thank you. I was saved because of you two.”


  Ai looked shocked, and accepted his thanks. Their conversation went so smoothly, it seemed rehearsed, and was completely unlike her attempts to talk.


  “So why are you like this?”


  “Sorry, this involves the state of the city. Please restrain from asking that…and I shall not ask about your past.”


  Kiriko’s eyes were as sharp as an eagle.


  “…You have quite the cast here…all appearing over there…a lady, and a lazy generation girl…and since you don’t look like family…now then……”


  He politely dispensed with such threatening words, but Julie ignored him.


  “How’s your homeland?”


  “…………What did you just say?”


  Kiriko showed a troubled look.


  “You don’t have to answer, since it’s not something I need to know, and I don’t want to.”


  There was silence.


  “But I determine that it’s best to tell us why you’re captured. This information might bring us immediate danger.”


  “…”


  “Or are you not planning to reveal that much?”


  I might need to have a different decision, so Julie hinted.


  “…No, you’re right. I shall inform you.”


  Kiriko apologized, and started off explaining how everything started.


  Everything went smoothly, but Ai was a little irritated by their interaction.


  Kiriko lived in a city called Ortus, working as an apprentice. Their main job was being a runner boy, delivering items or messages all over Ortus. There were times his job scope would take him out of the city, and he would have to ride a bike to the neighboring towns. This time, he was bringing letters, running all day in the wilderness.


  He said he was abducted by bandits while delivering letters.


  “…I don’t think I have the right to say this, but they were truly amateurish in equipment and thoughts…”


  His memory hazy from sniffing the drug, Kiriko was certain on this part, that there were ten of them, brazenly set traps on the road, and toppled his bike over.


  Their actions thereafter seemed strange however. It seemed there was infighting between them, and before he knew it, Kiriko was thrown into this car.


  The two car owners were once Living.


  Using the past tense here was correct, for they died saving Kiriko.


  “They had fun causing such a ruckus, and died happy…they didn’t really want to save me. They did it all for themselves.”


  That was why they were quickly buried by the gravekeepers.


  “…They’re really troublesome.”


  Kiriko finished his narration thusly.


  “…I don’t think you should describe your saviors like that…”


  Ai said unhappily.


  “You’re right…I went overboard.”


  He simply retracted his words, leaving Ai all the more flabbergasted.


  “…You really think so?”


  “Since I say so, it is what it is.”


  Sparks flew between them.


  “Hm, then there should be danger near Ortus…”


  Julie ignored the kids as he delved into his own thoughts.


  “Fine, we’re not going to Ortus.”


  “”Ehhh!?””


  The glaring pair hurriedly looked over at Julie.


  “It-it’s different from what we agreed on!”


  “Hold on hold on. Just calm down for now.”


  Julie said as he parked the car.


  And then, he pulled out a map from his clutches, explaining to them,


  “Didn’t you want to go to this town in the first place?”


  “…Yeah.”


  “RIght, so I’ll send you here.”


  “…I see. That’ll be better for me…what about you?”


  “We’ll head back and go our separate ways.”


  “Eh? Eh? Eh? Why?”


  Ai was the only one who could not accept this.


  “So, Ai, you tell me. Why do you want to go to Ortus?”


  Julie asked with incredulity.


  “Of course it’s because I want to.”


  “So I ask, why do you want to go?”


  “What why…I just want to go.”


  “…Ahh, I see. So you just want to go? In that case…”


  Julie appeared to be suffering through a headache.


  “Whatever. We’ll get another chance to go back anyway.”


  Julie said, and stepped on the pedal. Ai was very peeved at his attitude, but was unable to say anything.


  †


  She got carsick.


  What went wrong…so Ai wondered. Should she be worrying about the future, or should she assist Scar at the back seat, wiping that strange fox-shaped stone statue? Or should she count the teeth of the gear-shaped windows to 800…?


  Ai did not know the truth, but it appeared she had caused trouble for everyone. She swapped places with Kiriko, and laid down on the middle row.


  Half her face was covered with a towel, her eyes still staring blankly forward.


  She could see Kiriko and Julie at the front seat looking at the map, exchanging murmurs. She felt repulsed just focusing at a point on the map, and averted her eyes.


  “Ahh, you woke up?”


  Kiriko noticed her stare.


  “…I’ve been awake the entire time.”


  Ai answered, but her reply was less than convincing. For some reason, the tremors she felt had greatly eased, and her nausea was a lot milder. She slowly sat up, looked out towards the road, and found the road to be a lot more even. it appeared she fell asleep without knowing, and looked at her watch, the hour hand had advanced by two hours. The weather was not as bright as the clear noon, now cloudy. The grey clouds appeared solid like rock, and nowhere did it look soft.


  Far away, she could see lightning flashing, and thunder could not be heard.


  And near the lightning, there was a rumbling white dragon.


  “…Is that a tornado?”


  “Where?”


  Kiriko asked with a grim look, looked far at where Ai pointed, and finally heaved a sigh of relief, saying,


  “So it’s that far…it’s amazing that you spotted it.”


  Both of them peered outside through the window, and little raindrops appeared on the glass, having a cute dance as the car jolted. Rain fell from the hard looking clouds, lightning, and the tornados. Everywhere else was sunny, a rainbow could be seen linking the sky and the earth.


  A clear day, rain, tornado, thunderstorm, such distinct things blended in the same scenery, forming an inexplicable painting.


  “…It’s the first time I’m seeing a tornado.”


  A scenery completely different from the mountaintop was up close .


  “…I want to see it from a closer place…”


  “I’ll advise you not to.”


  Kiriko answered with a serious expression.


  “It looks small and thin, but it’s able to lift cars and even houses. Humans aren’t different from leaves when it comes to that.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. That’s why they have underground shelters in every house on this plain.”


  “Heh? Do you have one too, Mr Kiriko?”


  “No. I should say Ortus itself doesn’t experience any, The hills redirect the winds south.”


  Kiriko said as he tapped at the panel, switching the radio on. There was a channel featuring a weather report with lots of noise, warning travellers of a tornado.


  “Wha-what is this!”


  “What do you mean? It’s a radio…you don’t know this?”


  “It’s my first time seeing this, or rather, hearing it.”


  “…………You’re weird.”


  “Ahem！”


  Then, there was a deliberate cough interrupting their conversation.


  “I see it.”


  Julie pointed with his chin. Kiriko checked the map, and Ai chewed on the back of the driver seat, glaring at the windshield.


  They could see structures lying on the horizon.


  “What kind of place is that?”


  “…Just a classic town. Has hotel, gas and repair services to earn tourist money. Those selling lunch boxes will rush onto the road without care. Better be careful.”


  “I welcome the lunch boxes and the Dead.”


  “? Ahh? No, I don’t think there are any Dead here. This is a town for the Living.”


  This time, Julie coughed brazenly, trying to stop Ai from saying something she should not have.


  But this wasn’t effective against Ai.


  “Mr Julie, you caught a cough? Please be careful.”


  The car stopped, and the door to the driver seat opened. Julie got off the car, grabbed Ai by the collar, and pulled her out from the middle seats, walking 17 steps north.


  “Ai.”


  “Wh-what are you doing? You’ll tear my collar…”


  “Please conceal your identity as a gravekeeper as much as possible.”


  Ai raised a finger, neither flinching nor caring that she was dragged around like a kitten,


  “To be precise, a mixed blood between Man and gravekeeper.”


  “…Keep that a secret. It’ll be a huge help to us if you can agree.”


  Julie appeared to have given up as he raised the item in his right hand a little further.


  “Ai, don’t be hurt about what you hear from me now.”


  “You’re telling me not to be hurt when you’re the one saying that? That’s not kind of you, but that’s to be expected, Mr Julie.”


  “Are you a genius at riling others?”


  “But I’m hurt now.”


  “Really? Then buck up…Ai, listen to me.”


  He said, glancing aside at Kiriko. The boy remained in the car politely, not looking at them.


  Julie suddenly let go, and had Ai stand on the ground.


  “Right now, Mankind and gravekeepers are enemies.”


  “Eh?”


  “Think about it, the Living and the gravekeepers don’t care about each other, so that’s fine…but the Dead…the Dead still wandering are mostly those ‘who don’t want it to end’. If you tell them that you’re a Gravekeepers, they’ll slaughter you.”


  Ai was wide mouthed once she heard that, and lifted her head towards Julie.


  “…Look over there.”


  Julie pointed at a land, and there was a handle stick shoved there.


  “…What is that?”


  “A gravekeeper’s grave.”


  On a closer look, the stick was a shovel stabbed into the ground.


  “A gravekeeper’s grave…”


  “Most likely murdered by the Dead, and buried.”


  “How’s that…”


  Ai fell weakly to the ground.


  “That’s the opposite of what should happen.”


  Julied nodded in confirmation.


  “But that’s how things turned out to be. Mankind has evolved into such a species…little by little since that day 15 years ago, until now.”


  Ai did not answer.


  “You get it?”


  “…”


  “Ai.”


  Julie insisted that she answer. With a gloomy expression, she grabbed the sand, got up, and threw it aside.


  “…I do, but I can’t accept this…”


  “I’m not asking you to do this much…just that you need to know.”


  “But.”


  Ai continued, her resisting eyes were glaring up at Julie’s blue eyes.


  “But Mr Julie, I feel that when I need to, I’ll have to do so.”


  She was practically looking upwards, her eyes widened, ignoring the fact that there was a cliff-like height difference between them,


  “I definitely can’t stop myself from saying that.”


  “…Do as you please until then, when you feel the need to.”


  Both of them returned to the car. On the way back, Julie took 2 steps, and Ai took 3…


  “Mr Julie.”


  “Hm?”


  “It hurts.”


  “…”


  Both of them took 15 and 30 steps respectively. “Welcome back.” So Kiriko said, and did not question anything.


  Julie pulled the side lever, and stepped on the pedal.


  The town approached.


  “Right, this is where we should say goodbye…lots of things happened, but I have to thank you.”


  There was a white building before them, seemingly rising from the horizon.


  “…Well, that seemed quick…”


  Julie narrowed his eyes skeptically.


  “It’s not like anything unpleasant happened.”


  That building?


  “Ai.”


  “Hmph. However you please.”


  “Ai！”


  Julie yelled.


  “Wh-what?”


  “Check out that town for me. Ahh whatever, I can see it. Damn it! What the hell is that thing!?”


  The town was shaped like a sandwich. THe ‘buildings’ were the bread, the ‘road’ was the filling. The buildings were lined on both sides, the main road before them leading to the horizon. The colors of the bread were a lot more vibrant than the filing, every building had different colors, looking really radical.


  And the bread was in tatters.


  “What’s going on…”


  Every single one of them gasped. None of the houses crumbled before them had been repaired, the entire town was trampled upon, the walls and pillars reduced to wood.


  “A tornado…”


  Kiriko muttered in a daze.


  “It got swept completely…”


  The car slowed down as it entered the town. The remaining debris was far too little considering the many houses that were destroyed. There were shattered planks and furniture everywhere, magazines scattered like petals, giving a strange festive-like atmosphere.


  Ai tugged at Julie’s sleeve,


  “Mr Julie, please stop…”


  “No, it’s too dangerous.”


  “There might still be some living…”


  “And it’s dangerous because they’re living.”


  “But then…”


  “…It’s strange. There’s little debris on the road, it’s like they’re inviting people through…”


  Ai crept away from the front seats, and slithered to the back seats where a leisurely looking Scar was,


  “…Ms Scar, is there any Dead here?”


  “No, or I would not have waited obediently here.”


  “…I guess…then the Living?”


  “I do not know about this. After all, we can only detect the wandering and buried Dead, along with other nearby gravekeepers.”


  There were no signs at all.


  Ai wondered if she was overthinking it, or that they had fallen into a trap, but the car just drove off.


  They just drove off while avoiding the scattered planks, stoves, trampled carpets and crushed mugs. Various things that should not exist on a road passed by in hundreds, brewing a nightmarish tension.


  They evaded a lion statue held in a bathtub of mudwater, evaded lots of basins, and Julie discovered a scene he had always been worried about.


  There was a barricade formed out of debris.


  Upon seeing that, Julie stepped on the gas..


  The explosive acceleration had everyone sticking into the backrest, the car charging forth at mesmerizing speed. Julie controlled the wheel delicately as he made slight adjustments to the twitching car, having it move through the path where the barricades were weakest.


  Closing in before them were severed plant pots, wreckage of baking ovens, and a signboard of ‘car repairs’ before them.


  The car drove by.


  The impacts shook the car, but it managed to pass through the town. planks of red, white and yellow flew in the air, lots of latrine bowls slowly rising in the air, before crashing hard onto the ground.


  At that moment, Ai saw silhouettes among the crowd. There were men armed with guns running out, yelling, some who were more rash shooting away, though the bullets missed greatly. They shook off the gunmen with speed, the town soon vanishing before their eyes as they returned to the wasteland once again.


  The blue car continued down the horizon at top speed.


  †


  The car kept going West until the sky was dyed red, and ultimately, they had to spend the night outdoors. While there was some sunlight left, everyone hastily set up a tent. Ai and Scar laid out the beds, while it appeared Kiriko and Scar intended to sleep in the back seat and the driver seat.


  They set a fire when the sun set, the fuel obtained from the planks of the barricade they had barged through, caught between the bonnet and the engine. The car shielded the fire from the East, preventing anyone there from seeing the flames.


  “How is it?”


  “Not good, The suspension’s gone.”


  Kiriko, having snuck beneath the car, climbed out and responded.


  The car had been having problems ever since they broke through the barricade, the car clearly wobbly. The impacts from driving over the potholes were not cushioned, hitting the passengers.


  But they could not stop. The blue car kept driving on, until the engine finally burst into flames.


  “Managed to get it stabilized, for now.”


  Julie went to the back to check on the engine, getting his hands black in the process. The sharpnel flew into the pipes, affecting the cooling. The shaking caused the engine oil to leak, resulting in it burning.


  “We better get it fixed fully, otherwise it’s going to get troublesome.”


  Ai took some bread, jerky and tea to the two men who finished working, and all of them were gathered to eat, munching away.


  “Let’s go to Ortus.”


  Julie took a sip of tea as he said.


  “…There’s no other choice.”


  Kiriko swallowed the bread in his mouth, agreeing.


  “I can make some agreements. Repairs and lodging should be free.”


  “That’ll help us out, but is that really fine?”


  “The city has a policy of assisting those in need of emergency aid. I think we can supply some necessities, but I can’t guarantee that…”


  “That’s more than enough. Thanks.”


  “…”


  “…”


  Ai was exceptionally quiet.


  “What’s wrong, Ai? You’ve been quiet the entire time.”


  Her usually talkative mouth remained pursed, except when delivering food into her mouth. Naturally, she finished dinner earlier than the others, the tea in her mug downed.


  “Mr Julie……”


  Ai’s face was illuminated by the flickering flames as she said,


  “Could we have saved them…?”


  Julie gave a troubled look as he scratched his head,


  “Can’t do it.”


  There was no room of discussion. Not ‘no’, but ‘can’t do it’, which showed how adamant he was.


  “…But.”


  “You want to know why? There are many reasons? Most importantly, the basic reason is that we don’t have the means to save them.”


  Hundreds of them had no place to live, and it’s not a problem a mere few could resolve.


  “Second, they’re already bandits. Third, they’re trying to save themselves in their own way. The second reason I speak of is that way, and even if we can’t ferry them all, it’s not like an entire town doesn’t have a car or vehicle. Am I right, Kiriko?”


  Kiriko, who had not been talking, nodded upon being prompted,


  “…They probably have cars in the underground garage…and probably contacted the other villages or towns…just not Ortus however. I guess they just don’t want to rely on Ortus no matter what…”


  “Was it them who captured you?”


  Kiriko cupped his knees together and bit on his fingernails, sinking into thought as he answered,


  “…Thinking about it now, I guess that’s the only answer.”


  The blue flames engulfed the wood, and Kiriko’s gloomy expression gave a silent vibe.


  “They probably want to use me as a hostage, a bargaining chip…the Living really have inscrutable plans. We assisted them lots in the past, but to think they were ungrateful, even vengeful.”


  “…A dispute between city and town?”


  “Not really, Just the town causing a ruckus.”


  “Guess it’s better to coexist peacefully.”


  “…We feel the same.”


  Both sighed in unison.


  “Whatever. At least we’ll get intel from Ortus, we’ll figure out something. We don’t have to worry about that.”


  “Hmm~~”
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  “Something you’re still unhappy about? And why do you want to save them even though you aren’t related?”


  “Of course it’s because…”


  Julie immediately froze, and tried to shuush Ai’s mouth.


  “Of course it’s because I’m an envoy of justice.”


  “…………What was that?”


  Kiriko looked troubled, wondering what she meant, so he shot Julie a look, who muttered with a grimace, “She said that…”


  “Well, if there’s people in the West in trouble, we should help. If there’s people in the East looking for trouble, we’ll fix them! That’s my journey to save the world.”


  “R-really?”


  “Yes—and actually, it started three days ago.”


  “Too recent! That just started!”


  “So I want to save them…”


  Ai cupped her legs together, putting her chin on her knees, looking really gloomy.


  “Hmmm…”


  Kiriko had his hand under his chin as he looked at her, the meaningless metal rings on his wrists clicking away.


  “一That’s quite a stupid dream.”


  “Th-that’s blunt…”


  “Am I wrong? I’m not going to ask why you have such a big, crazy dream…but a dream that can’t be fulfilled is just stupid.”


  “…”


  “No matter how big your dream is, no matter how many good deeds you want to do, you’re just powerless right now.”


  “I know this…”


  “They’re not hoping for you to save them. They’ll figure out a way themselves.”


  “I said I know this…”


  And because she knew that, Ai was being so depressed, so gloomy.


  “…I’m going to sleep.”


  Saying that, Ai stood up.


  She turned around, and found darkness and a starry sky there.


  “…As for me…”


  The darkness was cold and big, almost swallowing the little fire.


  “I’m really small…”


  There was silence.


  “…You’re a pipsqueak after all.”


  “Truly a pipsqueak.”


  Ai stomped at the calves of the two men, and went towards the tent.


  †


  Nobody woke them up, but once dawn broke, everyone woke up.


  A thin layer of ice gathered above the wilderness was swept aside by the sunlight, the bonnet of the blue car giving off clear steam, absorbed into the lower clouds.


  They kept the tents, dealt with the fire, started the engine to warm the car.


  They boiled water over the steam, and had tea and bread for breakfast.


  “Let’s go.”


  They packed their belongings, and boarded the car. Ai popped some sweets into her mouth to counteract the carsick.


  She had the lemon flavored sweet roll right to left in her mouth, before it stopped on her tongue. They were ready to leave, and once the car was done heating, its pulse started to accelerate, slowly ripping through the morning air.


  Ai remained seated in the rear, looking towards the town far behind as she sank into thought.


  She probably was thinking that it would be great if everyone could be happy.


  †


  After noon or so, Kiriko was the on driving instead. “You can drive?” So Ai asked in shock. And the response was, “Anyone can as long as they can step on the pedal.” Kiriko did not really mean anything, but Ai was incensed by these words, and laid at the middle row, sleeping in a grimace.


  The car stopped at lunch, and they rested another three times to cool the overheated engine. It was long past noon.


  The first to realize something was amiss was Scar.


  “There are still unburied Dead.”


  “…………Eh? That was kind of…………”


  “Ai, please wake up.”


  Scar leaned over from the back seat, whispering,


  “……Eh? Ah, no, I wasn’t sleeping…not at all…yes, I wasn’t sleeping yesterday either…fuahh…”


  “I sense the unburied Dead in the direction we are headed.”


  “Eh?”


  The gravekeepers possessed various superpowers to bury the Dead, and one of them was to detect their existence. Through many various senses, they could find the Dead they should bury, but the conditions of what they should bury were complex. Most of it was to approach the closest Dead, there were a few exceptions, and some gravekeepers had problems with this function. Ai herself had no such function, and it was said that even of the pure-blooded gravekeepers, some would wander around the Dead, unable to find them. It was because of this nature however that people called the gravekeepers“kings of the corpses”.


  Back on point.


  Ai looked forward.


  Logically, that was the direction Ortus was at.


  “…Things really happen one after another, don’t they? Miss Scar, how many are there? 1? 2? 10? 100?”?”


  “At least…a million, I suppose.”


  “Oh, a million…wait, a million?”


  Once again, Ai looked forward, and exclaimed. The cloudless distant horizon seemed so ominous, and she found it really stupid that they were driving there.


  “I suppose there should be a lot more of them…but that because they are too clustered, I cannot sense the numbers.”


  “Clear enough！Mr Kiriko! Stooppp！”


  “Eh? What? Why?”


  “Why, you ask? There’s a million Dead before us…”


  “Of course.”


  Kiriko remained unperturbed, as though it was to be expected.


  “The city I live in is the ‘Country of Death’, Ortus, the world’s largest population of the Dead.”


  †


  Ortus was a city built over a massive plateau.


  It was located at 48° 5’ 2” N 109° 2’ 58 (Elzalgo Standard Latitude and Longitude经纬度), right in the middle of the continent, cold and dry, a population of 1.2 million, all Dead.


  The origin of this country was a Nomadic tribe that had a monarchy, lasting 1000 years. 14 years ago, when the world changed, there was an organization of Dead gathering. Some of them, the Dead used force against persecution, defeating countless gravekeepers, and grew in masses.


  Finally, 9 years ago, they built the city they dreamt of on this land.


  A city popular of merely 20,000 instantly exploded, and every successive king harbored ambitions far and wide, gathering every single person into the city. Once they knew their role was over, they simply handed authority over to the city, abdicating.


  All except for a certain ‘Princess’.


  When it came to Ortus, Kiriko started rattling off a spiel of history like a machine gun, excitedly even. He just had to comment on every segue, like,“All the enemies at the battle of Nusword became one of us, and that really changed things.”,“The people of Ortus were just nomads, and it’s a miracle that they had such ambitions.””It is amazing how the ruler abdicated. He used a delegated dictatorship to declare rules for Human Rights (Calnadeh Code) nobody agreed to. It was truly riveting”.


  Ai did not listen to the vast majority, and merely stared at the looming massive wall.


  Ortus was a walled city, the wall separating the worlds of the Living and the Dead. The tall walls made of sturdy red bricks rejected gravekeepers from invading, nor anyone from escaping.


  Looking to the right, there was an endless horizon of red bricks. to the left, there was still an endless horizon of red bricks.


  Ai started to be a little afraid.
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  But the car simply drove to the gates, without care for her fear.


  It appeared the gates had to be pulled by massive winch. They were covered in masses of anti-hex spells, hundreds of demons lined in rows, glaring at the wilderness.


  “…The gates look really scary.”


  “Yeah…can’t deny that…even I find it a little terrifying.”


  There were various curses from the ancient ages written on the gates, and looked no different from the gates to Hell.


  “…There’s too many meanings added…when it’s supposed to be just a gate. Curses, intimidation against external forces. And a monument of solace…”


  “A monument of solace?”


  “…Yeah. For the gravekeepers.”


  “…”


  “It is also a large cemetery. There are a million Dead in Ortus, and various gravekeepers would arrive…these gravekeepers were murdered by soldiers, and no matter how skilled they are, they can’t surmount the wall, yet there are always gravekeepers running over…”


  There was an awkward mood lingering in the car.


  Kiriko seemed to have realized it, for he pointed to a corner of the gates, saying,


  “Over over there.”


  At the highest point of the gates was an elegant looking statue akin to a ship’s figurehead, its hands outstretched as it sang to the world, giving a kind smile.


  “That’s the Princess?”


  “Ah, no…that’s…”


  The Idol of Murder.


  Such were the words inscribed beneath the statue.


  “That’s quite a terrifying name…”


  “…It’s the guardian god of Ortus, who possesses the power to kill all Life.”


  “Now that’s beyond my expectations…”


  Well, that’s to be expected. Kiriko muttered.


  “…Ortus’ history is one full of persecution…and everyone wanted such a God”


  There were also such words beneath the statue.


  ‘ Those eyes were the eyes of death. Those words were the words of death. That body was brimming with death. No living thing could escape. None shall escape the Idol of Murder. ’


  ‘I, King of Man, shall crush all outsiders who come with violence. I am the guardian of all Dead.’


  “God of the Dead…never heard of that.”


  “Well of course. The old God’s there for the Living, but don’t you think that’s too selfish? So the Idol of Murder chose to be the guardian of the Dead…she’s really a kind God…”


  “…Well, that makes sense.”


  “She kills them, and is willing to protect them. It’s perfect..”


  “Isn’t that matchfixing now!? How mean!”


  So they continued to talk, and the car arrived before the gates. Kiriko parked the car by the road shoulder, and before them, there was an outpost made of bricks, like the wall. On the signboard of the entrance were the words ‘Ortus’ East Gate inspection’.


  “Right. Wait here.”


  Kiriko said as he got off the car, the sentry soldier immediately running over, asking him to fill some documents.


  Ai viewed this scene from the passenger seat. The sentry was wearing a deep blue uniform, wielding a rifle, wearing a steel mask without expression.


  “Miss Scar, erm…are they…well…”


  “They’re the Dead.”


  The sentry seemed to have recognized Kiriko, for they patted him on the shoulder, joking around.


  The Dead was clearly commonplace.


  “Ai, I want to bury them.”


  “Please resist for now.”


  “Understood. Then do tell me, how long is this now?”


  How long will that be? So Ai wondered.


  Until when should they bury him for being glad his compatriot had returned safely?


  Until when should they bury the million of Dead beyond this massive wall before them?


  “…Until I say it’s fine.”


  “Understood.”


  Scar answered tersely. Kiriko returned.


  “We got permission. Follow me first.”


  They got off the car, and followed Kiriko, who led them into the outpost.


  The outpost did not seem like a place for defenses, but more for an administrative office. In the middle of the room was a counter, the window used for questioning.


  Kiriko glanced at the counter, spotted a face, “Geh.” and blurted out.


  And once Kiriko was spotted, the chair was kicked aside, followed by hollers,


  “Kiriko!”


  “Kiri! Good thing you made it back safely!”


  So the attendant leapt over the counter, lurching toward Kiriko, who tried to avoid the embrace with a disgusted look, only to be caught and until to break free.


  “Wh-why are you at this place?”


  “What’s with that tone, Kiriko? We were worried about you.”


  The woman to the left of them said.


  “Of course, Kiri! Are you hurt? Did you protect your chastity? I had much trouble keeping the Princess out from the loop.”


  The man to the right side, and they finally let go.


  Ai was dumbstruck by this scene.


  The lady to the left seemed to have noticed Ai’s stare, and turned around, giving a half smile,


  “Kiriko, are they the ones who saved you? If you don’t mind, do introduce them to us, no?”


  The duo then took a step forever, and Kiriko muttered,“Will this be okay…” he glanced aside at Ai worriedly.


  Ai remained dumbfounded, rooted.


  “Everyone, this is the vice-commander of the Ortus Imperial Guard, Pox.”


  The woman to the left winked. She was between 25 to 35, had a pale face and a slender body, but the trained body was not weak in any case.


  “And this is the special special foreign affairs ambassador, Wreck.”


  “Nice to meet you.” So the man to the right said, grinning. He was smaller, about the height of a girl, similarly lank and dry, but a strong frame with bulging muscles.


  They were of similar heights, dressed in similar shirts, pants and cyan jackets. Nothing seemed amiss thus far.


  Really, nothing seemed really amiss.


  Other than the fact that the man and the woman were too close.


  “Errm…mind if we say something?”


  So the left said,


  “Ahhh Pox, everyone’s shocked by your appearance.”


  So the right said.


  “You’re really rude, Wreck. They’re just speechless seeing your terrifying appearance.”


  Both of them bickered at zero distance.


  The duo were a person.


  The middle of the body was a divide, the right half was female, the left half was male.


  “E-erm.”


  Ai summoned her courage, and asked,


  “Ho-how…did you end up like this?”


  “Of course, it’s because when two people crash together at an unbelievable speed…’


  “Wreck, stop teasing, but Missy, I have to apologize. This isn’t something convenient to talk about.”


  The right half spoke tentatively, ambiguously.


  “Ah, no…I was being rude…I’m Ai Astin.”


  So Ai reached her right hand out without thinking, and Pox looked a little terrified as she grabbed her hand. After withdrawing her hand, “Ah, I see.” Ai thought of something, and reached her left hand forward instead.


  “Nice to meet you, Mr Wreck.”


  “Forgive me for using my left.”


  So the trio shook hands. Julie and Scar too followed up with their introductions.


  So this pair of people folded their arms nimbly.


  “Quite the cordial bunch.”


  And patted Kiriko on the back.


  “Normally, even the Dead find us disgusting, calling us ‘monsters’.”


  “There are no monsters in this world.”


  Ai said with conviction.


  “No matter what shape their hearts take, humans are humans.”


  “………………Ohhh.”


  Pox suddenly let out a squeal, on the verge of fainting, and it was Wreck on the left half holding her up.


  “H-hey, partner, what’s wrong?”


  “Oh dear…she’s really cute.”


  Pox’s eyes were dazzling, and she was shrieking, while Wreck looked completely devastated, having had enough. The same body was giving such a stark contrast in emotions, so much so that one could have mistakenly found themselves in such a dissonance.


  “I really love obedient and wise kids! Ahhh…how good…so cute…how do I deal with these feelings…”


  Dig a hole and bury yourself in, so Wreck retorted, but Pox did not seem to listen. The right half dragged the resisting left, patting Ai’s head and hugging her firmly.


  “Just say whatever you need. Well, you’re Kiriko’s savior, so it’s fine no matter how difficult the reject may be. I don’t think you’re wandering travelers, so do you need gas? Or food? We can handle everything from repairs, parts changes, or medical checkups.”


  The right half pointed at the left half, saying,


  “Might have half a face, but this scary face’s pretty capable around here. He’ll do whatever he’s asked.”


  “…Bud, you sure are being kind here for a freeloader…”


  Hearing that, Ai said,


  “I want to go in then.”


  The duo and Kiriko were stunned to hear these words.


  But the one with the most obvious reaction was Julie.


  “Excuse us a moment.”


  He tugged at Ai’s collar with his right hand, waving for Scar with his left, and the trio gathered to talk,


  “Ai.”


  “What?”


  “Why do you want to go into the country?”


  “? I want to ask you that, Mr Julie. You don’t want to?”


  “Of course not.”


  Julie hushed his voice further,


  “You saw those gates, didn’t you? If they know you’re gravekeepers, who knows…”


  “If, that is.”


  She was not exactly wrong. At the very least, gravekeepers had no obvious difference in physical appearance from humans.


  “…But we should try to avoid danger as much as possible.”


  “Even if there’s danger…”


  Ai added emphasis to her words.


  “Even if there’s danger, I want to see this country. Now that I know there’s a city of Dead other than my own village, I want to see it no matter what.”


  Her green eyes were staring at Julie with fiery passion.


  “If you don’t want to go in, that’s fine, Mr Julie. I want to go in, even if I’m on my own.”


  “…I didn’t want to come here because I knew this would happen.”


  Julie sighed.


  “…You made up your mind?”


  “Yes.”


  “I see…well, it’s your journey. We’ll do as you say.”


  Julie then asked Scar of her plans.


  “There’ll be more danger if you come along. If possible, I want you to wait at another town.”


  “No, I have to enter this time.”


  It was rare to see Scar show such enthusiasm. Ai and Julie were taken aback.


  “……Miss Scar, you can’t bury the Dead even if you go in, you know that?”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  “? Then why…”


  “A voice is calling for me.”


  “”Huh?””


  “Someone is calling for me.”


  Scar said as she looked over at Ortus.


  “…”


  “…”


  Ai and Julie exchanged looks, and murmured softer than before,


  “…Is she tired?”


  “…I don’t know. I can’t tell.”


  “…Not sure if we should worry…”


  They turned towards Scar, who continued to stare far away in a daze.


  “…Ah whatever. Damn it, everyone’s reason to act is getting ridiculous.”


  Julie cupped his head in frustration. He had been mastering this gesture ever since they grouped together, his form looking good.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Is this really fine?”


  “What’s wrong about that?”


  The trio strode forth, and Julie, leading the way, returned to the counter.


  “…You done with your meeting?”


  “Can you hurry? We’re bored to tears.”


  The duo teased.


  “Now, as for why you want to visit, mind telling us the reason?”


  “We want to sightsee.”


  Julie answered exasperatedly.


  “Oh. I see. Understood. You are permitted.”


  So they simply answered.


  “What? That simple?”


  “Oh, simple, you say?”


  “Isn’t that a waste of your scary face now? Don’t you agree, Kiriko?”


  The duo giggled, and Kiriko, who was asked, answered unhappily,


  “…Well, you see it. Ortus is a city for the Dead, and there’s limited access for the Living…only ambassadors or merchants are usually allowed…there’s no Living who’s actually allowed in just for sightseeing.”


  “Eh? Then why…”


  “As thanks, of course. Didn’t we say so?”


  Pox and Wreck hunched forward,


  “Thank you once again…for saving Kiriko.”


  “As representative of the guardian, you have our sincere thanks.”


  Both of them bowed deeply.


  “Well, we did say we can agree to anything, no matter how difficult it is, but we never thought you would request to enter. Please fill in some documents.”


  “Eh, where are the papers? Heyy, Kiriko. Mind telling us?”


  So the duo muttered as they went to the counter, drew out dozens of documents from the drawer, and handed it to the trio. They then opened the ink bottle, prepared the quilt pens, and with their separate brains controlling them, their two hands got to work in a manner no musician could aspire to imitate.


  Ai then exchanged three signatures for a card, and brought it to her eyes. It contained her name, age (15, but that was a lie), and her hair and eye colors.


  For some reason, she was really elated.


  Right in the middle of the card was the date, along with the day they were supposed to leave.


  “7 days, probably.”


  Ai did not know if it was too long or too short a time to stay in a city.


  “Right, now that we’re done with the procedures——everyone——”


  Wreck clicked his fingers, putting the hand on the counter, scanning the gang. Pox raised her right hand, putting it on her chest.


  Both bowed in unison,


  “”Welcome to Ortus.””


  Chapter 2




  They passed the gates.


  The scenery shielded by the red walls was liberated, their line of sights expanded.


  Before them were the sun, a castle, a hill, and vibrant greenery leading in.


  There was some green wheat growing on the few flatlands till the hills. They were growing faster than the wheat Ai knew of, and the colors showed that they were about to grow ears.


  A few farmers were seated on the ridges, looking at the fields.


  Ai knew very well what adults would say at such moments. They would surely repeat the same useless topics, “It’s growing really well this year.” and “Yeah, that’s right”.


  Her eyes, already used to the grey of the wilderness, were struck by the sudden greenery, making them really striking.


  A farmer suddenly noticed their presence and waved at them. The others too followed suit. Ai rubbered her eyes and made a little wave back.


  The car moved really slowly but continued forward as it left the farmers behind.


  After a while, the sun turned red behind the hill, and the gang soon arrived at the foot of the hill.


  A little further, and they would arrive at the street. The buildings before her were all apartments, and there were shops facing each other on the ground floor, populated by many.


  The streets of Ortus were completely covered in stone, combining pieces of marble, tiles, and red bricks to form long, thin apartments, which were packed tightly into the narrow lots.


  The roads were well maintained, and there were open spaces everywhere. Every house was decorated with flowers and plants in the entrance and windows, and surely there were potted seasonal plants elsewhere in season. There was an old woman changing pots on the roadside. Children ran past like a gust of wind, laughing, and there were many old men blowing colorful smoke from dyed cigarettes on the roadside, enjoying a little gambling.


  Naturally, everyone was dead.


  They were dead to the point where their muscles were dry and thin as if they had taken off their old western clothes. The younger the Dead, the more peculiar they were.


  There were skeletons dressed in suits, and beings strapped with locks to make up for the lack of weight. Women blended with a mass of lace dresses, teenagers removed their limbs and replaced them with prosthetics, resembling dolls. There was also a literary boy holding a library book under his left arm, and his head under his right arm.


  Most of the Living treated these Dead as monsters, and their initial reaction to the streets of Ortus was that it was a hellhole where demons and monsters went wild. They would say in fear, “I’m in the wrong place.” adjust their schedule and return home early. This happened so many times that Kiriko could not be bothered to be angry with them anymore.


  But Ai’s reaction was different.


  Ai looked lost in thought while she pressed her face against the backseat window, watching the expressions of the people on the street. She did not react to the apparently horrific appearance of the citizens, but just looked into their eyes.


  Both the alien-looking Dead and the human-looking Dead had smiles on their faces, being joyous with friends and family, with ordinary smiles on their faces.


  Ai saw a smiling mother carry a baby, and gave a plain smile without any surprise, pity or anger.


  Then a tear suddenly fell from her eyes.


  Kiriko hurriedly turned his face forward, reacting as though he had seen something he should never have seen. He turned his head forward, and saw the tear-colored stars shining upon the city.


  “Woah…” At that moment, without turning around, he knew Ai was looking at the same view.


  †


  It was dark when they arrived at the dormitory, and the car started to have gear issues. They finally made it up the hill, and made it into the parking lot with only the right headlight flashing.


  The dormitory looked different from the apartments on the street. It was a taller stone building. There was not a single house around, and it seemed as if it was isolated from the noise.


  The parking lot was unusually large, and the ground was not paved, made of compacted dirt. The group took out their luggage and walked towards the building. It was very bright for a night, despite there being a half moon.


  “A year ago, this was a school.”


  Kiriko explained as he walked. They were at the parking lot, and the boys’ dormitory was across the street, the girls’ dormitory was at the other end, and the school building was closed.


  “Hmmm…”


  Ai answered listlessly.


  “…I’ll say this first.”


  Seeing her reaction, Kiriko said something he hesitated to say before.


  “Thanks for saving me, and I’m grateful for it…but I don’t think you should stay here. Ortus is the city of the Dead, and the Living shouldn’t be coming here…if I had the right to decide, I wouldn’t have let you in here.”


  “I see…so why…did you let us in…?”


  “I didn’t let you in! I couldn’t disobey my superiors!!”


  “Ahh…I…see…”


  Ai answered absent-mindedly, making Kiriko even more upset.


  “I hope you’ll leave as soon as you’re done.”


  “…Haa, Mr Kiriko, you’re saying weird things …”


  Ai’s petite body wobbled as she carried her luggage.


  “…What did you say?”


  “Aren’t you yourself Living?”


  Kiriko kept quiet at once.


  “………You’re weird…Mr Kiriko… …”


  “…Ai?”


  Ai was not acting normal.


  She swayed from side to side like a rowing boat, and finally stumbled and fell to the right.


  “Ai!”


  Kiriko grabbed her left hand in the nick of time and saved her from falling.


  “After all that’s happened today, she’s probably tired in the head.”


  Julie gently reached out and picked up Ai’s backpack. Ai immediately squatted down and began to doze off, looking very childish.


  “…Excuse me, Kiriko, can you please carry her?”


  “Huh? Ah, sure.”


  As soon as Kiriko turned around, Ai’s arms immediately wrapped around his neck, and she relaxed. Kiriko tucked her legs under his pits let out a sigh, and then wondered “Huh, why am I carrying her?” It was strange to pass her back to Julie at this point though..


  Ai immediately started to snore, and was so tired that her face was pale; the corners of her eyes were the only parts that were red.


  “…Say, Mr Julie.”


  “What is it?”


  “How old is she …?”


  At this point, Kiriko did not realize he had broken the rules.


  “Who knows, ask her yourself.”


  At this point Ai spoke up.


  “…I said I’m not sleeping…………mnya mnya…”


  “Does anyone talk in their sleep like that?”


  Kiriko carried Ai on his back once again and walked towards the dormitory.


   


  †


   


  When she woke up, it was not morning anymore.


  Ai sat up in the bed in a daze. She had no memory of the room and had no idea what was going on, but she did not care about it and yawned hard.


  She exposed every tooth, every cell under her tongue, and even her vocal cords to the air for a moment before she closed her mouth.


  …Where is this place?


  The room was a little dark, but there was a warm light shining in, dispersing the dust in the air.


  She looked to her right, and saw another bed, a dresser, and a closet lined up against the wall beyond.


  The room was silent, and no sound could be heard.


  Ai slowly turned her half-opened eyes to the left and scanned the entire room. She found a door, a bookcase, a desk and a chair.


  Then on the left wall…


  Was a window with curtains drawn.


  “……alrighty…”


  Ai swam out of bed on the sheets and walked barefoot on the carpet.


  The windows were covered by thick curtains that kept the room dim, but the light shone through so strongly that the edges were bright white. The light spilled onto the toes, causing the dancing dust to glisten and scatter into the room.


  The curtains were drawn.


  Even with her eyes closed, the light shining in was so strong that it stung her eyes. The warmth spread through every corner of her body, and the grogginess she had felt when she first woke up was seemingly burned away.


  Ai looked at Ortus.


  “Wow…”


  She immediately reached out to unlock the window and opened it. The strong gust blowing in caused the curtains and bows to flutter lightly, Ai squealed and jumped, put her chest against the window frame, and leaned her upper body out of the window.


  The ramp from right to left was filled with white tiles that shone under the sunlight. She looked down, and could see the greenery of the wheat fields, and further beyond, the red bricks of the city walls.


  On the right side of the hill, she could see a dark-colored castle.


  Ai couldn’t hold back her excitement and immediately pulled her upper body back, stumbled two steps backwards after landing. She turned around, rushed to the closet, opened it with the gusto she had when she opened the window, and saw her jacket, pants and skirt hanging neatly inside.


  She then realized that she had no idea what she was wearing, looked down and saw that it was her usual shirt and underwear.


  Ai’s mind was filled thus with the logical question—who changed my clothes?


  It couldn’t have been Kiriko. As for Julie…it might be possible, since he was a hulking man who had no sense of delicacy, practically a father taking care of his daughter.


  If it was Scar. Why yes, it would be better.


  “…Ai?”


  The moment Ai thought of her, she heard the voice from behind. She turned around and saw Scar lying on the other bed.


  “Good morning, Miss Scar! It’s morning already!”


  “…No, it’s noon.”


  “Eh?”


  The exuberant greeting was met with a listless reply as Ai fished her pocket watch out of her jacket, the hands pointing to noon.


  Only then did she realize that the angle of the sunlight shining in was quite high.


  “Eh…then why didn’t you wake me up …?”


  “…I did…”


  The reproachful question was met with an even more reproachful answer.


  Upon further questioning, Ai then realized that both Scar and Julie tried to wake her up, but she was sleeping so soundly.


  “…I did not expect you to sleep until noon. I am really impressed …”


  Ai tickled her cheek with some embarrassment and asked the one question she was curious about. “Miss Scar. Did you undress me?” Scar nodded and replied, “Yes.” Thank goodness.


  “…Ai, you’re as lively as always …”


  Ai looked closely and saw that Scar wasn’t. The latter seemed reluctant to get out of bed, was wearing only a shirt, and was huddled under the blanket.


  “What’s wrong, Miss Scar? Did you eat too much?”


  “… I do not know how to describe this? Unpleasant emotions, I suppose…Ai, please do not confuse me with you, in all respects.”
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  Ai scurried to Scar’s pillow, and touched Scar’s forehead to see if the latter had a fever. She did not, and certainly did not look so bad.


  “Are you not feeling well?”


  “…My chest, is aching. So is my head. I feel a little nauseous …”


  “Hmm. Can you still hear the ‘voice’ you mentioned?”


  “Yes…”


  Scar turned her gaze forward.


  “I was going to find out where that sound was coming from …”


  “No, please lie still and rest.”


  Yes… Scar answered obediently.


  “…What shall I do? Should I call a doctor?”


  “Who knows. … Is there a doctor who can meet gravekeepers?”


  “Is there none?”


  “Well, who knows…?”


  “………And more importantly, do gravekeepers get sick?”


  “I have not heard of such instances…”


  Ai herself would get a cold about once a year, but it seems that her case was not an appropriate reference.


  “Julie said he would go out and buy medicine on the way back, so for now… I shall see what happens…”


  “Ah, is that so? Mr Julie went out?”


  “Yes, he said he was going to repair the car, replenish the stocks. He seems to be really busy…”


  Oh yes, he left a note. Scar said, and passed over a twice folded piece of paper.


  So it was written,


  “Don’t got out, no matter what.”


  In a certain sense, the words were a hundred times worth their weight. It would be understandable if it was written ‘there are dangerous people amongst the Dead’, or ‘don’t go out because you’ll get into trouble”, but excuses like ‘this season is bad for your throat‘ were merely nonsensical, and advice like ‘watch out for cars’ were mostly useful only when going out.


  Ai gently folded the paper into a paper airplane and threw it out of the window. The paper, which should have been heavy with naggy words of ink, was liberated and flew high into the blue sky of Ortus.


  “Miss Scar.”


  “…Yes?”


  Ai asked furtively.


  “Please answer honestly. Do you need me to take care of you?”


  “No, you do not have to.”


  Scar also gestured to emphasize “not at all”.


  “It will be a hassle if you stay here, Ai…shall we have our meal?”


  “Y-you’re pushing yourself too hard…”


  Ai felt a little hurt by the comments, but she got changed anyway. She put on her pants and socks, tied the laces of her boots, changed her top, tied her hair, and finally put on her straw hat and coat.


  She went to the window and asked,


  “Shall I close it?”


  “…Yes, close the curtains too.”


  Ai closed the window and drew the curtains.


  “I’ll have my meal then.”


  She said as she stood by the door.


  There should be no need for a hat and coat to go to dinner, but Scar didn’t point out the contradiction.


  Instead, the moment Ai was about to hurry, Scar called out to her, “Do you have your entry card?”


  Ai felt quite embarrassed.


  †


  Ai finally ran out of the room, but naturally, she did not have any destination in mind.


  She went to the hallway and looked around, and then found the stairs to the first floor. She had a feeling that she should not be spotted such a time, so she crept quietly. She spotted the floor guide sign in front of the stairs on the first floor, found a place with water and washed her face, and took large gulps of water.


  There were many signs of students who had lived in the dormitory. The names of the students who were made to do class duty as punishment remained on the blackboard, and the umbrella stand contained a bat. There were many awards and trophies lined up in the display box at the front door, and the lost and found box itself had been long forgotten, for there was was a blue notebook that was still waiting for its owner to retrieve it. Ai flipped through the book and had a look.


  “But I’m hungry.”


  She announced this towards the plaster statue of an unknown great man located between the second and third floors, and began to explore the dormitory in a more daring way. She planned to find Kiriko or Julie and ask for something to eat. She focused on pacing around the first first floor, sometimes peeking at the entrance, sometimes running into the guard room. While she did spot some interesting items, her priority at this point was to eat.


  Ai ran to the dining room to have a look, and then looked up at the dish collection area with a puzzled look.


  Her actions were witnessed by Keyla Vina, who was in the kitchen.


  “What are you doing over there?”


  Ai, who was getting more and more careless as she strolled around, jolted in shock. She looked around to see who was talking.


  “Over here.”


  Kyra peeked out from the counter that connected the dining room to the kitchen and looked at Ai.


  “N-Nice to meet you! My name is Ai Astin!”


  “How do you do? Nice to meet you, I’m Kalya Vina, the janitor and chef here.”


  Ai stood at attention and spoke loud from her gut.


  “E-erm! The globe on the second floor fell off!”


  “…You’re a funny kid. No one asked about this, but you’re the first to confess.”


  Keyla said, and retreated to the kitchen. Ai was at a loss for words and stood there for a while.


  “Come here.”


  Keyla called back, and served a tray at the counter.


  “? What’s this?”


  “A meal. Don’t you want to eat?”


  Ai peeked up at the tray on her tiptoes and saw the hot bread and the stew filled with ingredients.


  “I’m tucking in!”


  Ai shouted as she hurriedly brought the tray to the table.


   


  “I’m full!”


  Ai quickly finished the bread and soup cleanly in a few mouthfuls, pick up the dishes, and was about to return them back to the kitchen.


  “Erm, it’s delicious …”


  “Is it? Thank you.”


  Keyla replied, still sitting in the kitchen chair, not taking her eyes off the newspaper. She was a middle-aged woman with a slight sarcastic smile on her face.


  Ai put her hands on the counter, poked her head out and said.


  “You’re a Dead, but you’re a good cook.”


  Thunk! At that moment, the tray was swung down onto her head in the blink of an eye. Ai was shocked not by the pain, but that she was unaware of what happened, and blinked away blinked continuously.


  “Say, you could have said ‘you’re really good at cooking’ at a time like this instead of adding the ‘you’re a Dead’ part? Are you saying that I can’t make good food just because I’m dead? Well, shall I let you hear Aunt Keyla’s scientific cooking lecture, so you can learn how to cook without relying on your tastebuds?”


  “Ah, no, erm, I’m very sorry!”


  Ai tumbled beneath the counter and poked her head out again to apologize.


  Keyla put a cup in front of Ai, and then came the aroma of tea with a slight bitter taste.


  “Have some tea.”


  There were two cups, one big, and one small. Ai hesitated for a moment, feeling that she should be more polite, so she picked up the small toy-like cup.


  “It’s bitter!”


  The tea was so thick and viscous, and it was hot and bitter.


  “Silly, that cup is mine.”


  Keyla gently took the cup from Ai’s hand and took a small sip of the dark liquid.


  “You’ve never had Deva tea?”


  Ai nodded her head repeatedly and stuck her tongue out from time to time. The tea was so bitter that she could not speak until this point.


  It was a tea unique to Ortus, and the Dead would have it thick and bitter for the first drink. Ai picked up the large cup of tea that Keyla had pushed in front of her and raised it to her mouth discreetly. This cup was the second brew that was diluted, meant ‘for the living’.


  Keyla greeted Ai casually, returning to the kitchen from time to time to check what was cooking in the pots. Ai said to the large back,


  “E-erm!”


  “What is it?”


  “Do you know where Mr Julie and Mr Kiriko went?”


  “The big man went out early in the morning.”


  According to Keyla, he said he was going to take the car to the mechanic for a checkup, and asked how to get to the telecom and pharmacy offices, so it seems he should be there too.


  “I think young lord Kiriko is off to work and will probably be back by evening.”


  “Does Mr Kiriko live here?”


  “Yes…ahhh, , he’s off to the Palace, so he should be there until night.”


  “The Palace?”


  “To see the Princess.”


  When she said that, Ai remembered that the first time she met Kiriko, he mistook himself for a Princess.


  “Mr Kiriko knows the Princess?”


  “Yes, of course. I heard Princess treats him like a friend—What? He didn’t say anything to you?”


  “He only said that he works as an errand boy in many places…”


  “He’s not wrong about being an errand boy. He was my errand boy here, and then he became Princess’ errand boy in the Palace.”


  Ai listened with great interest and slurped the whole cup of tea loudly.


  Thank you for your hospitality, she put the cup back on the counter.


  She looked at the clock, and it was just after noon; there was still a lot of time left in the day.


  But she had nothing to do.


  Ai rested her chin on the counter, looking at Keyla’s busy work from time to time, and sometimes listening to the pendulum of the clock that was marking time.


  It was the first time since she had left the village that she had been given nothing to do.


  “Erm…”


  Soon, Ai couldn’t stay any longer.


  “Excuse me, can I go out too?”


  Keyla gave a bitter expression.


  “What did the big guy say?”


  “He didn’t say anything.”


  He really didn’t.


  “…Then I have no reason to stop you—But be careful, Ortus has been locked up for nine years and everyone has forgotten how to deal with Living.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes.”


  “But, Aunt Keyla…you feel normal.”


  “After all, I’m a chef, there’s always a chance to hang out with Living—so, where are you going?”


  “I saw ‘Mask Street’ on my way here yesterday, so I want to go there for a walk …”


  “Ahhh, it doesn’t matter ther.—do you have your entry card?”


  Ai took out her brand new entry card and brandished it.


  “If you get lost or get into any trouble, show this card to someone nearby, preferably someone who has a storefront in the building. And then there’s … Here, you put this on.”


  Keyla took something a little inappropriate out of the kitchen cupboard and handed it to her.


  “A mask?”


  “How can you go to Mask Street without wearing a mask…And you stand out too much. You wear it to ward off disaster.”


  It was an exotic little fox mask, very close to the strange scent emanating from the group of dead people they saw yesterday.


  The smell of thick cardboard and glue rushed to the nostrils.


  “Does it look good on me?”


  “It should be good, I suppose? Put your hair down…and put on this ‘coat’ instead of your jacket.”


  Ai’s blonde hair fell from her shoulders to her back, and the yellow blanket wrapped around her body.


  She looked like a little golden fox wearing a straw hat.


  “Not bad, now go debut yourself.”


  Ai was so happy that she barked like a fox “Kon!”


  She then ran off to the marketplace in the middle of noon.
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  Cats, horses, ghosts, monkeys, buzzards, dragons, weasels, cows, tigers, elephants, owls, human faces, dead faces, living faces.


  The streets were full of various masks. Every building wall had masks for sale. The shopkeepers, and even the passers-by walking on the street practically had a second face. It was not not a costume party, and the fact that everyone was wearing normal clothes and masks made the scene seem surreal a daydream.


  It seemed masks were in high demand in Ortus.


  Most of the Dead would have had their faces tampered with. There are many different ways to do this, from makeup to plastic surgery, and masks in particular were one of the least complicated and most popular.


  In order to meet the needs of these citizens, the mask streets had stores offering a wide range of them, from vendors selling cheap ones to specialty stores taking orders.


  The wide street had a gentle slope. There were many cafes waiting to serve the people who were just visiting, and customers who were shopping.


  At a corner of the street.


  In an alley off the street was a little fox hiding behind a mask stand of a vendor who was not doing much business.


  The little fox peeked out from behind the sign as if it were the first time in its life that it had ever run out of its den. Beneath the two holes of the mask was a pair of green glows that were increasingly filled with tension and excitement, watching the almost violent bustle of the street that she had never seen before, and the fact that everyone was a Dead.


  “Hey, the pipsqueak there.”


  One had to wonder if the male lion who was watching the store next door finally had enough when he spoke up.


  “You’re covering the shelves, so if you don’t want to buy, please get out of the way.”


  The little fox turned around. The lion store was filled with popular goods that could be found everywhere on the street, and the shelves that were basically widened with steel ladders could not be any more packed. The shopkeeper in turn stood at the front, hawking. Most stores like these were not exactly popular, with poor craftsmanship to boot, so how well they sold depended on the salesperson’s skill. In this sense, the lion failed, for he just sat before the stall on an empty blanket and did not move, ignoring customers, concentrating on completing the unpainted masks. He told the little fox to get out of the way, but only as a matter of fact.


  The little fox remained in the same position, watching the lion for a while, and then suddenly left the shelves. He assumed she would just walk away, but unexpectedly, she ran to the lion and sat down.


  “…Oi.”


  “Ah, no, erm. I’ll leave soon…I’m just a little tired …”


  The lion then lifted his eyes from his hands and looked squarely at the little fox mask.


  Beneath the two holes on the lion’s mask were surprised eyes.


  “Oi fox, where did you get this mask?”


  “This? I borrowed it, Aunt Keyla lent it to me.”


  “…Ahhh, so that’s how it is. I see.”


  The lion’s doubts were resolved, he nodded to himself, went back to the task at hand, and did not ask her to leave.


  The fox was relieved to be allowed to stay here, and wiped the sweat from under her mask.
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  She was a little tired.


  Ai had seen a lot of new things, and let her tired eyes close for a while, and sat still with her knees cupped, merely listening to the noise of the street with only her ears. Among the irregular noises, the one constant was the swish of a lion sharpening a wooden mask sounded with a fixed frequency. In the darkness, she found this sound soothing, and her whole body was filled with a wonderful sense of fatigue akin to sleepiness.


  Ai opened her eyes slightly to see a dream-like light before her, and the sense of reality had departed far.


  “Hmm.”


  Her elbow suddenly touched something, causing her to look up and see the lion reaching out and handing her a small bag.


  “…What’s this?”


  “An incense stick, it takes away fatigue.”


  The items inside the bag were made of boiled spices. Ai took out one of them and gently put it into her mouth from under her mask.


  “Wow! The mint flavor is so strong!”


  “That’s why it can get rid of fatigue.”


  The lion chuckled under the mask. Ai was startled by how cold the stick resembling a solid block was, but after she chewed on it a few more times, she found the taste peculiar, and her sleepiness was suddenly gone.


  “Now I feel like drinking water. Water will go well with this. “


  “There’s no drinking water here—and what if you want to go to the bathroom after drinking? There are so few toilets in Ortus that you can count them.”


  “Eh? Really?”


  “Of course. The Living don’t have to eat, and don’t have to excrete. Unlike the Living.”


  A strange customer then arrived. The shopkeeper remained as eccentric as before, and so was the customer. They didn’t say a word, and talked business with their fingers.


  Ai dutifully waited for the customer in the cat-eared cat mask to leave.


  “How did you find out I’m a Living?”


  The straw hat, the mask, and the short coat all showed no skin anywhere on her body, and she should not be recognized as Living immediately.


  “That mask.”


  The lion took out the chewed incense stick from under the mask, threw it in the trash and said.


  “I made that for the lady when I graduated from school.”


  “? That’s how you found out?”


  “—And even without the mask, just saying that you want to drink water and are tired is enough to make people suspicious, there is no way to hide it.”


  “I don’t want to hide it that much.”


  “Idiot, this must be hidden, okay? Otherwise you’ll get into trouble.”


  “Eh, why?”


  “Let’s say for example.”


  The lion tucked his chin, the mask tilted, and the shadows fell on the convex outline of the mask to form an expression.


  The lion mask showed weariness and anger.


  “If you were Dead and you saw Living in front of you, what would you think?”


  “…I don’t know.”


  “Then, the other way around, what do you think I would think if I looked at you?”


  “… I don’t know.”


  It would be a lie to say that I’m not envious, so the lion said.


  “Don’t make a show of being alive in front of someone who’s dead.”


  “…” Ai nodded gently.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “There’s nothing to apologize for…after all, this is an issue on our side. You’re living, we’re dead. That’s all, there’s nothing for you to be sorry about.”


  Even though he opened his mouth to comfort, Ai remained shrivelled and still.


  Once he saw the little fox looking all rattled with her feet fidgeting, he handed over the bag of incense sticks to her.


  “Don’t look so miserable, eat it.”


  “Huh? But my mouth is not yet…”


  “Ahhh, forget it, then you take the whole bag~”


  He shoved the bag into her hands.


  The lion grunted, slapped his knee unhappily, and started shouting what he should have shouted long ago: “Cheap, cheap!” Ai smiled under the fox mask as she listened to his hawking.


  †


  It was almost evening, and the street was getting crowded. Even the lion’s stall started to get busy with customers.


  But once he saw this overwhelming situation, the lion began to close his stall.


  “It’s rare that business starts to improve, but you’re not selling?”


  “It’s because business has started to improve that I’m closing.”


  The lion added as a matter-of-fact: “Because now I can’t make masks.” Ai did not know whether to feel dumbfounded or impressed.


  “Then I’ll be off.”


  The lion put away his mask and tools and got up, leaving the space free for other mask vendors to come and set up their booths.


  Ai felt a little reluctant, and followed behind the clattering toolbox. The lion walked downhill along the street, ignoring her until he entered the alley, and then finally said.


  “…You should go back too.”


  “I want to talk to Mr. Lion a little longer.”


  The lion turned around, and the dimness of the alley fell on the lion’s mask, depicting a flat out refusal.


  “Go, back, no. The sun sets very quickly in this area. It was setting when we left, and now it’s almost completely down. Ortus at night isn’t as easygoing as me.”


  “…Mr. Lion, you aren’t much better at talking, right?”


  “What!?”


  “Forget what I said if you insist so much! Goodbye!”


  The little fox shouted, and ran away with light footsteps.


  “…Idiot, I don’t care about you.”


  The lion left these words and carried his luggage again.


  †


  “Say, it’s about time to go back.”


  At a tea store on the outskirts of Mask Street.


  The lion occupied a table on the second floor with a view of the whole street, and expressed his impatience with his whole body.


  “Just a little more! Just one more! That’s what I want to see!”


  The little fox poked her upper body out from the railing and watched with glee the great procession of demons and monsters marching down the street.


  It was night.


  “I’m serious, let’s go home. You’re hungry too, right? I’ll be scolded by Aunt.”


  “Don’t worry!”


  There was no basis for this statement. The lion was exhausted and sullen.


  —-The group of demons and monsters was a group of theater troupe members. They were basically buskers such as street musicians and jugglers, sometimes spitting fire, juggling, and handing out flyers, whispering sweet nothings or cursing at others, while also helping to advertise “Bolivie’s Western Products”. Perhaps advertising was their main job, and performing was a side gig, but Ai would never be able to confirm this.


  It seemed they too liked to hear loud cheering. Some members threw flowers and pigeons at her from time to time, probably because she stood out while cheering loudly on the second floor, and finally four of them suddenly came to her in a gymnastic formation and said,


  “If you can afford it, you have to buy it! Please visit the Norei mask store!”


  “Yes-yes! Please take care of me!”


  The little fox gently took the flyer, and the stack of people immediately dispersed, leaving only the noise of the street in mid-air.


  But Ai still looked into the air, as if she thought there was something left there. After a while, she took the flyers she received to the table and folded them carefully on the table.


  “You don’t need to treasure such things.”


  “I just want it!”


  “Okay, okay, it’s my fault, I’m nosy.”


  The little fox did not seem to have any more room for her flyers, so she pulled everything out and sorted them out. In addition to the stick of incense given by the lion, there was also a bitter candy she had not seen before, and small decorative hair clips, all of which she received for free.


  The lion looked at these things out of the corner of his eye and said with an urge to sigh.


  “…I already knew. I knew since I was a kid. I should have known that a gangster as bad as me must be the most unlucky…”


  “What did you say?”


  Nothing, so the lion replied, and he recalled back to why he was in this situation.


   


  The lion went straight back to his place and suddenly remembered that he was going to buy a pen on his way home. He had really just forgotten about it, and usually, he would have just gotten up and left, but it seemed that on this day, he was looking for an excuse. He convinced himself that it was okay to buy it the next day, and forced himself to sit down and continue working.


  But he was just restless.


  Making the mask required a lot of limb movement, but his mind was easily distracted by the sight of the little fox lost in the street of masks. And the imagination grew richer and richer, and he began to put the old woman who abducted children and a long-armed man who sold corpses beside the little fox.


  When he failed for the second time to draw lines on the cheeks of the mask, the lion finally made up his mind and ran out of the house with a ferocious red color on the lion mask, looking exactly like a lion. His eyes cut through the darkness of the alley and traced a golden trail.


  The street was getting more crowded towards nightfall. The place where the lion had set up his stall in the daytime was replaced by another vendor who said he hadn’t seen any little fox. The lion’s tireless body immediately ran uphill along the street, asking anyone he recognized if they had seen the fox. He had only prepared himself to find her even if he had to search the whole night of Ortus, and the next thing he knew, there she was.


  The little fox was sitting on the knee of “Goliath with a Thousand Faces”, the owner of “Goliath’s Mask Shop”, a big store on the mask street, and the famous old man was touching her head.


  The lion hurriedly wiped off the ugly makeup on the mask, repeatedly apologized, and finally reunited with the little fox.


  But his mistake was that he was too greedy.


  The lion, thinking that this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, apologized and thanked Goliath, and then, “if you don’t mind”, he tried to make the other party remember his name.


  And Goliath’s answer was indeed a good one.


  “How can a lion pretend to be a fox?”


  The lion felt himself whipped by these words and ran away. The battle-hardened old man tried to keep the guest, but the little fox declined the offer and without hesitation, followed the lion who ran away with his tail hanging out.


  The lion could not remember what happened afterwards, only that he kept asking the little fox to hurry home.


  One had to wonder if the little fox saw the lion’s disappointment, for she kept making noises next to him.


  The lion leaned on the railing, looking at the commotion he was used to seeing.


  And he found something strange.


  “Oh, it’s Princess.”


  “Eh?”


  “Look over there, ‘Silver Circle Theater’s New Comedy Diatribe—the Dead God Incarnate and the Dead Princess’. That’s way too excessive of a title. The City doesn’t approve it, surely.


  Where the lion pointed, there was a young girl sitting on a sedan chair. The girl’s cheeks were rosy, and her skin is powdered white and smooth. The stage makeup is obviously intended to be Living, but Princess’ makeup should not be so exaggerated.


  And the Princess should not be so smiley.


  “New episode! Brand new episode! A new addition to the Ortus God story! A brand new episode of the new comedy diatribe at the Silver Circle Theater! Ladies and gentlemen, I’m Ami Ada! This is my first time as the female lead! Please support me!”


  The young lady handed out flyers from the palanquin.


  “It doesn’t work at all…Hey! You’re a third-rate actress!”


  The lion suddenly shouted, startlingly making the little fox sit in the chair.


  “You call yourself the Princess? You’re just a normal country bumpkin!”


  The young girl realized that it was the lion who had shouted this phrase, so she stared at him and said.


  “What do you want, you third-rate mask maker! You have a problem with our group’s interpretation? I’m sorry, our group just won’t get you such a sultry pervert’s favorite upper-class Princess!


  The lion immediately threw up his hands in surrender and said, “You’re a noisy bitch!” Then he went to hide behind the terrace.


  “I am cheeky! Everyone, do you prefer tight or loose?”


  The girl said as she lifted her skirt in an indecent manner, revealing her white calves. The men laughed and applauded, making her the star of the street, and the flyers disappeared at a rapid pace.


  “That girl’s name is Belibella, she’s a classmate of ours.”


  The lion leaned over the table and spoke, playing the role of a third-rate man.


  “Her dream is to be the lead actress in the Inferno Theater Company.”


  He looked at the Princess dancing in the street with distant eyes.


  “And she said she would wear the mask I made on stage.”


  “Isn’t that great!?”


  “Yeah, but she said, ‘You have to be the number one mask maker in Ortus first.’ I can’t stand it, who does she think she is?”


  “You’re having a hard time too.”


  “I’m fine, but—”


  The lion’s mask showed a swarthy expression under the slanting light.


  “After all, that was my dream.”


  It’s not a big dream, he added in a whisper,


  But then there was a small round of applause.


  “That’s great.”


  Turning his head, he found the little fox clapping gently.


  “You’re so cool, Mr. Lion.”


  “I’m telling you, don’t clap your hands.”


  The little fox, of course, ignored, and her eyes glowing at the lion.


  “Goodness…do you have any dream?”


  “My dream?”


  “Yes.”


  “No, erm, it’s a little…”


  The little fox suddenly stammered.


  “Erm… won’t you laugh when you hear it?”


  “I won’t.”


  “And it won’t scare you?”


  “…Your dream will scare people?”


  The little fox stammered for a while before finally saying with trepidation.


  “I want to save the world.”


  “Heh?”


  The lion did not laugh, nor was he frightened, and accepted the answer with respect. However, he was incapable of expressing his emotions on the mask, and the lion mask was stoic. The little fox hastily asked.


  “Are you, are you frightened?”


  “No. Why? Did you mention this dream elsewhere before and got laughed at?”


  “Well, I told Mr. Kiriko, and he said ‘that’s a stupid dream’ …”


  “Him, huh…”


  The aura emanating from the lion suddenly changed.


  “Don’t take that idiot’s words to heart …”


  There was a hidden anger in his words, so the young fox stopped talking.


  The lion then realized that he had made the atmosphere awkward, and wanted to say something nice,  but he did not know what. Ai turned her eyes to the street, and pretended to look interested..


  The lion, on the other hand, had given up and was going to leave it to Kiriko.


  After all, it was all Kiriko’s fault.


   


†

   


  On Monday, God created the world.


   


  On Tuesday, God took a fatal blow and died.


   


  On Wednesday, the Devil was victorious, and cursed the world.


   


  On Thursday, the curse spread throughout the world.


   


  On Friday, God perished together with the Devil.


   


  And on Saturday—


   


  “On Saturday, the dying God gave a certain human the power to correct the world.”


  Kiriko said this in a gentle tone, coaxingly.


  “And that person is you, Ulla.”


  He looked over at her and found that the usual response had indeed made Ulla pout again. She tightened her tiny chin and her white cheeks puffed out. Despite the awkwardness of the situation, Kiriko felt a little calmer at the sight of her cute face.


  “If you stay here, you can save the world.”


  The Princess said she did not do anything herself.


  “You don’t have to do anything, God didn’t give you the power to test you …Ulla, you just need to study, eat, and live your day to day life, and the world will slowly be saved.”


  Even if I’m just playing? Just eating a snack? Just sleeping?


  “Of course. But Ulla, you have to be careful, you can save the world if you live, but not if you die…Think back to the end of that paragraph—on Sunday, the world was saved. You have to hide in the safety of the Palace and just wait for the coming Sundays. Everyone will protect you, and of course I will. So…”


  Kiriko let out a long sigh.


  “I absolutely forbid you to go out.”


  This made Ulla rebellious, and she did not say anything all day.


  It was evening by the time Kiriko returned to the streets after his work in the City. The already somewhat feeble early spring sun intended to set early, and turned red beyond the outer walls.


  “Woah, it’s cold.”


  Once he stood beyond the City walls, Kiriko buttoned up the top button of his shirt. It was so cold that he regretted not putting on a scarf to go out, wearing only a plain white shirt, a dark blue blazer and pants of the same color, and clearly he was not warm enough.


  Kiriko rubbed his hands against his exposed cheeks and neck to keep warm, and from time to time, he tidied his light blue hair that had shrunk due to the strong wind.


  Then he looked up at the castle he had just walked out of.


  Kiriko looked at the spire, smiled slightly, and said.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Princess.”


  The bus arrived.


  The dilapidated bus went through all the ramps of Ortus, and when it braked, it made a puffing sound, as if it was gasping for breath.


  Kiriko showed his pass to the driver, and boarded the bus. The steel armrests were so cold that they seemed to suck away body heat.


  Kiriko felt the vibration of the engine under the wooden floor and kept his eyes on the spire outside the window. As he began to sleep, the bus finally left.


  The bus ferried Kiriko out of the Palace, severing some of the loneliness he felt.


  The bus continued to ferry and release people as it drove downhill, and it did not take long to reach the bus stop at Main Street. Usually, Kiriko would have sat all the way to the dormitory near the end of the line, but Keyla had asked him to assist with the shopping on this day, so he disembarked.


  The street lights were already on. The long, cold soles of boots could be seen dancing on the stone pavement, along with the alien shadows of the Dead.


  Most of the dead had a declining appetite for sleep, and some did not sleep for a whole year. The nights in Ortus were very long, and the people love the moonlight, as befitting of the inhabitants of the land.


  Kiriko walked along the road, greeting people he was acquainted with from time to time. When someone asks, “How is Princess doing?” He would reply, “She’s doing well, and seems to be getting prettier.” When a friend asked, “Do you want to come and play?” He replied, “Maybe next time.”


  “Brother, you’re sleazy to be able to go into the Palace any tme.”


  “Sleazy ~~!”


  “I-I have work to do …”


  The Ugul siblings grabbed Kiriko’s legs and dragged them to the front of the grocery store, and they only let go once they were hit on the head by their mother.


  The lady apologized profusely, and Kiriko added a few ingredients to her order and put them in a bag. He declined the lady’s offer to help with the delivery and made his way to the end of the street.


  Then he turned around and looked at Ortus.


  The hazy lights of the Palace were visible beneath the night sky. The Main Street extending from there had its lights lit too, one by one, giving color.


  Everyone was smiling in this scene.


  Kiriko felt happy too, and then he spotted something amiss, so he had a closer look.


  (The mask on the street…is that Belibella? Heh…she’s playing the Princess?)


  Once he saw his classmate sit on the palanquin happily, Kiriko also inadvertently leaned over.


  Instead, an unexpected voice was heard.


  “Ah! It’s Mr. Kiriko.”


  The little golden fox ran across the street and stopped in front of him.


  “…Hold on, Ai?”


  “What hold on? It’s me.”


  Ai said and quickly quickly lifted the mask, revealing the watery Living face, Kiriko hurried to help her put the mask back on.


  “Why are you staying out here so late at night!? You should have someone with you, right!?”


  “Don’t worry! I’m with Mr. Lion! Look!”


  Kiriko was wondering who the lion was, and looked in the direction Ai was pointing, but only saw the alleyway was dark.


  The darkness opened its mouth.


  (Hey, fox, you go back with this kid, I don’t care.)


  Kiriko heard this voice.


  “…Shad?”


  (No, I’m Mr. Lion—I’m leaving then.)


  “Ah, Mr. Lion, please wait! We’ll see you tomorrow!”


  Ai energetically said goodbye to him.


  The darkness listened, and came to a sudden stop.


  (…Like I’ll be seeing you tomorrow. Don’t come back.)


  “I won’t listen, I’ll come back.”


  (… Don’t joke about it.)


  “I’m not joking.”


  (…)


  The darkness seems to have made up its mind.


  (…Looks like you’re not going to listen to me …)


  —A hand came out of the darkness and slapped Ai.


  The fox mask rolled a few times in the alley, revealing a bright face that the dead would never have.


  “Hey, Shad! What are you doing!”


  (Shut up, you conman.)


  Ai slowly teared up and reached out to rub her cheeks.


  “…It hurts.”


  (Get out of this city while you’re still in pain … and go back to Living where you belong with happy memories.)


  The mask that rolled to the boundary between light and darkness showed a sharp outline and then faded into the darkness.


  (You don’t know the dark side of Ortus.)


  The night said this, and nothing more.


  †


  Beneath the sporadic electric lights, the two of them chatted while going back to the dormitory. But this so-called conversation was mostly Ai talking. No one asked her anything as she happily told Kiriko about the day’s events. How she met the lion, how she was separated and reunited with him, and also there was the troupe of demons and monsters.


  “And then Mr. Lion was so scared that he kept apologizing to Mr. Goliath. It was really unbearable! He definitely doesn’t know that the old grandfather hates that kind of attitude.”


  The two of them trekked down the stone path with the sound of clicking footsteps. This area used to be a school district, but since it closed a year ago, it has been in the middle of the urban renewal area, and the whole street was full of empty houses.


  They did not encounter anyone on the way, and they kept passing their shadows under the passing street lamps. Ai’s shadow, unlike Kiriko’s, was jumping around from time to time, looking very happy.


  “I think Mr. Lion should be a little more thorough in being strict. He’ll be cooler.”


  “… Oh, heh, I see …”


  She had been talking about Mr. Lion, or Shad, since the beginning.


  Kiriko did not know how to answer, and mumbled vaguely. Incidentally, Ai’s maskless face had the little mark of a slap imprinted on it. Ai did not say anything about it, but she did not seem to be pretending that it was not there.


  “…Ai, you think Shad is nice?”


  “I don’t know Shad, but I really like Mr. Lion.”


  “Uh, but, he hit you …”


  “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t care, but I really don’t… I think he definitely felt he had to do it.”


  “…………Well, you’re really calm…”


  Is that so? Ai said, looking a little embarrassed,
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  ” I’ve spent some time with someone who uses violence as a bargaining tool. A slap or two isn’t a big deal.”


  “I-is that so…”


  “By the way, that guy is my dad.”


  What would be the best response?


  “Mr. Lion was a little like Dad!”


  Kiriko did not know how to answer, but Ai seemed very happy, so he just said, “T-that’s nice.”


  “Yes, I’m glad.”


  “You’re glad!? …You’re really weird …”


  “W-why do you say that all of a sudden? How rude.”


  “How so? You’re really a very strange Living. you came to the city of the Dead by yourself and made friends.  A normal Living would have a dislike for the Dead.”


  Kiriko has seen Living in the past, and whether they were businessmen or officials, many of them were particularly insistent. Some would not enter the houses, and insist on doing business outside; some people would not eat Keyla’s food even though they were in the dormitory; some would lecture him haughtily just because they were still alive, thinking that they were the only ones who were right; some people were so bad-mouthed that they would say with a dated ethic that had been expired for more than fifteen years: “When people are dead, they should not wander around, they should go into the grave and not cause trouble for the rest of the people.. You should ask gravekeepers to bury your brains before they rot and start ‘acting out’.” Kiriko was so used to such habits that he did not bother to get angry.


  Ai instantly put away her naive look, looked ahead and said,


  “After all, I was raised by the Dead.”


  The realization and shock came to Kiriko’s mind at the same time, and his throat was stuck, rendering him speechless.


  “So, that’s how it is? Where did you live before?”


  “It’s destroyed.”


  Ugh.


  “That’s…………sorry, I don’t know what to say…”


  “By the way, my dad destroyed it.”


  “I’ve been trying my best not to retort, but I can’t take it anymore! What the hell is your dad up to?”


  Ai looked at the third streetlight in front of her and said.


  “That can’t be helped. Everyone was very nice to me, but there was a side to the village that I didn’t know of, that hides the ‘evil’ that would kill people…it was a matter of time until everything got revealed…”


  “…”


  “And then my dad died too.”


  A bug circled around the lamp alone at this time of year, then fell to the ground and died, almost as if it could not bear the loneliness and committed suicide.


  Not wanting to step on the bug’s carcass, the duo naturally pulled apart. They then continued to maintain this distance.


  “Say, Mr. Kiriko.”


  “What is it?”


  “What is this ‘dark side of Ortus’ Mr. Lion speaks of?”


  Kiriko cursed out at Shad on the stone path before saying,


  “… Who knows? Ortus isn’t a perfect city, so of course there are all kinds of problems. If he’s just talking about the dark side, who knows? Like our diplomacy never goes smoothly, and the world situation is changing every minute. If you take a closer look, you will see that there are always Dead who ‘act up’, and on the other hand ‘spirited’, and on the contrary, the ‘Dead who are lifeless’ is also a problem. There are a lot of problems when you think about it.”


  “That’s true. I can think of a lot of problems quite easily.”


  “…”


  Kiriko fell silent.


  “You’re not telling me …?”


  Ai lowered her head sadly and pushed back the hair that had fallen on her cheek.


  They came to an old street lamp. Only here was the light was extraordinarily weak, and the color of dusk was rich.


  “I …”


  Ai opened her mouth naturally.


  “I’m a gravekeeper.”


  “………Huh?”


  The light bulb flickered.


  “Technically, I’m a hybrid born between a gravekeeper and human, and I’m lying about my age, but I’m actually twelve. Mom’s name is Alfa, Dad’s name is Kizuna, Julie is Dad’s friend, and Miss Scar is the gravekeeper I met.”


  “Wa-wait! Wait a sec!”


  Kiriko stopped in his tracks and looked at every corner of the street. No one else was there.


  “…Is it true?”


  “It’s true.”


  Ai’s eyes remained natural, and there was nary a tinge of deceit.


  “… Why are you telling me this…”


  “Nothing in particular.”


  “… You’re lying. You’re definitely up to something.”


  You’re always like this, Mr. Kiriko. Ai was a bit dumbfounded and said.


  “I’m not planning anything, I just thought I’d better tell you first.”


  “…I can’t believe that.”


  “That’s not my responsibility.”


  Please do something about it, so Ai said and started walking towards the bright place.


  Kiriko was almost left behind, so she jogged to follow.


  “Ortus doesn’t allow gravekeepers to exist! If someone tips off the police, you’ll be killed and stuck upside down in the grave!”


  “You’re not going to tell on me?”


  Kiriko’s footsteps suddenly stopped, and Ai followed suit.


  Kiriko scratched the back of his head hard.


  Ai looked at it and smiled. Her smile infuriated Kiriko so thoroughly that he just wanted to pull her cheeks.


  “Ouch! Bud lar uu dwing!?”


  “Shut up, or I’ll hit you harder—ouch!”


  Ai aimed a kick at Kiriko’s shin. The cheek was pinched on the top, but a sharp kick was thrown from the bottom.


  “What are you doing…”


  Kiriko cursed, flicked her on the forehead, and took a step forward. Ai followed suit, rubbing her cheeks.


  Ai said she just wanted to tell Kiriko, and she did not say anything more, but just walked forward in silence.


  Kiriko was the one who could not stand the silence at first.


  “…Now I know why you say you want to save the world…although I don’t agree with that.”


  What Ai handed to him was too heavy, and his words contained what seems like a reactionary anger.


  “Let me ask you a question…what do you mean by saving the world, specifically?”


  Ai stopped rubbing her cheeks.


  “Tell me, is there a Dead in the world you want, and is there a place for the Dead?”


  “No…”


  Ai answered him honestly, without any deception.


  “I think the simplest way to save the world is to return the world to 15 years ago, when someone was born and the Dead would die. Although I don’t know how to achieve it yet, but I think I just need to move towards this goal.”


  “Is there a Dead in the world you’re talking about? Is there a city that exist for the Dead? Is there a parade of demons and monsters at night, and everyone laughing and having fun?”


  “… No.”


  Ai looked down at the stone road.


  “I just hope the Dead can all meet the ‘happy ending’ …”


  “What and what?”


  Kiriko did not hide his contemptuous tone.


  “Who decides what is a ‘happy ending’? The person himself, right? You say you’re going to help everyone get a happy ending? Hmph? I’m sorry. If someone’s wish is to ‘die after destroying the world to be happy’, will you also help them?”


  “…I won’t.”


  “That’s a strange answer. You’re contradicting yourself. You clearly distinguish between those who you want to help and those who you don’t. What do you mean by ‘happy ending’, when in the end it’s just a happy ending ‘in your opinion’?”


  Ai could not answer.


  “Ortus has simply stopped praying for endings.”


  “…I see.”


  “You’ve seen how people live in the city, right? We’re already happy.”


  “…I understand…”


  “Hmph, I think you haven’t thought about it. You never even thought there would be such a group of people who died, continued to live and adapted to this world.”


  “………Yes…”


  “It’s great to want to save the world, but have you asked the world first? Did the world ever ask you to save it?”


  “………No.”


  Ai was completely overwhelmed. With her head down and tears in her eyes, she just walked on, not even looking at Kiriko.


  Kiriko knew that he went overboard, but the words of reproach kept coming out of his heart.


  “…I understand your situation. Your life was so miserable before, and it’s no wonder that you have such an exaggerated dream. But, frankly, you can’t carry it.”


  “…………………”


  “Why don’t you just give up on saving the world?”


  Ai sniffled and stopped talking, and Kiriko too fell silent. He said what he wanted to, and there was nary a tinge of spite left.


  The dejected girl walked next to Kiriko, her head down to a point where her expression was not visible, and her blonde hair looked lifeless in the weak light of the street lamp.Kiriko scratched the back of his head, wondering why he bothered to rile her like this. He did not understand why he had said those overly harsh words. Usually, even when he met Living who were sarcastic or pretentious, he was able to handle it very well, no matter what they said.


  But for some reason, after hearing Ai’s words, he could not hold back any longer.


  Kiriko sighed deeply and was about to say, “I’m sorry, I went too far.”


  But Ai was one step ahead.


  “… But, Mr. Kiriko, I won’t give up.”


  She lifted her gaze.


  “… Why?”


  Kiriko asked.


  “Because I’ve decided that I can’t give up until I do.”


  “…I see. Well, whatever makes you happy.”


  Yes! As I like! Ai said, and then she looked up at at Kiriko with a prying eye, looking coy for some reason.


  “Then I’ll do as I please then …I have a little something to ask you, Mr. Kiriko …”


  Kiriko had a hunch that it was best to run away on the spot.


  “Please don’t run.”


  He had only taken one step forward when his sleeve was grabbed by Ai.


  He did not have to turn around to realize that her green eyes were glowing with curiosity.


  “Mr. Kiriko, why are you alive?”


  Ai wrapped her left and right hands around his arm as though she was climbing a rock, and appeared right in front of him.


  Kiriko himself ate, drank, went to the toilet, and slept.


  These are the reactions of Living, and this is the city of the dead.


  “Say, why?”


  Kiriko averted his eyes from the green ones, as if she was too dazzling.


  “…What? Are you denying my existence …?”


  “Please don’t move the goalposts. Why are you the only one who can live in the city of the dead?”


  “…”


  Kiriko should have hated this. He hated it when someone grabbed his hand like that, came up to him, stared into his eyes, pretended to be familiar with him, imposed her past onto him, and barged into his heart without permission.


  However…


  At this point, he did not feel the need to nitpick about that.


  “I’m a Dead.”


  “…Hohooo …”


  Ai did not refute and accepted the answer.


  “…I’ve never explained it to anyone, so I’m just going to say what they told me, is that okay?”


  “? Yes, of course …”


  So he said.


  —There used to be five people of different genders, ages and upbringing, but they just got along and lived happily together. They also had a very happy vision of the future, imagining that some of them would get married and have children join the circle.


  But then the world ended. The five remained as five, and the circle was closed.


  The five of them did not like this, so they went to the witch.


  They wanted a descendant who would inherit them.


  So the witch said.


  “If you really wanted children, your wish would have come true already.”


  They, of course, retorted, saying that they really wanted to have children.


  “Is that so? But, unfortunately, since the wish didn’t come true, that’s all there is to it. So all I can do is to twist your wishes to make them come true.”


  The five of them said that even so.


  The witch immediately took the right eye of Vuella, the left eye of Orius, the heart of Diva, the phallus of Wreck, and the sheath of Pox, and then took a sufficient amount of bones, flesh, and brains from all of them.


  The five of them died immediately.


  And the parts that were taken out were put together to make the sixth person.


   


  “That’s me.”


  Kiriko took a step forward, as if to emphasize the end of the story.


  “And of these five people, you met Wreck and Pox and, right? Together with Diva, Orius and Vuella, the six of us are called the ‘Defective Pentagram’.”


  Ai was so shocked that she closed her mouth that could not stop talking, and followed behind Kiriko, stepping on the new shadow from the new streetlight.


  “No one knew what the result of such an attempt would be, but I heard that it was successful. Perhaps the ingredients used were alive, I act like a Living even though I’m a Dead. I have to eat, use the bathroom, and most intriguingly, even the gravekeepers don’t seem to recognize me as Dead, so I’m not buried and I can walk outside freely.”


  “… But doesn’t that mean you’re a reborn Living?”


  “No, it doesn’t. I was made thirteen years ago. My appearance back then was already fourteen…but my body has only grown a year or so every ten years since then.”


  “? Then how old are you Kiriko?”


  “…Seventeen or eighteen, I think—it’s just that five of them thought I was younger.”


  It seemed they really thought of Kiriko as their own child, and that child would never grow up in the eyes of his parents.


  “…By the way, why did the remaining five, that is, Pox and the others, turn out to be half and half like that?”


  “I heard it’s to complement the missing parts.”


  “? Since they’re Dead, it doesn’t matter if some parts are missing, right?”


  “Well, everyone thinks so too…so they say it’s only the witch who wants to do that.”


  Ai stammered, unable to speak.


  “She’s going too far …”


  “I heard it was too much, and it seemed no one wants to think about the witch, so I don’t know the details…hmm?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Kiriko suddenly frowned and stopped in his tracks.


  “Well…you already know, so I won’t act anymore. Wreck is contacting me.”


  “Eh?”


  “After all, our brains are blended together. Their brains can connect to me individually.”


  Ai was dumbfounded.


  “He said the Living sent a representative to negotiate.”


  “…What’s going to happen to them?”


  “He said they’re going to discuss this next. Well~~ and also conditions like aid and such. Sounds tiring.”


  Ackk~ Ai gave a rude reaction.


  “Don’t you feel disgusted by this?…I feel like throwing up just imagining it.”


  “I got used to it…for thirteen years.”


  He said and stepped forward again.


  There were not many steps left in the road, and the lights of the dormitory could be seen ahead.


  “Well, hurry back. Aunty is waiting.”


  “Ooh, there’s something I want to ask …”


  “Ueeh? What?”


  “Yes, I want to ask you which tea stores you recommend, because I also plan to go shopping tomorrow!”


  “…What’s that about?”


  “What do you—what are you talking about?”


  “That’s what you ask after I just asked?”


  “???? Is it weird?”


  Kiriko hung her head and glanced at the green eyes that were lower than him.


  “You’re a weird kid.”


  Ai kicked him in the shin.


   


  Eagerly waiting for her later in the dormitory were Keyla, who had become a hell jailer, and Julie, who had turned into a beast.


  Ai thought she nearly died.


  Chapter 3




  Unfortunately, it happened to rain the next day.


  It hardly rained in Ortus, and when it did, it usually occurred in early spring and autumn, without much precipitation, just enough to slightly wet the ground.


  Despite this small amount of rain, the mummified bodies of the Dead had it rough too. The rain would attract mold and maggots, and the excess moisture would exacerbate decay.


  So on such days, they would spend their time in a zero-humidity sauna called a ‘hot air bath’ that was completely off limits to Living.


  So it was said.


  That was written in the special edition of ‘Life After Death ~Spring~’ that I have. The back of the report also stated, ‘It’s all the more important to be comfortable in this gloomy rainy season! We have 12 kinds of indoor amusement facilities! Welcome to Yumoke Hyper Health Park with your family and friends! (※If you are not mummified, you will be denied admission as appropriate)”


  And thus the streets were empty.


  Ai suddenly realized.


  “I’m so bored~~!”


  The foggy rain rustled on the windows of the room where Ai and Scar were in.


  The next day, Ai was so energetic that she did not remain cooped in bed, and once she obediently had her breakfast, she tried to sneak off to Mask Street again. Ai was not a child who would be obedient just from a few knocks on the head or an hour or two worth of lectures.


  Naturally, the adults tried to keep a closer watch, but she still slipped out in the morning and headed for the street. It was drizzling lightly when she got to Mask Street, and the vendors and customers that had been so busy yesterday had disappeared.


  The place where the lion had set up his stall yesterday was also empty.


  It was as if the whole street had closed, making Ortus a real ghost town.


  Ai returned to the dormitory with heavy feet, unable to find anything to do, leaving her to fret by the window.


  “…Ai?”


  At that moment, a voice just woke up from the bed.


  “Ah, Miss Scar, you’re awake?”


  Ai was glad to finally have someone to talk to, and immediately left the window.


  Scar slowly propped herself up and looked around the room in confusion.


  “It’s… noon? I’ve been sleeping until now?”


  “Yeah, we’re the opposite of yesterday. Do you want to eat?”


  Scar’s bed had been replaced with a hospital bed. There was an enamel basin and kettle on the side table, an iron stove with ash-covered coals, and a pot with a lid on top of it.


  They were prepared by Keyla, with some help from Ai.


  Ai put on some gloves to avoid getting scalded, and opened the lid of the pot, which contained a sweet cereal with ginger and honey.


  “…I do not have much appetite…”


  “It’s good to eat a little.”


  “…Is that an order?”


  Ai was not happy with this statement.


  “It’s not an order, but … I want you to eat.”


  “…I shall eat it.”


  Ai fed Scar a bite, and the latter unexpectedly ate a lot. In this case, Ai made a deliberate effort to fill the first bowl more, but Scar still finished it.


  Ai took the empty bowl and uttered.


  “…I didn’t order you though?”


  “No… I did not expect to have such an appetite after the first bite.”


  Ai heard so, and gave a vague smile.


  Diva said, pulling the hem of the white robe, bowed, and waved the stethoscope hanging around her neck.


  “As you can see, I’m a doctor♪”


  Well, she certainly was dressed like one.


  “…Are you here to see Miss Scar?”


  “Yes, I’m little Diva, Ortus’ doctor♪ Well! Since I’m here, no matter what the illness is, the medicine will cure it! You don’t have to worry♪”


  The more Ai thought about it, the more worried she became.


  She silently pointed to the right half of the person in front of her and shook her head repeatedly.


  “…I can understand how you feel. She’s bad at everything but medical skills. Do you want her to take a look?”


  “…Since Mr. Kiriko said so, I will let her in …”


  Ai reluctantly let the duo in.


  “Then I’ll wait in this room.”


  Kiriko waved to Scar, put down the medical bag he was carrying in his right hand and closed the door.


  “Well, let’s get to work♪ Gosh, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen a living patient, so I guess it’s time to go back to the basics once in a while♪”


  “…You’re a doctor who specializes in the Dead?”


  “Hmm?”


  “And such a person is helping the Living?”


  Ai herself found these sarcastic words inexplicable, but said them anyway.


  “I’m the messenger of health~ Whether the patient is alive or dead, it’s all the same to me♪”


  “…Is there anything healthy or unhealthy after death…?”


  “Of course there is~”


  Diva said with a downhearted voice. Her reactions were always exaggerated.


  “A Living’s ailment or injury is almost always physically visible, while a Dead’s ailment is visible psychologically~ As people would say, they ‘become temperamental’. For example, the three Great desires go awry, or the concept of life and death disappeared—these are well controlled through brain surgery, drug prescriptions and psychological counselling methods, but a Dead’s mental state is always unstable~”


  Ai listened with wide eyes.


  “Well, it is a sore point you are talking about, little Ai. I’ve been doing psychotherapy lately and haven’t touched surgery at all, so now psychology has become my specialty~”


  “…Hmm?”


  “Ara, what do you mean by that?”


  “Nothing in particular.”


  Ai walked ahead with big strides.


  “Fufufu, you’re really cute♪ … and so weird♪‘


  “…Say, if you can change that weird tone…”


  ‘She’s really weird though~. And don’t worry, even if I say something I shouldn’t, Pox and Wreck will take care of it for me~’


  ”We’re not sharing your body to help you clean up after your mess…”


  The two of them continued with their strange interaction as they walked across the room and sat down in front of the hospital bed.


  ”Well, good afternoon, Miss Scar. where are you not feeling well?”


  “…I have a headache and a slight urge to vomit. And my chest hurts.”


  “When did it start?”


  “The day before yesterday, I had been feeling sick since I entered the country, and it seems to be the worst yesterday…”


  Is that so? Ai asked in surprise.


  ‘Well, let me take your temperature… put this under your armpit… what about your period?


  Scar suddenly closed her mouth and said something vague. There were no more children born in this world, the phenomenon of wet dreams and menstruation still existed. Gravekeepers however did not have such physical phenomena.


  Ai was in a cold sweat, and began to think that it was a big mistake to let them meet.


  “No, I do not have a period.”


  “Oh, I see—chronic illness?”


  Diva, being a doctor, did not press further pertaining to such delicate issues.


  Diva asked a few more questions.


  Have you changed your hobbies recently? Do you feel emotionally unstable? Have people ever said that you are unstable? Are you worried about the future?


  “Well, thank you for your cooperation—you have a slight fever, so pull your shirt off your chest and let me see—”


  Scar unbuttoned the front of her blouse to reveal her slightly red skin and white cleavage.


  ‘Ara?”


  “…Is something wrong?”


  “Ah, no, no~♪ it’s nothing~”


  Diva instantly showed a surprised expression, then took the stethoscope and placed it on Scar, asking her to breathe in, breathe out, breathe in again, and then repeat the whole procedure from the back.


  “……………………Hmmm………’


  “Excuse me, is there something you see…?”


  Diva’s attitude became quite serious since the beginning of the consultation. It should have been a blessing, but in this instance, it gave a sense of foreboding.


  “Did she have a serious illness…?”


  “Huh? No, it’s not that. It’s just,”


  Diva stretched out her index finger and pointed.


   


  ‘You are gravekeepers, no?’


   


  The air immediately turned. Scar and Pox were tense.


  “Ah, yes, of course. Miss Scar is a gravekeeper.”


  “Ara, you’re pretty honest. And Ai, can you open your mouth and let me see?”


  “? Ahhh…”


  Ai opened her mouth wide.


  ”Hmm~~?” Diva took a closer look.


  “As expected♪ I’m sure you still have your third molar, not to mention your fourth. Ai, you’re not under 15, are you? About 12?”


  Scar was emitting tremendous murderous intent as she started to ponder how to turn this room into a battlefield, and Pox in turn was trying to prevent it from happening. Scar immediately thought of three possible ways to get the shovel under the bed, but two of which are probably traps; Pox in turn weighed the downside of letting Scar get her weapon against taking Ai as a hostage. The value is probably zero. Being in a room with gravekeepers in close proximity was overwhelmingly unfavorable.


  In a situation where sparks were flying from the murderous intents, Diva added fuel to the fire.


  ‘You want to ask me how I can tell? It’s very simple ~ because her body is so perfect. There is no flaw in her skin, and her internal organs are almost perfectly symmetrical. How in the world could there be such a person?’


  Diva was good as a healer, but she was bad as a fighter, and Pox just wanted to beat her up.


  “Ah, huh? That’s weird, Miss Diva, you figured it out by yourself?”


  Ai’s airheaded reply was completely inappropriate for the situation, and Scar desperately hoped that the former would be more concerned about the deathmatch beside her.


  “That’s for sure♪ How else would I have known?”


  Pox made up her mind that she was going to shoot Scar when she moved.


  “I thought Mr. Kiriko told you that.”


  Scar made up her mind, and when Pox moved she was going to act.


  “Huh? Little Kiri told me…what this is… wait, does he know about this? He knows who you are? He knew and didn’t tell us? Well, that means…”


  Then everything moved.


  “It’s amazing, Pox! Little Kiri is hiding something from us! And he just heard it from little Ai who only met him days ago!”


  Diva reached out and hugged Ai. Pox could not keep up with the unexpected movement and fell forward; Ai tried to stand on her own, trying to hold on to the weight of an adult; Scar pulled Ai’s collar, trying to ensure the latter would not be taken hostage.


  As a result, everyone felt under the bed in unison.


  The first to act in the chaos was Diva.


  “Thank you, thank you, little Ai♪ The boy is really shy, and only two or three friends can talk to him in such depth. So I’m asking you, please be good friends with him. I’m so touched I want to cry ♪ Is this what motherhood is all about—ah but! He’s hiding something from us! Is this the so-called rebellious phase!? Wait a minute Pox! What am I supposed to do as a mother? Little Kiri has made a friend! And he’s in his rebellious phase! He’s about to enter the second stage of his life!”


  “E-erm! What are friends!? Th-that sounds very terrifying~~!”


  In the moment Scar and Pox drew the shovel and knuckle at each other, they immediately realized it was stupid, and put down the weapons.


  The four people got up in a hurry, and the two people at the bottom never noticed the deadly fight going on above, and chatted excitedly as if they were talking about the most important thing in the world.


  “What are you talking about! If you’re not his friend, how can he talk to you with so much depth♪”


  “Friends?”


  Ai took Diva’s unexpected words.


  “Mr. Kiriko and I, are we friends?”


  ‘Of course, of course♪”


  Pox did not think so, but she could read the mood, and did not say anything.


  “……”


  “’Oops, what’s wrong♪”


  Ai said with a flushed look on her face.


  “This is the first time…I’ve … made a friend.”


  Ehehe, she giggled coyly.


  Diva was overwhelmed with cuteness.


  “So cute! This kid’s too good for me! This miracle is too miraculous! Little Ai! Do you want to change to a more neutral first person pronoun?”


  “Diva, calm down, don’t force people to fit your checkbox.”


  “B-boku?”


  “Little Ai! Don’t pay attention to perverted demands!”


  It was too late.


  “Fuaaaaaaa!!I can’t take it anymore! I can’t stop this! I can’t endure anymore! Ohhhhhhhh, Diva! Launching (Coming)!”


  ”I told you to calm down; no one knows what you’re talking about.”


  The left half yanked at the right half. Diva inhaled, and calmed down a little. Pox in turn looked at the other two with a look of regret, shame, shame and regret. ♪


  “…I do have to apologize to both of you, in many ways.”


  “…No, we don’t mind.”


  “That’s right♪ Don’t mind♪”


  “I don’t want her to come back to life!”


  “I’m a Dead after all♪”


  So they said as they worked together to pick up the medical records scattered on the ground.


  “…So anyway, what are you doing…”


  “Uh oh, time to diagnose now♪ Otherwise my value to society is gone.”


  ”well…Even though we found out about this, there’s no need to say anything, right? After all, they want to keep it a secret too…let’s just play dumb, shall we?”


  ”Oh, I can’t do that♪ ~ After all, I’m a doctor—I have to prioritize the patient♪”


  Diva said and reverted back to her serious expression.


  “So I have to tell you – I wonder if you would like to hear my diagnosis of the gravekeeper?”


  “Please tell me.”


  Scar replied.


  “What exactly do you think I have?”


  Diva replied.


  “False pregnancy.”


   


  …’False Pregnancy’.


  False pregnancy is a disorder of the mind and body in which the body reacts as if it is pregnant, even though it is not. Such cases became more frequent fifteen years ago, and has become one of the three most common physical and mental disorders in women. It can also occur in deceased people and may result in a case of psychosis, so such instances should be diagnosed by a doctor as soon as possible (this does rarely happen to men).


  Such was written on a copy of the ‘Health After Death! A Simple Health Handbook for Families~’.


  “Chronic nausea, slight fever, change in hobbies, colostrum secretion, and the answers to the consultation just now, they all point to this as the result. So I have a question for you.”


  Diva glanced at Ai, then whispered in Scar’s ear.


  “No, I have no experience.”


  “Really? … I’ll just ask. Did you ever want to have children?”


  “I do not think so.”


  “Hm. What a contradiction. The symptoms fit perfectly… but the premise is completely wrong. I have never heard of a case where someone had a fake pregnancy without wanting a child…hmm, is there any other reason that might be related?”


  Scar obviously did not know how to answer either.


  “As for relevance, I suppose, I heard a voice…”


  “Voice?”


  Ai recalled that Scar once mentioned so, and nodded repeatedly.


  “…What kind of sound? When did you hear it?”


  “When I first entered the city, and also when I just fell asleep, I would hear … the voice is very small, calling out to me, ‘help me’ …”


  ‘…’


  Three people whispered in a circle of two.


  “Did you figure out anything?”


  “Uh-huh, ‘little voice’ and ‘help me’, I think that can be interpreted as a child, right?’


  ‘Pox just likes to get carried away—but from a physician’s point of view, I’d like to refute that argument.”


  The final verdict was “I don’t know”.


  “But in the meantime, take care of your nutrition and get some rest. If you can get up and move around, try to move as much as possible. You don’t need to force yourself to rest, and on the contrary, I’d rather you move around♪ Have a little change of mood♪”


  “Is this fine?”


  “This is a very rare case, but the treatment should be the same. It’s just an incredulous situation however, so if there are any changes in her condition, be sure to let me know immediately. Don’t forget to write to me when you leave, too♪”


  Diva said and started to put the equipment into her bag.


  “I’ll ask Miss Keyla to adjust the food, but I won’t be able to prescribe medicination.”


  “E-erm …”


  Diva/Pox finished packing up, Ai called out to them with trepidation.


  “Is this really okay? We lied when we entered the country, that …”


  “As long as you don’t say anything, no one will find out♪”


  “But Miss Diva found out.”


  “……Goodness, do you want to see me turn into a crazy doctor that much?”


  Ai’s words caused Diva’s expression to change. Her face showed an extremely lecherous smile and a scholarly look that threatened the lives of everything she saw.


  “Frankly speaking, we have two interesting subjects in the form of ‘a girl under 15’ and ‘a gravekeeper with false pregnancy’♪ Either of them is a wonderful specimen to discuss about our ‘next generation issues’♪I would like to dissect you and see you from the inside out♪ And stand on a line nobody had been yet♪’


  Diva touched Ai’s chin with her cold right hand, and her gray eye looked at the green ones with great anticipation.


  ”But.”


  Her right hand suddenly withdrew, and her eye was turned away.


  ”I won’t do that. Of course I’m very interested, but I still won’t do it.”


  “…May I ask, why?”


  “Because I’m not strong enough.”


  The right arm gently hugged the left half of her body, and the left half gently hugged back.


  ‘I’m not strong enough to face such a huge problem. I know what I will become once I start to take on this ‘research to save the world’—my whole life will be swallowed up by this dream and I will become ‘spontaneous’. I will leave my friends and family behind, give up all the things I cherished that were ambiguous to begin with, and never come back. I will never do anything to you, because I know I will do this.”


  “…I don’t really understand.”


  “Dreams require sacrifices, that’s all♪—I’m a doctor, and I want to continue as one…”


  Ai wanted to ask more about the dream, but it seemed Diva did not want to talk about it anymore.


  “Well then♪ We’re going back to the Palace.”


  Diva/Pox stood up and walked all the way to the door, Ai took the initiative to pick up the bag and follow them with.


  “’Ah, yes, yes♪ Little Ai, do you…”


  Diva opened the door, handed the bag to Kiriko, and then asked,


  “Do you want to make friends with Princess?”


  Kiriko showed a disgusted expression so obvious that it was a bemusing sight.


   


  †


   


  Ai gave a big yawn.


  She blinked her eyes, trying to shake aside her sleepiness.


  They were at the Ortus Palace Visitation Hall.


  While the whole of Ortus was white in color, this castle alone was made of black stone. The hall where Ai was led by the guards was also made of lustrous black marble, and from the floor to the ceiling, there were stars shining in the darkness on all sides.


  At first Ai was very moved by the sight, but after waiting for so long, the stars and the darkness only had a hypnotic effect.


  At the invitation of Diva/Pox, Ai went out with great care and preparation. It was the people in the Palace who invited her, but Ai ended up waiting and waiting and waiting.


  She waited in the dormitory till the afternoon, and when she arrived at the Palace, her identity was checked, and then she was led to the waiting room. She waited so long that she worried if they had forgotten about her. She was almost worried that they had forgotten she was there, and when she finally arrived at the visiting room, she still had to wait.


  Ai rubbed her eyes, yawned again, and nodded off to sleep.


  At that moment, the stars flashed.


  A group of Dead in suits appeared in a corner of the room without making a sound, pulling a veil before the throne. Then men and women dressed in the same way appeared in the corners of the room, standing straight in place.


  Before she knew it, there were three more figures at the edge of the room, and Kiriko was among them.


  “Her Highness Ulla is here.”


  With a gruff shout, the innermost door opened, and a small shadow came silently to the center, into the shadow of the throne.


  “Lord of Ortus, Her Highness Ulla Hecmatika is here.”


  The head priest frowned, for Ai did not get up to salute. Kiriko felt some sympathy from the sidelines— after all, it was no wonder Ai was overwhelmed by the suddenness of her visit.


  “Guest, state your name.”


  The Dead barked.


  “…”


  Ai did not give her name.


  “Guest, state your name.”


  “…”


  Kiriko was a little surprised and looked towards the lower seat to find Ai sitting deeply in her chair with her head down and not saying anything.


  “Excuse me.”


  Kiriko immediately stepped forward and walked three steps in front of Ai. The chief priest’s piercing eyes shot at his back, but he ignored them.


  “Guest, state your name!”


  Ai couldn’t even seem to lift his head.


  “Ai, I know you might be nervous, don’t be too serious, just stand up and state your name …”


  “Guest, state, your, name!”


   


  “……zzz, uhhhh, I can’t eat anymore …”


   


  It was the worst scenario.


  Thus echoed the sleep talk even God Himself could not defend.


  The head priest gritted his teeth and glared at Kiriko with a murderous look, and even the experienced guard had shivering shoulders, trying to resist the urge to laugh.


  “You brat! What do you take a visit for—”


  “You idiot! Wake up!”


  “Huh? Ah, no, I didn’t sleep, I just had a little dream, after all, it’s common for me to dream at this age.”


  “Wake up and stop sleeptalking! Ritual Chief!”


  Kiriko pre-emptively looked at the old man who was trembling with indignation.


  “As you can see! A child this young can’t pay a courtesy visit! Please leave it to us, the ‘Defective Pentagram’!”


  “But…”


  Kiriko trotted over and whispered in the ear of the head priest.


  “You are the ones who insisted on following the full set of rituals. That’s why she’s like this.”


  The Ritual Chief still refused to give up.


  “…Are you implying that our kingdom shall be responsible?”


  “No, the responsibility is still mine.”


  The old man then greedily asked for a guarantee, and Kiriko held back as he responded very calmly.


  The old man exhaled through his nose in displeasure, stopped acting pretentiously, and clicked his tongue.


  “Ai, I’m sorry… it should have been simpler, and we didn’t need to make it so formal, but the Ritual Chief insisted…goodness. What kind of attitude is that old geezer putting on in front of Princess …”


  “H-huh? Where is this place? Th-the same place as before? But what’s this curtain for? Is there something behind it? Actually, when I heard we were going to the Palace, I imagined it would be like a party, so I only ate a little bit for lunch. And I was obedient in my dream not to eat the whole roast chicken.”


  “—! You super-duper idiot!”


  Ai lifted the curtain without hesitation. Kiriko reached for her collar, but was a step too slow.


  The curtain lifted gently.


  Behind it sat a young girl.


  The girl’s hair was darker than any black stone in the hall, and her skin was whiter than any white stone in the country. The contrast between black and white was like a light that shone all around. The throne alone looked rigid, but it became more majestic and magnificent when the maiden sat on it. The light pink dress on the girl resembled a vase with flowers adorned on it, and looked mesmerizing.


  A Princess so perfect, she seemed to be directly derived from a fairy tale.


  But there was a catch…


  She could not see the Princess’ bridle and eye patch.


  The girl’s mouth was wrapped in several layers of thin leather straps, all the way down to her nose, and her eyes were also covered by a belt.
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  There were no words in Ai’s mind, just pure emotion, a feeling of seeing something extraordinary. Her emotion was so strong that it did not cause ripples in her heart. She simply greeted the girl like a child reaching for the light.


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Ai—Ai Astin.”


  The young woman did not answer, but only tilted her head slightly.


  “You’re so rude! How dare you talk directly to Princess …”


  Kiriko recovered, immediately stood in front of the girl and shouted at Ai, but someone immediately stopped him from continuing.


  The young girl unhappily pushed away the back before her, opened the notebook she had secretly brought with her and held it up in front of her.


  “Ulla Eulesse Hecmatika.”


  These words were written on the paper.


  “This is my name.”


  The notebook flipped smoothly, revealing the words of her introduction. The words she had prepared beforehand were particularly kind, full of warm welcome.


  “Please take care of me.”


  Ulla flipped the notebook and showed a smile with her cheeks.


  Ai smiled back.


  But then she realized the girl could not see her smile, and felt a little sad.


   


  Ai was taken to a tea room of cold stone walls filled with warm air. There was a haphazard assortment of artwork, an ancient dragon bone lined up next to a globe, and a black cat yawning on the back of a ceramic tiger.


  Ai and Ulla sat face to face in the sand, while Kiriko sat next to them in an arch.


  “Where did you come from?”


  “Huh?”


  Ai was so focused on the décor that she didn’t hear the words.


  “Princess is asking you.”


  Looking back, Kiriko put her right hand on the arm of the chair, and Ulla extended her index finger to write on his hand.


  “Uh, uh! There are mountains to the east of this city, and I came from the village on that mountain.”


  “You grew up in that village?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why did you come out to travel?”


  “Because the village is gone…”


  “I forgot …better not ask about this any further …”


  Kiriko had cold sweat trickling down. Why? This word lingered on the back of his right hand. He was terrified of both the Princess who wanted to ask about this, and also Ai, who would probably answer bluntly.


  “Excuse me, does Princess not speak out loud? And her eyes are also …”


  However, Ai also asked a question that a normal person would feel uncomfortable asking …


  Kiriko sighed discreetly.


  “How dare you look down Princess? How can a commoner have the honor of hearing Princess speak in her own voice and having Her Highness look at her with her own eyes?”


  “Kiriko is so obstinate.”


  “You should learn more manners, no, maybe some common sense before you do that.”


  “I keep asking him to just call me Ulla, but he’ll only do it when we’re alone.”


  “I see.”


  “Do you get it? You’re too casual in every aspect of your life and your table manners are not up to snuff. Okay, starting with dinner today, I’ll be watching you from start to finish.”


  “Ai—ah, can I call you Ai?”


  “That’s fine?”


  “Oh? You’re a good listener, aren’t you? Thank goodness.”


  “You can call me Ulla too.”


  “Ulla.”


  “Why are you suddenly calling by her first name?…Wait, Princess!”!


  The two tried to hold their secret conversation with the right hand and the notebook, but they were immediately broken up.


  “Ah, I’m sorry, I should have elaborated that we should call each other so when we’re alone.’


  “It isn’t a question of whether I knew it earlier or not! Please don’t mess around! Rules are rules, Your Highness, you must abide by it!”


  “I have obeyed. I didn’t speak out loud.”


  “Don’t take it out of context!”


  “You see, Kiriko is very obstinate, right?”


  “That’s right, so stubborn.”


  The two girls bonded in a few moments.


  “By the way, when Kiriko first met me, she mistook me for ‘Princess’—for Ulla.”


  “Oh really?”


  “Huh?”


  Kiriko did not remember that at all.


  “Yes, that’s why I was looking forward to this visit, thinking if we looked a bit alike …”


  Ai has blonde hair, Ulla has black hair, and her face did not look alike in any way.


  “If there’s any similarity in features, it’s the fact that we’re alive, I guess.”


  “Why did Kiriko get it wrong?”


  “Ah, no, that…I was a little dizzy…”


  “? You met in a daze?”


  Right, the situation was dire.


  Kiriko decided to shut up Ai who was about to explain first.


  (Uh-huh, what are you doing?!)


  (Shh! Quiet!)


  The two took advantage of the fact that Ulla could not see as they tugged at each other’s cheeks and whispered to each other.


  (Ai! I’m begging you! Play along with me!)


  (Why?)


  (I didn’t tell her I was in danger!)


  (…You’re hiding something from her?)


  Ai’s eyes became serious.


  (Please, I don’t want her to worry!)


  (…Forget it, it’s fine …)


  “—Yeah, it was nighttime, and Kiriko was sleeping, using the moonlight as stage lighting, and dancing in a grass skirt…looking back now, I was too stupid, I shouldn’t have bothered.”


  …Damn brat…


  “I-I see. I’m sorry that you had to witness such an embarrassing scene.”


  “No no no, you don’t need to apologize. That’s okay compared to the parodies later on, like, what’s with that ‘’water-cooled twin-cylinder engine’ imitation?”


  “Wow, that sounds like fun. Kiriko wouldn’t even perform that in front of me.”


  She immediately became interested when she heard this kind of topic …


  Kiriko just wanted to run away on the spot.


  Ai gave a fiendish smile and attacked.


  “—But what relationship do you two have?”


  “Our relationship is…”


  “Ahhhh enough! I’m a classmate of Princess! And also a teacher!”


  “???? Can these two relationships co-exist?”


  “…I’m individually connected to the other five, so I can draw knowledge from their memories.”


  “How sleazy.”


  “It’s not my fault!”


  “That’s sleazy.”


  “Say, you two…”


  Kiriko hung his head helplessly.


  “… I’ll say it up front, there’s nothing to envious about this … This kind of connection has really worn out ego. Before I met Princess, I really didn’t know the difference between the five of them and myself …”


  Once she heard that, even Ai felt a little sorry for him.


  “…Ah, I was rude.”


  “…I didn’t even know that was the case before.”


  Ulla spread out her notebook unhappily, and then used the pen to express a strong emotion in her heart.


  “I told you Kiriko was sleazy, no?”


  †


  No response today either.


  Julie went to the repair shop, and then walked all the way to the first place, where she met Gokoku. In the afternoon, I went to the grocery store and the store, and then went to the telecommunication office. He didn’t get the response he was expecting, so he made four telegrams and returned to the dorm.


  Julie had recently learned how to distinguish Scar’s expressions, which were all smiles, but with traces of other emotions mixed in. From the way he had learned to tell, Scar seemed to be very happy with her meal.


  Ai was so excited that she didn’t listen to anyone during dinner, happily talking about the events of the day.


  Ai came back to the room and kept talking, and Julie was familiar enough to picture the young girl named Ulla in her mind.


  Again there was no response on this day.


  Julie went to the repair shop, and then walked all the way to the Main Street, where he met Orias. In the afternoon, he went to the grocery store and others, and then to the telecommunication office. He did not get the response he was expecting, so he made four telegrams and returned to the dormitory.


  Scar’s ailment had improved greatly, for her face was red, and she had some appetite. Julie handed her some free raisins to eat, and she silently took them and consumed them. Julie had recently learned how to distinguish Scar’s expressions, which were all smiles, but with traces of other emotions mixed in. From the way he had learned to tell, Scar seemed to be very happy with her meal.


  He drafted a letter at the desk for a little while, and Ai returned, a tad earlier than the previous day. Ai was so excited that she did not listen to anyone during dinner, happily talking about the events of the day.


  Ai was still talking when she got back to her room, and Julie was familiar enough to picture the young girl named Ulla in her mind.


  “That’s great.”


  That was pretty much all Julie said in return, but Ai did care about it at all and was having a great time talking about it.


  They were chatting in Julie’s room, so as not to disturb Scar’s rest. Julie was at her desk looking at papers and Ai was sitting on the edge of the bed with her feet wobbling around and a shovel in her hand that she had not held in a long time.


  Ai could not say enough, and later faced the shovel as she said slowly,


  “Maybe…”


  She acted like she was reporting to the person on the shovel.


  “Maybe I’ve made two friends at once…”


  The shovel did not answer, so Julie stood up and touched Ai’s head hard with his rough hand.


  “That’s great.”


  “Yeah. Ehehe…”


  Ai finally stopped talking.


  Julie sensed this and sat down next to her. The mattress sank deeper in his direction, causing Ai to almost roll onto the bed.


  “Instead, Ai, I need to talk to you about something…can I?”


  “Yes.”


  Ai heard his serious tone of voice, and then sat upright.


  “…I heard that someone in town knows who you are.”


  “Yes.”


  Ai answered boldly.


  “Is that not allowed?”


  “No, there’s nothing wrong with that.”


  Julie’s voice did not contain any anger.


  “… I thought that you would scold me …”


  “I’m not going to scold you. … Didn’t I say ‘I’ll help you’ on that hill? Honestly I don’t know any way to fulfill your wish, so I can only help you out, just do what you want. Of course, I will complain, after all, I also have to take care of my own sanity.”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  “But it’s still too close. If the person found wasn’t one of the ‘defective pentagram’, I really wouldn’t know how big things will escalate. Best case scenario, we get deported, or worse, we’ll lose our lives, or worse, we’ll be buried after death, or even worse, we’ll be taken for experimentation. Do you know how serious that is?”


  “No, I don’t know.”


  Her answer seemed stupid, but her voice was calm.


  “I just thought that we’d be fine since you weren’t so insistent, Mr Julie.”


  Good grief, this kid, so Julie clicked his tongue.


  “You really think highly of me…but is that really the only reason?”


  “There are also things like Kiriko’s personality, the atmosphere on the street, and our strength, all of which are more or less taken into account. But I guess in the end, it’s all about intuition.”


  “Intuition.”


  “There is also a blind guess.”


  “Blind guess, huh.”


  Julie wanted to sigh, but since everything went so well, he could not say anything more. This child, in spite of her innocence, could sometimes make everything look so seamless that one wonders if her innocence was an act.


  “…You really can grasp such things so naively, huh…how shall I put it? Like, you know how to read the mood, but you don’t really know how to use it…you’re very polite, but so disoriented…and openly trying to cheat your way out of things…”


  “Excuse me, are you complimenting me or undermining me?”


  I don’t know either, Julie replied.


  “Mr Julie…”


  Ai asked.


  “Mr Julie, you know this city very well, right? About Mr. Kiriko and the others too.”


  She’s very perceptive about such things, so Julie thought.


  “………………My wife.”


  After losing his wife, Julie traveled around to find a place where the family could live together. But the world was not as open to the Dead as it was at this point, and the whole family was stranded at the border.


  “At that time I also came to the city…but I couldn’t compromise after all, so I didn’t stay here. Later, I also went to see the ‘witch’ and asked her to help embalm my wife, but she refused me and instead helped us solve the housing and other problems, large and small.”


  “? She refused and still helped you prepare?”


  “… She said ‘Your mortal happiness is boring, but your misfortune is great. If I can help your misfortune, a signature is nothing. You know what happened after that, right?”


  The Dead was destroyed by Hampnie Hambart, and his daughter died, Julie followed and tried to die but could not, and finally arrived here.


  “At that time I made friends with one of the ‘defective pentagram’. I was just a friend to one of them though, so it seems Kiriko didn’t realize. I so happened to meet this friend, Orias.”


  “Another person that’s half left and half right?”


  “Yes, just not quite the same as the other three.”


  Julie said as he caught his breath, and looked at Ai.


  “…According to him, he wants us to leave the country and never enter again.”


  Ai’s wavering feet suddenly stopped.


  “I did say we’ll be deported at least, right…his offer is way better than that. After all, he only wants us not to come back, not permanently banished.”


  Her feet stopped still.


  “Will I not be able to meet Ulla and Mr Kiriko, the friends I met here, again?”


  Julie replied, as if in self-defense.


  “…You can write to them.”


  “…You’re right. Ulla and I are like pen pals…hahaha … haha …”


  Ai said and hung her head in frustration.


  “…Today Ulla asked me in the Palace: ‘You’re not staying at Ortus?'”


  “That’s!”


  Julie turned her head in a very exaggerated manner.


  “Of course I understand, Mr Julie.”


  But Ai was very calm.


  “I refused her.”


  “…You already found out?”


  Found out what? So Ai asked. Her eyes looked hollow and distant, as if she was looking at the end of the wilderness.


  “I just want to ask, Mr Julie, did you think that I never found out? Do I look that foolish?”


  “…”


  Ai looked into the distance with an unemotional expression and continued talking to herself.


  “Mr. Lion is also really simple, saying something like ‘you do not understand the dark side of Ortus at all’, and he so happened to say that to me…I can’t blame him, after all, he does not know what kind of deception I was in which I grew up.”


  “Ai, you…”


  “I have the best nose for this kind of scent.”


  Ai laughed, only this time, she said it with great glee. Julie was heartbroken and wanted to stop her from going on, but he could not.


  “I say Mr Julie, why didn’t you live in this city with your dead wife and your still alive daughter then?”


  “…”


  Julie did not answer. Ai casually revealed the secret.


  “I know. Because Ortus is the Dead’s city, and this city only allows the Dead to exist, not Living—so if Living still wants to live in Ortus, what should we do?”


  Julie still did not answer.


  “The answer is simple, just die.”


  Ai slowly turned her head.


  “When did you find…?”


  “…I just imagine a little bit, felt there were some things I was doubtful about. When you have doubts, you can find hints everywhere. Like this school…and the words of Mr. Lion…don’t you think?”


  While saying these words, Ai’s eyes too regained life.


  “Why…”


  She was furious.


  “… Why didn’t everyone tell me about this? Whether it’s Mr Julie, Kiriko, Pox, Wreck, Diva, or Mr Lion …”


  The green eyes burned with anger, and the searing sun-like heat hit Julie.


  “… I’m not hiding it from you, and Ortus is open about it.”


  “But you are hiding it from me, aren’t you?”


  The child’s eyes burned with anger, and the adult then looked away.


  “…I’m not blaming you, because I can understand how everyone feels…but… …”


  Ai sat on the bed, hands clenched so tightly that the bones almost cracked. Her muscles were tense, her body temperature rose, and the anger burning in her eyes was almost murderous. She desperately pressed her body, enduring the anger that should not be vented towards anyone.


  “I really hate this. I don’t want anyone making decisions for me behind my back anymore, and letting me know when it’s already too late.”


  The villagers used to hide everything thoughtfully, and she too pretended to be kept in the dark, maintaining a façade and a false world.


  To say goodbye to all this, Ai said,


  “I’m determined not to live in the dark anymore—I decided that I’m not going to close my eyes, cover my ears, and live like the walking Dead.”


  “…Really?”


  “Yes, so Mr Julie, please tell me all about it in the future. Don’t worry about me getting hurt or unhappy, because it’s all up to me to decide what happens to me.”


  “… I understand.”


  Julie raised his hands to surrender. Ai assumed that Julie would never hesitate to lie or hide once he felt the need to do so.
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  “I believe you.”


  But Ai lied too. The two made a pact to lie to each other.


  “…But what are you going to do when you know this?”


  “You should have told me first what Ortus’s attitude is towards immigrants, and the reasons for doing so.”


  Julie spoke up.


  Ortus’ immigration policy had always been ‘they would never refuse those who come, nor pursue those who leaves’, and in principle, it would accept all Dead who had come to seek asylum, and refuse the Living. As for those who had arrived accidentally, they will be sent to a nearby colony for free, and will be given a place to stay for the duration. Only the Living who had nowhere else to go will they be asked to die before settling in.


  “But why do they have to die, when Living can live together with Dead?”


  Julie shook his head firmly.


  “It’s not possible, for several reasons. First of all, the infrastructure of Ortus was built with Dead’s needs in mind, and only a small part of the area has running water and sewerage. The hospital here only has psychiatry treatment, and most importantly, there is no way to supply food, because the land is a barren place where no one can live. There is always a way to deal with tourists like us, who only appear once in a long while, or people who do business outside the city gates, but it is impossible to supply a large amount of food forever.”


  “… But, if that’s the only problem …”


  “Well, yes, if these are the only problems, it’s not a big deal. It’s going to be hard, but it’s not impossible…But, Ai, Ortus has a far greater force than these problems that is rejecting the Living …”


  “What is it…?”


  “It’s the feelings of the inhabitants.”


  Ortus residents are all Dead, of course, no one was born here. Most were shunned by the Living, exiled to the wilderness and rendezvous together. The persecution by the Living was so great, most of the wanderers were buried by the gravekeepers. Groups like Ortus were the same, mostly nomadic in nature, discriminated in all aspects, and often on the verge of extinction.


  Thus, such a place was a haven to those. They did not have to be discriminated against by the Living, they did not have to fear gravekeepers, and they were guaranteed a place in the international community. In a place like this…


  “Can you blame them for refusing to live with Living?”


  “…”


  “There’s going to be friction between the early Dead and the current Dead—the same guys who up until yesterday were discriminating against the Dead—if the Living is allowed to live here, Ortus would have been divided into two factions and would have fallen into great chaos.”


  “…”


  “Ai, it will take you a lifetime to solve this kind of problem. The job may take more than a year, ten years, or even a hundred years.”


  “If it takes that much time …”


  “By that time there will be no one left alive. Yes, that’s the biggest claim of the opposition. No matter how hard they try, in another hundred years, all Living will be dead … they are waiting for that time.”


  Ai was so shocked that she said dejectedly,


  “I can’t believe this idea …”


  “But it makes sense.”


  “Does it …? I don’t think it makes sense. I just think it’s a dead end …”


  Ai said, resting her hand on her cheek and closing her eyes. When Julie felt that he should say something to comfort her, and started to think of what to say…


  “Yes!”


  Ai shouted as she got up.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Let’s put this on hold!”


  “Y-you’re so energetic about this, and you’re saying to put this aside first?”


  “Don’t worry! I’m just pretending to be energetic!”


  Ai was right. She swung the shovel and dismantled the air, bouncing around meaninglessly.


  “Indeed…I think you can put it aside first. You should see more of the world and develop your ego.”


  “Yes, I’m going to put it on hold with all my might.”


  “Putting it on hold? That’s a good one. … Let’s start with what we can do.”


  “Okay.”


  Ai replied with a very fine God, and then finally got to the point.


  “Then I have one thing to ask Mr Julie.”


  “What is it?”


  “Please look up Ulla Hecmatika.”


  Ai said this to Julie from a distance where no one else could hear her.


  “I’ll look for opportunities to try too, but I just think something’s wrong.”


  Julie sighed at the tricky request.


  “Why is she still alive?”


  The third night came equally to everyone.


  †


   


  But thanks to the game, neither of them had the time to discuss about sensitive issues, which was the only point he was really thankful for—


  “It’s my turn—five steps. One, two, three, four, five—ah.”


  Ai stopped on a grid.


  “‘Age increases by five years.’ Well, that makes me ninety-six years old now, and I need to check for dementia. Roll Roll three dice…for twelve points. Where’s the equation sheet?”


  “Here.”


  Ai then calculated the average life expectancy, made a health checkup, and then calculated the insurance amount. After all that, she finally said.


  “I am dead at the age of ninety-six. Surrounded by two husbands, six grandchildren, twelve great-grandchildren and six great-great-grandchildren.”


  “………………Heh……………… Huh? What about the game?”


  “It’s over.”


  “Wait, it’s over!?”


  “Yes, the game’s tagline is ‘Reenact your life rigorously! Experience a different life in a game!’”


  “It’s fun.”


  “It’s really fun.”


  “… Well, that’s right. I don’t mind since you two had fun.”


  “Oh my, I won a lot.”


  “Ahhh, so that’s a win.”


  “Yes, it says ‘Everything is good if the result is good! Let’s welcome the happy ending together! That’s a pretty good line.”


  “……Hmm,’Happy ending’, huh?”


  Kiriko tried to sound as flat as possible, but Ai immediately assumed the worst and averted her eyes blatantly.


  “This game…was from a long time ago… more than fifteen years …”


  “That’s right… well, let’s pack up. It’s late.”


  Ai did not say anything more, and helped to pack the game. Cold sweat quietly trickled down Kiriko, since it had been a thrilling day. He had been on tenterhooks since the previous day.


  “Is it over already?”


  “Well, it’s late, I have to get back before dinner time.”


  “Ai, will you come back tomorrow?”


  Of course! Ai replied energetically. To be honest, Kiriko did not want the two of them to meet again, but he had no authority to stop it.


  “What about the day after tomorrow?”


  “Probably.”


  ‘What about the day after tomorrow?’


  “That’s…”


  That would be the day when Ai had to leave Ortus and could not visit her at the Palace. It seemed Ulla too knew about this.


  “I don’t think…I’ll be able to come.”


  ‘I see…’


  There was an awkward silence.


  “If only you’ll stay in Ortus, Ai.”


  “I’m sorry, as I said yesterday, I can’t agree to this in any way.”


  Ai decisively refused. Kiriko was uncomfortable with her attitude since yesterday. There was an unshakeable firmness in those words, a far cry from Ai’s usual sloppy and soft attitude.


  —No.


  He had seen Ai speak with such firmness before.


  A creepy feeling suddenly raced down ran down Kiriko’s back.


  At this point, Ai looked exactly the same as she did when they returned to the dormitory to days ago. Back then, she revealed to Kiriko of her identity as a gravekeeper.


  “… Why? For your dream?”


  “Yes. That’s why I…”


  I can’t die yet.


  The second half of the sentence, which should have been followed by this, did not vibrate in the air.


  Kiriko stood up without a sound and covered Ai’s mouth.


  So you knew. He looked at her with such a shocked expression. His heart was pounding, while Ai looked calm, as if she had already seen this coming.


  Ai frowned, wondering why Kiriko had to stop her from saying it.


  “?That’s why you…?”


  A few seconds of silence struck Ulla as these words were written on the open notebook.


  ‘Please, just don’t say it!’ Kiriko pleaded with Ai. ‘You better explain this later.” So Ai shot back with such a look, and her eyes relaxed.


  “…I still need to keep traveling.”


  Ai’s vague words restored the atmosphere to normal.


  Ulla’s blindfold covered everything, and she did not notice anything.


   


  Ai was waiting on the bus home.


  “Okay, please tell me … why did you stop me just now?”


  They were riding the bus down Ortus City Street, sitting next to each other, with no one around to hear them.


  “…I can’t talk about it now.”


  “Then when can you tell me?”


  “…I’ll tell you when you leave the city.”


  Ai frowned unhappily.


  “What’s the use of delaying like this? Even if you don’t answer, I’ll just go ask Ulla tomorrow.”


  “No, you can’t do that.”


  “? Why …?”


  “I just got contacted by Pox/Wreck.”


  “So what about…”


  “Wasn’t there a town last time?”


  “You mean the town that was hit by a tornado? And what about …”


  “One hundred and five residents have applied to immigrate to Ortus.”


  Ai looked back in shock.


  “That means…”


  “Well, you probably assumed correctly—- they’ll die and become residents of this City of Death.”


  Kiriko’s expression was tinged with grim determination.


  “They had no place to go. Even if they kidnap me or the whole town becomes bandits, it’s only a matter of time until they die out. Since they’re already at this point, they might as well die right from the beginning.”


  At that moment, an alarm sounded throughout the city. The ominous sound was like the call of a strange bird beckoning the end times, echoing through the evening sunlit Ortus and causing Ai’s inner eardrums to wail


  “Ortus is under martial law. From now on, all gates shall be closed, and the commercial area at the South Gate will be cordoned off. All passing, and all incoming passengers will be required to stay in the quarters registered on their entry cards—do you hear me?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “Then Kiriko Zubreska has informed Ai Astin—and vetted through the others. You are to return to your dormitory immediately in the shortest possible time, and never leave my side. I’ve just been informed by the soldiers that if you wander outside alone, you will be arrested without warning.”


  “Please, please wait! How can you be so rude!”


  “Shut up, I know it’s rude without you saying it! This whole thing was already brutal and cruel!”


  The uneasiness that had existed before had disappeared from Kiriko’s expression, leaving only a relieved expression of relief and a stubbornness that pretended to be determination.


   


  “The massacre of one hundred and five residents will take place tomorrow morning, so if you don’t want to die ‘as collateral’, don’t ever leave the house.”


   


  †


  Kiriko escorted Ai back to her room, and ensured that she, Julie and Scar were all there before leaving.


  Ai was escorted into the room, and paced around the room like a raccoon trapped in a cage. Starting from Scar’s pillowside, she walked past the dresser, around the two beds, behind the desk where Julie was sitting, and then to the window to look outside. It was dark outside, the usual festive lights had disappeared, and there was nary a whistle in the night breeze.


  “…Ai, do you want to calm down?”


  Scar said as she lay helplessly on the bed, Ai then regained her senses and stopped in her tracks.


  “I’m sorry, Miss Scar… are you feeling okay?”


  “No…”


  Scar remained unwell even after her diagnosis, and her condition remained poor. She was not physically ill in any way, but psychologically, she remained weak and feeble.


  “It is really noisy…”


  “Ah, sorry, did I wake you up …”


  “I am not talking about you…the cry for help…how am I supposed to save her?”


  It seemed that what bothered Scar most was the auditory hallucination she had mentioned before. She still spoke calmly, but she did not seem sane.


  “… Please go to sleep. You’ll be fine once you sleep.”


  “Yes…I will.”


  Ai sat on the edge of the bed and helped Scar to brush away the bangs that fell on her face, stroked her head, and kept going for a while. Ai found herself doing exactly the same thing as the adults who took care of her did when she was sick as a child, and after a while, her mood slowly calmed down.


  “Is she asleep?”


  “Yes, she’s sleeping soundly.”


  “… Let’s go next door and talk.”


  Julie said, walked to the next room and sat down at the desk that had become his assigned seat. The door was unlocked, and the only thing visible outside was darkness, so it did not seem like someone was watching.


  He closed the door and sat down on the edge of the bed.


  “Do you know what the situation is?”


  “More or less. What about you?”


  Naturally, the two exchanged whispers and information.


  Julie did not have any new information about the current situation.


  “So, what are you going to do?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Do you want to save them?”


  “Of course.”


  Julie sighed deeply.


  “…You definitely haven’t thought about how to save them, and what to do after that …”


  “Of course.”


  “I guessed so…”


  Julie sighed again, having a big headache about it.


  “… Anyway, let’s exchange all known information. I’ve checked on Ulla.”


  “Did you find out anything?”


  “I asked around every chance I got…but it was only for one day and I couldn’t really ask much…everyone’s really protective of her, adored her, and really put their trust in her…it’s just…”


  “Just?”


  “How should I put it? Some people didn’t react the same way. It’s not like respect, but like, reverence? No, it’s closer to fear, I think.”


  “…Hmm, I can’t really figure it out.”


  “Yeah, I couldn’t figure it out either. So I was going to go to someone who should know, but…”


  Martial law had been issued.


  “… But maybe, this person will come to us instead.”


  “? What kind of person?”


  “You should be more familiar than me. I asked to deliver a message, so he should right about …”


  At that moment,


  There was a knock. It did not come from the door, but from the window.


  “? What is it?”


  Ai went to the window and opened the curtain.


  (It’s me, open the window.)


  “Mr. Lion!?”


  Somehow, the lion mask appeared outside the window, and Ai hurriedly opened the window.


  “What are you thinking!? This is the third floor!”


  “I’m used to it. No big deal…get out of the way.”


  The lion showed excellent athleticism, and deftly entered the room. Then he looked around without letting his guard down, and when he saw Julie, a wary look appeared on his mask.


  “… Hey, fox, what’s the point of writing this letter to me?”


  “What letter?”


  “Ah, I wrote that.”


  The lion made a feline intimidating sound and glared at Julie.


  “… Mr Julie, what kind of letter did you write?”


  “This.”


  The lion took a piece of paper out of his pocket and it read.


  “To Mr. Shad Wahls, please help me. ~Ai Astin~”


  “I thought it was strange, not only is the wording wrong, but that brat Rico also said that the person who sent this letter is a strong man, and you wouldn’t have known my full name …”


  “Huh? So you don’t know?”


  “That’s right! Mr. Lion is Mr. Lion, because at that time I was just a small fox …”


  “I see, I really don’t get it…well, I don’t, but you came for her, thank you.”


  Julie said, bowed to the lion, who looked back at the top of Julie’s head.


  Ai really did not expect that the lion would risk scaling the walls and arrive here just because of a mere piece of paper. She did not think he would do such a thing.


  “Mr. Lion, are you here to save me?”


  He probably would answer ‘How could I’ or ‘Don’t be silly.


  But that was not the lion’s answer.


  “You’re right.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m here to save you.”


  The lion mask was always expressionless, but the lion controlled the subtle light and shadow etched on the mask, showing a myriad of expressions. Ai herself assumed she could distinguish between them.


  And based on the method she learned, the expression on the lion’s mask was ‘anxious’.


  “I heard that you met Princess?”


  “Yes.”


  “Listen to me, don’t meet with her again.”


  “…Are you saying the same thing as Mr. Kiriko?”


  The lion mask showed a ‘relieved’ expression.


  “So he’s against it too…It seems he finally has a little conscience…”


  Conscience?


  Ai was confused by this statement. Just moments ago, when they heard the ominous siren on the bus Kiriko said that he would not let Ai meet Ulla again, and there was no conscience to be seen on his face. His face was … metaphorically speaking, like the look of a parent determined to protect a child, no matter what bad things they would do.


  But the lion did not see that look on Kiriko’s face.


  “Why are you separating me from Ulla? Is this helping me?”


  “…You should stop running into the street and stay here until the day you leave the country.”


  “Please answer me.”


  “I beg you, just listen to me!”


  “Then please tell me why.”


  “Shut up, you little brat! The world is full of things you shouldn’t know! Behave yourself!”


  “Again!”


  Ai exploded.


  “That’s the reason again! Everyone is making decisions for me, telling me how I’ll be unhappy and unfortunate! Who do you think all of you are! I’m the one who should decide all this! It’s up to me to decide whether I’m happy or unhappy! You’re not telling me anything! You lie and deceive me! What’s the point! Have you ever thought about what it would be like for someone who didn’t even know it was happening until everything is in a mess!?!”


  “! You brat!”


  The lion grabbed her by the collar and raised his right hand.


  “If you want to hit me, sure! If you want to kick, sure! If you want to beat me to spit blood and beg for mercy, try if you want!”


  “I-I won’t go that far!”


  “Then please let go!”


  The lion was stabbed by words, and his trembling hands put her down. Ai’s feet hit the ground heavily, and her head was lowered due to the downforce.


  “Uuuu.”


  And then, Ai,


  “O-oy fox? What’s wrong with you?”


  “Uu, hic, uu, uu~~ …”


  Ai cried.


  “O-oy! Why are you crying at a time like this! This is ridiculous!”


  Ai cried, and only she knew why she was crying.


  The two hazy core thoughts of the past collided in an explosion, and one of them shattered. The desire of ‘hoping for the Dead to die happily’ was shattered by the conviction that ‘the happiness is determined by the person himself’’.


  Two days ago, on the way back, Kiriko said, “What do you mean by ‘happy ending’, when in the end it’s just a happy ending ‘in your opinion’?” Those words pierced her heart, and they were further convicted by so.


  Ai cried because her dream had been shattered. But the reason she cried was not understood by anyone, and only confused Julie and the lion.


  The lion stood frozen in place watching her tears. Her tears would not stop.


  The Dead could not cry, or at the very least, not to the extent of a fountain of tears.


  The lion’s mask did not show any more expression. The light merely illuminated the mask, and the shadows merely formed on the mask. There is no subtlety, and the mask was as silent as the face of a Dead.


  “…Don’t cry.”


  The lion’s words sounded as if someone from afar had played a tune that drifted with the wind.


  “With the crying … too thief la … I tell you just … do not cry.”


  By no means did they understand each other. The lion did not understand why Ai was crying, and Ai did not understand why the lion had changed his mind.


  But despite that, they decided to.


  The Lion began to speak.


   


  “A year or so ago, there were a few Living in Ortus.”


  “I understand.”


  Ai nodded and asked,


  “That’s you guys, right?”


  The lion mask, still expressionless, turned a pair of dark holes toward Ai.


  “So you already knew?”


  “Well…I knew by looking at this dormitory.”


  Ai looked around.


  From the moment she heard that this was a school, Ai had always had questions. Why was there such a well-equipped dining room in the dormitory? Why was the water and sewerage so well-equipped? The whole building had signs of years of use, and it did not look like a temporary addition. Ai then saw from the students’ unhealthy graffiti in the toilets that this was originally a school for Living.


  Then she imagined where the students had gone, and felt a chill in her heart.


  “Wait, don’t jump to conclusions…I may not be the right person to say this, but things aren’t as bad as you think.”


  Lion stopped Ai from assuming the worst.


  The students who attended this school before were living children brought in by immigrants.


  Since Ortus was established here nine years ago, people have been trying to immigrate, Dead or Living. They had nowhere to go, no home to return to. Neither Living, nor Dead, who simply want to avoid the gravekeepers, have any attachment to life.


  Ortus, of course, accepted these people after they died, but the only exceptions were the children who were still alive. Even the most radical opposition did not oppose this measure.


  No one wants to take children into eternity at a young age.


  Ortus left them a period of time for their self-awareness to awaken.


  The children would live until they were fifteen years old, when they choose one of two paths.


  That is, to live or to die.


  If they wanted to live, they had to leave Ortus, and if they want to die, they could stay.


  “The ratio is about eight to two. 80 percent chose to live and 20 percent chose to die.”


  “…That many people chose to leave?”


  “Well, then 70% of them came back soon after. It’s just a trip, to put it bluntly. What is said is to broaden their horizons and go out for a year or two…this is especially true for the last batch.”


  Most children ultimately wanted to stay in Ortus. Their parents were banished from their homeland because they died, and the children were forced to leave their homeland because they were alive, as though they were a contrast formed through a distorted mirror. But the difference was that they are not rejected by their homeland, they could return at any time if they gave up one thing.


  These children, who grew up surrounded by death, really did not feel that life was something so sacred that it had to be protected.


  “I came to Ortus nine years ago and died a year ago. I was fifteen years old.”


  There was still no expression on the lion’s mask.


  “Most of the people who come to Ortus do not come alone. Some with their families, some with their friends. But I was, on the contrary, abandoned by my parents in this city.”


  No, it might be impossible to say. He was fifteen a year ago, which meant that the lion was seven when he was abandoned. Everyone knew how valuable children were at that time, and the favorite commodity of the body snatchers was children. Obviously there would be a high demand for them in the black market, and clearly no one would abandon these children that easily. He believed that his parents had the hardship of not being able to raise him themselves, so they placed him here.


  But the lion threw away that hope. He did not allow himself to be comforted by the excuse that ‘my parents just had a hard time raising me, not abandoning me’, nor did he allow others to see him that way. As a matter of course, he became a delinquent, and a serial offender who often sneaked out of the dormitory.


  The lion did not live his life with hatred.


  However, he refused to be indoctrinated in school with Ortus’ favorite subjects—scented morals or glorified history—until he was old enough to die. To the lion, school was akin to a place for chickens or pigs, and he was not allowed to stay there.


  He preferred masks.


  The lion has loved Mask Street since he was seven years old. At that time he put on the little lion mask and ran around in it just like Ai did over the past few days. He always hung out with the Dead, occasionally returning to school, and ran away once he scented upon the foul stench of the Living.


  “I died without longing, without regret.”


  So said the lion.


  “In terms of masks, there is no place in the world more advanced than Ortus. I decided at once to die on the night I turned fifteen.”


  The adults were against it. At that time, the rule of choosing life and death at the age of fifteen was already formalized, and it was also generally believed that death at the age of seventeen and above was the best way to form a personality. Moreover, the lion was a problematic child at that time, and the teachers thought that more time should be spent on his personality development.


  But the lion had already made up his mind that if the adults did not allow it, he would kill himself, so the teachers had to compromise.


  So he died on the night of a new moon.


  “The only people who died that night were me and Belibella. They made us both dress like we were in the hospital, had grain for a week, and then fast for a day or two, and then they took us to the Palace. We were pretty nervous because although we knew what would happen if we died, we didn’t know how we would die. And those who had died before kept it a secret to the end.”


  —-That was a long wait.


  The adults told them to stand in a ceremonial room in the corner of the Palace. It was a hut built for the cleansing ritual, and it was torn down every other day.


  In other words, the two of them should die in this hut.


  “But no matter how you look, I just couldn’t see the murder weapon. And then there wasn’t even anyone in the house, except for Diva/Pox and a few guards. Even when we asked them where the embalming was to be done, they wouldn’t answer.”


  Then some time later, when the moon that could not be seen was up in the sky, the adults called them both to present themselves before the Princess.


  “I was so surprised, I didn’t know why Princess had come to such a place. But everyone else was kneeling, so I had to follow suit.”


  Then Ulla appeared, led by Kiriko.


  “At that moment, I wanted to ask why that guy was there, but I didn’t care about such things right away.”


  Whenever Ulla appeared in front of people, she always wore a blindfold and a mouthpiece. It was the same then.


  “And then the kid took those off.”


  The straps covering her eyes and mouth came off before the confused pair’s eyes.


  Then Ulla opened her eyes and mouth and let out a little yawn.


  “Princess was so sleepy that she seemed to have been taken there while she was asleep. It was an honor that after she murmured a few words, she noticed the two of us staying in front of her. I still remember Princess’s first words were: ‘Who are you? The others didn’t say anything, so I had to cheekily teach her manners by saying, ‘Before you ask someone’s name, you should say yours.'”


  Belibella immediately slapped the lion down, kowtowed and begged for forgiveness.


  Ulla was startled by the situation, then smiled quietly and said, “This is the first time I’ve met someone who doesn’t know my name.” And that’s how Ulla learned to give her name.


  “And that’s how we got to know each other very quickly.”


  Amazingly, none of the attendants stopped it. But it wasn’t long before Ulla yawned again, made a promise to “see you later” and left.


  “At that moment, our hearts had stopped.”


   


  †


   


  Kiriko climbed up the dimly lit dormitory stairs with a long sigh. It was the fourth day since those people entered Ortus. The curfew would not be lifted all day tomorrow, so they could not do anything on the fifth day. He believed the same would happen again on the sixth day. At this rate, the Princess and Ai would not see each other again, even on the seventh day.


  Everything seems to be going well, but Kiriko was feeling gloomy.


  (Pox to Vela—it’s past the scheduled time, what’s going on?)


  Kiriko would temporarily pause his thoughts whenever someone else’s thoughts poured into his head, and he had to pause for a moment and relay Pox’s message to Vela.


  …Recently, he felt particularly tired when doing so, especially with all five people connected. The fatigue will feel like a lingering bad chill. In the past, he could handle a day’s worth of connection as easily as breathing.


  There had been frequent requests to connect the entire time, and it is clear that all five people were active.


  But Kiriko was just blindly fishing.


  “…What can I do? No matter how good the other five people are, I’m just a kid after all …”


  The chief priest naturally could not ignore a massive ritual of a hundred and five immigrants. Kiriko was kicked out in a matter of seconds, so he came here to see if the three of them were staying in line.


  When he arrived to the top floor, he walked step by step through the corridor he had been accustomed to as a student, thinking that he had forgotten which room they were in, and before he could search her memory, he saw light leaking from behind a door.


  I’ll be more than happy to take her spite or scolding—just as Kiriko raised his hand with that thought in mind, he heard voices talking from the room.


  (At that moment, our hearts had stopped. )


  It was Shad’s voice.


   


  †


   


  Is that a metaphor? Ai first asked.


  The literal meaning, Shad replied.


  “Fox, have you ever heard of the Idol of Murder?”


  “Well, um.”


  “That’s Ulla.”


  “What?”


  “Those eyes were the eyes of death. Those words were the words of death. That body was brimming with death. No living thing could escape. None shall escape the Idol of Murder. ’.’ What it says is the truth, a legend created to hide Ulla.”


  Ai and Julie both listened with great confusion.


  “All Living who were seen by Princess, or heard her speak, or touched by her, would die on the spot.”


  “T-that’s so outrageous!”


  “There is such an outrageous thing.”


  The lion looked like he was vomiting blood when he said this.


  “Ortus is a group originally created by Princess. From the moment she was born, a single local tribe of Living became Dead on the spot. There’s lots of evidence, like unusual war stories, unusual betrayals. Do you want me to tell you she’s killed tens of thousands of people over the years?”


  The lion’s impassioned emotions spread to every corner of the room, even the windows were shaken.


  Hearing these words, Kiriko decided to show himself.


   


  “Shad, you’re causing me trouble. How can such things be leaked to outsiders?”


   


  He opened the door with a big, hearty smile on his face.


  —It doesn’t matter, it’s only a little secret, there’s plenty of ways to fix it.


  “…Kiriko, is what he said true?”


  Julie preemptively asked the question, and Kiriko pretended to think about it.


  “It is true…this matter is indeed a secret, but the heads of the neighboring countries and some of the more perceptive people have long been aware of this.”


  Julie murmured “I see”, and then slowly got up.


  “You know the danger, and you let Ai into the Palace to meet Princess?”


  —Ah, he has a problem with that? But it’s better this way.


  “Mr Julie may not know, but Ai should know I’m not lying when she saw Princess like that.”


  “… So that’s really a seal…”


  Ai said this in devastated. Kiriko maintained a smile on his face as he turned around to face her and say,


  “Yes, after all, you are Living, of course I would have taken care of that.”


  “Even so, you still let Ai risk her life!”


  “So I must be present when they meet.”


  “And what does that guarantee?”


  “Mr Julie, please wait, it’s not important.”


  “How can it be unimportant!”


  The thunderous roar added to the chaos of the scene. Kiriko was quietly pleased as his smile intensified. None in the room had discovered the deeper secret.


  “Shad.”


  Kiriko continued to speak, trying to expand the chaos.


  “Why did you do such a thing? It’s not like you to do that.”


  “Don’t give me any more of that nonsense, you pretender, my reasons are the same as that angry uncle’s.”


  “Is that so? But I think you want to say something else?”


  Shad whispered “damn brat”, and then he hunched down build up his strength, as if he was a carnivorous beast ready to pounce on the prey.


  “… Since you have said so, I will tell you. I can’t stand Princess’ current situation anymore, every time she goes out, she has to wear a blindfold and a mask on her face.”


  “What can be done about it? Her power must be kept secret.”


  “There is nothing to keep secret, you said yourself that it is no longer a secret!”


  He said with a low, beastly growl from his throat.


  “Even if everyone already knows, secrecy is still important. If we don’t leave Ortus, even if we disclose the secret and unseal her, we probably won’t have a problem, even if we have to live on the street. But we want to keep this secret relatively vague to the neighboring countries. You understand that, don’t you!?”


  Shad was speechless for the first time.


  —-Shad really only thought of this, and did not think of the more important things.


  Kiriko secretly showed an impish face.


  Julie tried to interject, but Shad pestered, “We’re not done yet.” The confusion was just right, and it was about to descend to the level of an old argument.


  —-It worked, that’s good. If that’s all, there’s no need to show up in a hurry, I was too worried. Neither Shad nor these guys even found out about it.


  Kiriko won.


  “Mr. Kiriko.”


  Supposedly.


   


  “Does Ulla know about herself?”


   


  The words brought silence into the room. The words themselves were so inexplicable that both Julie and Shad were confused.


  If not for Kiriko’s expression, they probably would have ignored it and continued to assert themselves.


  Kiriko looked at Ai with an expression as if he was staring at death itself.


  The lion asked Ai in confusion.


  “Hey, fox, what did you just say? What do you mean when you ask Princess about not knowing herself?”


  “The literal meaning.”


  Ai repeated calmly.


   


  “Does Miss Ulla not know her own abilities?”


   


  Kiriko’s legs were shaking and he could speak, and a cold nausea ran through the bottom of his stomach. The day he had feared had finally come.


  Shad retorted as if he were speaking for Kiriko, who said nothing.


  “What the hell are you talking about? How can you not know what you’re capable of? From what I’ve heard, it’s a power she had from birth, how could she not have noticed it?”


  “If she was born like this, it’s more likely that she didn’t find out. … If she became like this later, she would know that the situation is different; but if she was like this from the beginning, then it would be common knowledge to her.”


  Kiriko could say anything. Ai’s argument was too solid to find any weaknesses.


  “If only the Dead will appear before her eyes, it is possible to instill the wrong concept of Mankind’s world into her. For example, tell her that these Dead are Living, right…”


  “Is that…possible?”


  “Of course you can. Mr. Kiriko, am I right?”


  —No, no, no, no. Don’t give a reaction!


  Kiriko grabbed his chin with his trembling right hand, his left hand grabbed his right elbow, and his whole body stiffened. He could refute what Ai said, because Ai was just sorting out the facts in her own head, and he could not argue back. On the contrary, he was the one being confused, and might accidentally reveal the fatal flaw.


  It was useless to say anything.


  It was also useless to not say anything.


  The silence lasted long enough to create a force that would prove Ai’s words right.


  “No, no! How can this happen!”


  When he realized that he could not acquiesce and spit out these words, it was too late and no one believed them anymore.


  The comprehension soon spread to everyone’s expression.


  Kiriko’s knees went weak.


  “Wait a minute, what is this? So we’ve unwittingly become your accomplices?”


  To lie to someone, the bigger the circle of lies, the better. From this point of view, the entire city of Ortus was being used, used to lie to Ulla.


  “Damn you!”


  The lion grabbed Kiriko by the collar of his shirt and clenched his right fist to hit him.


  “Mr. Lion, please don’t do this, what’s the use of hitting him?”


  Ai, who had been very calm, spoke up.


  “Well, well.”


  The lion immediately dropped his fist.


  The whole scene was already in Ai’s hands.


  “But fox, you think of such things that I did not think of.”


  “My nose is very good at picking up such things. I’m used to it after all.”


  Ai said and stood up.


  She disappeared without a trace.


  “Mr Julie, please let go of me.”


  A gust of wind hit Kiriko and the lion, and they both noticed Ai had moved. They looked in the direction the wind was blowing and saw that Julie, the only one who was ready, had grabbed Ai’s left hand.


  “Ai, calm down, where do you want to go?”


  “To find Ulla.”


  Ai seemed calm. At least she was calm at the moment.


  “Why?”


  “Why…you don’t understand?”


  “Yes, I don’t understand.”


  The green eyes were laced with madness.


  “Because she is me!”


  Blue reason retorted.


  “No, Ulla is not you.”


  Madness seeped deep into the green eyes, refusing any intrusion of sanity.


  “No! She is me! She’s who I used to be! I was the same until a few days ago! She was the same as I was when I let people lie to me in the village, and let them be nice to me! She’s waiting for someone to save her! I know!”


  “Really? Did she ever say that?”


  “I know without her saying it! Why don’t you understand? Mr Julie, you should understand!”


  “No, I don’t understand, I just don’t understand.”


  The blue and green eyes collided violently, madness and sanity fought each other.


  “I’ll say it again! Ulla Hekmatika isn’t Ai Astin!”


  “—!”


  Julie twisted Ai’s hand. No matter how strong a gravekeeper was, there was still a difference in weight. Julie continued to shoot verbal arrows from a distance where Ai had no way to escape and no place to hide,


  “What do you want to do when you get to meet her? Even though they lied to her, they loved her. Even if you want to change this fact, who is going to be happy?”


  Ai could answer. Even so, her mind and body, driven by madness, could no longer stop. Finding out that Ai saw an opportunity that she might be able to save herself from the past right within her grasp, and just could not resist. She knew there was a chance to save what Hampnie Hambart had given up for his justice, and could not let go.


  “Fuu!”


  The small body kicked Julie’s knee and shoulder, and then went around to his back. His right hand was twisted and dislocated without resistance.


  “Ai, wait!”


  Ai crashed through the window and disappeared into the darkness of the third floor.


  Chapter 4



  I want to save her.


  This will and blood flowing through the veins kept her legs going, and she knew nothing of fatigue.


  I’m going to save Ulla.


  Her body was full of power, and the legs worked faithfully, her eyes bloodshot, and the moonlight was amplified exponentially.


  Ai raced through the night in Ortus. The city full of Dead did not need to sleep at night, and it was so bustling beyond imagination everywhere, so there were few roads to walk. Half the night had passed by the time she arrived at the Palace.


  And unfortunately, she had made the trip for nothing. From a distance, she could see that there were few people in the Palace, and the minaret where Ulla was staying had no light at all.


  Ai immediately turned back, descended the hill, and without landing on the ground, jumped straight from the roof to the next roof, looking as if she were swimming in the night sky.


  After descending the hill, Ai ran across the wheat field with the speed of a beast. The fatigue that had accumulated in her feet that she had ignored with her utmost was almost overwhelming her. But Ai kept on running.


  At last, she reached the outer walls of the city.


  Of course, the gates were closed and a large group of guards were on guard.


  It took her a long time to find a less crowded area at the edge of the city walls, and she walked a short distance. Ai clutched the toe-long protrusions on the wall with her fingers, and climbed up, occasionally falling down and hitting the brickwork with a sharp sound, which made her sweat.


  Beyond the walls was a line of wilderness and sky.


  Knowing the urgency of the situation, Ai was basically unconscious.


  She then regained her senses. Once she saw that the situation was dire, she looked to the left, and found that the world was already tinged with purple, and only then did she notice that she was now at the southern wall.


  Ai’s mind, which had not worked for a long time, then wondered if she had forgotten the more important question of where the 105 Living were staying.


  She ran. Although there was no basis for it, she just ran to the east.


  Many thoughts came to her head as she began to function.


  Why was she running like this? What was the intention of the rush?


  The sand scraped against the wilderness under her shoes, and the pebbles she kicked somehow got into her shoes, stinging the already compressed soles of her feet. Ai frowned at the dull pain, but she did not slow her pace.


  The sky ahead was already white as a fish’s belly, and the night was fleeing to the west. The ‘morning’ would begin at this moment, and in the next moment, it would flow into the past.


  I must catch up! She thought to herself.


  Catch what? But then she asked herself.


  It was as if reason and emotion were separated, and a heatwave hotter than the sun and an icy river colder than the moon were stirring in her body.


  The moon, which was about to sink into the wilderness far behind, asked, “You keep saying you want to save her, but how exactly are you going to save her? Are you going to destroy all the deception surrounding her like Hampnie Hambart? Or do you have some other amazing way to make everyone happy?”


  The sun in the foreground gave an answer. I don’t care about that.


  But the sun’s logic still trumps the moon, which barely hangs on the horizon and sank. The ‘non-negotiable justice’ of saving lives was rising ahead, shining even brighter.


  Ai looked over.


  She did not know how many corners she turned, but finally, she saw the East Gate before her, and a group of Living was wandering before.


  There were about a hundred of them.


  These Living were dirtier and unhealthier than any of the Dead she had seen in Ortus. Each one was weary to the core, dragging their feet in the purple twilight like phantoms.


  They were confronted by about thirty Dead, several of whom Ai had seen in the city. They were all Ulla’s guards.


  In the center of them was a palanquin, richly made of ebony and gold. The inorganic appearance resembled less like a palanquin used to carry people and more like a holy ark used to carry important sacred objects.


  The palanquin was placed on the ground and the curtain was lifted.


  The guard took a young girl by the hands and led her out respectfully. She was dressed in the same twilight gown as the air around her, with several layers of tulle draped over her, and looked like a Dead in a coffin.


  Then Ulla Hecmatika stood up.


  Two attendants respectfully helped her to take off her coat. With the veils off, her shoulders looked cold in the wilderness.


  Then the bonds were finally removed.


  The straps tied around her mouth fell to her feet, and the straps covering her eyes were swept away by the strong wind before they hit the ground and blew all the way to the outer wall.


  Then the sun ended the night.


   


  The idol of murder opened her eyes.
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  No one whimpered, and the death sight penetrated the group of Living with the speed of light.


  The group of Living fell to the ground from front to back as they were sear by the stare of the idol, along with the sun. None remained alive, and there was no pain on their faces, not a single wound on their bodies. Life was simply devoid from them.


  This was the end of the killing, and all those who could die died.


  The sun witnessed this moment, rising from the horizon, and shone so brightly that the idol of murder looked a blinding.


  When the whole group of Dead stood up, the first action they took must have been to look at their hands with incredulous expressions, to touch their chests, and then to understand what had happened, to awaken from their tired emotions. Their emotions varied, anger to panic, but when they turn their eyes to the cause of the change, they change to the same emotion.


  Fear.


  The idol of murder merely stared blankly at this sight.


  Ai could not see her expression from this position.


  Ai watched this from the back right of the palanquin, a hundred meters away. She stood frozen in place, watching the massacre unfold.


  The guard seemed to have spotted her and pointed at her, not knowing what to say.


  Ai did not react, but just stood there in a daze.


  Suddenly Ulla seemed to notice a noise behind her and in a very unconscious movement …


  She turned around.


  “Idiot, what are you doing standing still!”


  A blue car suddenly appeared in front of the eyes, the back seat door opened, the upper half of the lion peeked out and grabbed Ai like an abductor.


  “Uncle! Drive!”


  Julie did not answer and just stepped on the gas.


  “No! I-I!”


  “You idiot! Do you want to die!?”


  Ai was thrown into the back seat. She wanted nothing more than to see Ulla. She just wanted Ulla to see her, to tell her that there was someone right in front of her who wanted to save her so badly.


  But with the black shades down on all the windows, the idol of murder was nowhere to be seen.
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  Silence engulfed the ride back. Ai slept like a Dead, and the other four were in almost identical fatigue, looking at the glittering city streets in the sunrise.


  “… What’s wrong with her?”


  Kiriko, who was sitting in the passenger seat, looked back at the back seat and said so. He could not see it from his perspective, but Ai was already lying on the back seat exhausted. The sunshade of the backseat window was still down so that she could sleep well, and the light was very dim.


  “…Mr Julie, why is Ai like that? One minute she was so calm, and the next minute she was…why exactly?”


  Julie took two right turns, one left turn and drove through three blocks in silence before answering,


  “…She is a hybrid born to a man and a gravekeeper, you know that, don’t you?”


  Kiriko nodded, while the lion in the middle row showed no reaction, his face propped up by an elbow..


  “She inherited the characteristics of both Mankind and gravekeepers. In the past, there was a village of Dead who survived using her status as a gravekeeper to ward others off from other gravekeepers.”


  The traffic police made the ‘stop’ signal at the intersection.


  “Ai grew up in that village.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “The village people deliberately made Ai think they were Living, and made up a fable for her, basically using it to bluff her …”


  “So that’s what she meant by ‘she is me’…”


  Ulla and Ai were obviously so different, but the outcomes they received were so wonderfully similar.


  “…It’s not time yet.”


  Julie turned the steering wheel hard, and went from the street to the alley.


  “If it had been a while longer, if she had been a little older…I’m sure it wouldn’t have come to this. Just another year, no, another six months, then she should be able to forgive you, and even really save you. Maybe she might even develop a friendship with you guys and become really good friends … but not yet, now you’ll just mess up badly when you touch each other.”


  Through the alley by the masked street, the dormitory approached. All the bags were packed and ready to go.


  “I’m going to leave as soon as I pick up Scar.”


  Julie said.


  “… I know. I’ll contact them first.”


  Kiriko replied.


  “Sorry for leaving a big mess for you to clean up…my sincerest apologies.”


  “It’s not really…”


  Another ‘stop’.


  That’s when the light came into the car.


  “?”


  Kiriko and Julie both looked back to see where the light was coming from.


  The lion opened the back door and got out of the car.


  “This is where I’m getting off.”


  He said and closed the door gently.


  “Then I’ll go, uncle, say hello to the little fox for me.”


  “…You don’t want to see her again?”


  “Yes.”


  The lion said, and walked down the street without looking back.


  “?…Then let’s go.”


  Julie mumbled these words and stepped on the gas.


  At this point Ai was no longer in the car.
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  (Is there something else you want to do?)


  (… Yes.)


  (…Then I will find a way to let you go.)


   


  The lion let Ai escape, but Ai was so tired and exhausted that just exiting the car and walking here drained her completely.


  Ai stayed in a park on a market street in the outskirts of Ortus; once she got out of the car and ran in the direction where no one was, she arrived at this place without realizing it. The park itself was well maintained, with dense vegetation, and the colors looked particularly bright to Ai, who was used to the yellow sand of the wilderness and the white stones of her hometown.


  Then she found a small pavilion.


  The pavilion itself was very small, with only a wicker lounge chair inside.


  Ai sat down with the intention of resting, but her body was like clay that had been drenched in rain, and she was softly poured into the mold of the lounger.


  It did not take much time for her eyelids to droop.


  The needles of the cedar trees swayed, and the shadows that fell on her face passed at the speed of light. The green glow penetrated her eyelids to comfort her eyes, which had been staring into the darkness.


  When no one moved around anymore, the birds flew back and chirped. In the hazy mountains in the distance, she could see a small green bird that she had never seen before, and it was seemingly within grasp, tilting its head incredulously.


  Ai gently closed her eyes and let time pass.


  The world did nothing for this young girl who had lost so much, except to cast a warm sunlight.


  Ai was a little sad, and cried with her eyes closed.


  “Big sister, what’s wrong with you?”


  Big sister?


  Ai was shocked to hear someone call her that for the first time, and slowly opened her eyes.


  Next to the recliner stood a young girl, a blonde of about nine years old, dressed in a one-piece work suit like a gardener, with leather gloves on her hands.


  And she was, of course, dead.


  “Sorry, this is actually Grandpa’s seat … ah! No, it’s okay for you to sit. Because big sister looks so sad …”


  She called Ai a big sister again.


  Ai had assumed she was the youngest in the world.


  The girl who would eternally be nine years old stared at Ai coyly and squirmed, using her body to express “I want to know more about you”. She then could not hold back the emotion and blurted out.


  “Excuse me, are you… a Living person?”


  Ai nodded. The young girl’s eyes widened and she grabbed the armrest of the recliner and shouted.


  “Wow, it’s great! I see a Living for the first time.”


  Ahhh,


  “Big sister is so beautiful! But the skin is too smooth, it seems strange … ah, sorry, this is beautiful. It’s pretty, but…”


  Argh, Give me a break.


  The young girl continued to point out with her fingers how strange the Living was, and was surprised by every difference.


  That was the common sense of Ortus.


  In the place where the Dead was commonplace, it was abnormal to see the Living.


  Ulla was not the only one who was deceived by the lie, no, the lie had ceased to be a lie and had become common sense.


  It used to be a common belief throughout Mankind that burying the Dead was a matter of course… but at this point, that common sense has become one of many opinions.


  Ai closed her eyes hard and saw Kiriko smiling lightly. “The Living will die out, and it’s a matter of time until the whole world will be left with only the Dead.” The young girl in front of her seemed to embody this future world, smiling innocently at this Living.


  My world is being destroyed. My dreams were destroyed.


  I thought the world should feel more troubled. I thought the world would be more troubled by the fact that children were no longer being born, that Mankind was no longer dying, and that there were gravekeepers.


  But that’s not the case.


  The world has already been saved and doesn’t need any help from itself.


  “Wow, wow, I’m sorry, big sister. I’m sorry, don’t cry.”


  No matter how hard Ai closed her eyes, the tears still came out and ran down her cheeks.


  The world was very considerate and took great pains to wipe away her tears.


  †


  She woke up and realized that she had fallen asleep.


  The trees were rustling in a wind different from that of the morning, the sun had come to the other side, and the air had become very cold.


  The little girl had disappeared.


  Her gardening tools were still in place, and Ai assumed she would be back, but Ai had decided to leave. If the grandfather she spoke of had come, staying would probably only add to the trouble.


  Ai rummaged through her pockets to find something to give her, and found two candies. The bushes seem to be ahead of the night and are dark and narrow inside.


  Ai suddenly remembered that she had yet to ask for her name.


  Looking back, the pavilion was still surrounded by the daylight, leaving a calm and warm atmosphere. Then she ran away without looking back.


  †


   


  The inner courtyard of Ortus Palace.


  There was an unusual crowd of people, all of them attendants of Princess on her tour. From the honor guards, the ritual guard, the city mayor, the medic, the bearer and the jester, and the technical inspector, everyone was relieved to be back in the familiarity of the castle.


  Kiriko walked away from the chaotic crowd alone and leaned against the wall to concentrate.


  (I’m Pox, I don’t see her at the east gate / I’m Wreck, same at the West gate/ Diva! There’s no way she’s with me! I’m so busy here that I’m dizzy! Don’t contact me!/…/…)


  The name Ai summoned several memories that did not belong to him. Kiriko desperately tried to keep himself from being overwhelmed by the memories of Pox, Wreck, Diva, Orias, Vela and the others, and tried to sift through them to find the information he needed.


  There was nothing new to report.


  Everyone was too busy with their own business to look for Ai.


  Kiriko suffered alone from the feeling of powerlessness, and bit his lips as he waited.


  “…Kept you waiting…”


  At that moment, a man and a woman arrived in front of Kiriko.


  Despite the difference in gender, these two people look very much alike. They were approximately thirty, wearing the same suit, and their faces and body shape seemed gender neutral. The man looked feminine, and the woman looked masculine.


  “Orias! Vela! You’re too slow!”


  And he was indeed a woman, and she was also a man.


  “I’m sorry.”


  There was a thin line under the throats of those who said the words at the same time.


  They were separated by this line.


  They were the last of the defective pentagram, whose heads were swapped around.


  “So, will the soldiers help find Ai?”


  “They said they could add that to the important notices.”


  “What’s the point of that!?”


  Kiriko stomped hard on the ground. He was trying so hard to find Ai, but the others would not.


  The soldiers, guards or the retainers, all treated Ai as a lost child and ignored his request for treating her as a fugitive, or for added security.


  He finally found Orias, asked the latter to submit a request, but only obtained this result instead.


  “Damn!”


  All the curses come back to himself instead. He insulted them so hard, but what was he doing!? He inherited their good blood, yet he was simply stomping his feet here?


  Kiriko was completely anxious.


  “…Kiriko…where is Julie…?”


  “…He’s more desperate than me!”


  Julie complied with Ortus’ rules so thoroughly that one had to feel sorry for him. He never forgot to seek permission from Kiriko or anyone else, and never overstepped the rules, whether he was outdoors while martial law was imposed, or looking out at the East Gate. He did not expect anything from the soldiers and Kiriko to seek Ai out. Him being so mature about the entire matter was a stark contrast to Kirko, who merely spent his time here, doing nothing.


  “Damn! I’m wasting time. I’m going back! I’m telling you, don’t call me just for this information! Next time send it straight to the head…”


  “…Kiriko…”


  The half man, half woman called out to him. It was Vela.


  “What is it? I’m in a hurry, say something.”


  “Well…Princess’s situation, Ai and Shad understood about Princess, right…”


  “Yes…”


  The half men and half women listened silently.


  “… What do you want to say?”


  At his urging, Vela made up her mind and said.


  “Kiriko, we decided that we’re not going to hide this from the Princess and tell her. We’re going tos eek her forgiveness…”


  “Are you kidding me!?”


  Kiriko simply refused the proposal.


  “How can you ask her for forgiveness after all this time! You just want to let go of your burdens, don’t you! If that’s the case, then why did you hide it in the first place!?”


  But…Orias wanted to retort, albeit weakly.


  “All of you who started this! If you want to do it, commit until the very end!”


  “Kiriko… but, no matter which way you look at it…we can’t hide it anymore…”


  “I will keep it going.”


  “Kiriko…”


  “I will continue until the last moment. If you don’t want to do it, I’ll tell all the lies. So do what you want, just stay out of the way.”


  Kiriko took a step with the eyes gathered on him and walked from the first floor corridor of the castle to the right hall. He exited the Palace, and then went towards the minaret where Ulla lived.


  Ai would definitely come here.


  The walls and guards could not stop her. She would arrive here.


  —I won’t give you what you want.


  Kiriko took a breath behind the hedge and reconnected with the other five. He felt like he had been connected as many times today as he usually was in a month. His brain was almost boiling, and his eyes started to ache.


  There was still no word about rom Ai.


  He opened his eyes and looked around, thinking that it would be nice to see Ai hiding between the walls and the bushes in the outer courtyard.


  —I knew it wouldn’t be that simple.


  But Kiriko continued with his unnecessary imagination. He could imagine them finding Ai immediately, Julie feeling relieved, Scar recovered, and the three of them would disappear together into the wilderness. He would make amends with Shad, the adults would stop nagging, and the Princess would continue to live her life without knowing anything. And then…


  “Everyone dies in the end…”


  How wonderful it would be if everyone died.


  “………………What the hell am I doing…”


  Kiriko shook his head and stepped out again.


  At that moment…


  Kiriko saw a blurred shadow on the ground in front of him, “What the?” and without thinking, he looked up to see what it was.


  As a result, he saw a bright darkness, a missing half-moon, and a pair of green eyes.


  He was taken by surprise.


  The green eyes got rid of the darkness and the moon, and came to the ground without a sound.


  “Mr. Kiriko.”


  Right beneath the moon.


  The place that was still empty until a a second ago was filled with a green-eyed child with brilliant blonde hair, standing there.


  “Ai…?”


  The sight in front of him was so unexpected that Kiriko suspected he was hallucinating. However, there was no doubt that she stood in front of him.


  “You, what did you do?”


  “I climbed the walls, jumped down, nothing.”


  “What the …”


  Ai replied “I am a gravekeeper at least”, and then smiled weakly.


  Her smile was not as sharp as last night.


  “You’re going to tell Ulla everything?”


  “…………Yes.”


  Ai said with a chuckle, scratching the back of her head timidly. Her demeanor was as normal, which reassured Kiriko a little.


  “… If you don’t mind, could you please stay out of the way? Don’t look at me like this, I seem to be quite capable.”


  “Hold on! Listen to me!”


  “What else is there to say when it comes down to it?”


  “Princess is in a different situation than you are!”


  “You still want to bring up this matter…?”


  “No, you’re mistaken!”


  This statement finally made Ai frown in confusion.


  “… What are you trying to say?”


  “Your village wouldn’t have lasted.”


  The angry expression formed a definite shape, so thick that it was almost palpable.


  “Wait, you listen to me. You should know that, right? The lies your village told you were destined to be exposed, am I wrong? Even if your father hadn’t gone, it was a matter of time until the village collapsed!”


  “…Yes…that’s right.”


  Ai’s expression was extremely bitter, but still accepted the truth.


  Kiriko clenched his fist, quietly pleased that Ai was still calm.


  “So what…are you implying that your lies will never be uncovered …?”


  “I wouldn’t say that, but my lies will only last for a little while longer.”


  “…? What does that mean?”


  “Sooner or later, all Living will be dead, won’t they?”


  Ai’s eyes widened, as she accepted this as a matter of course.


  “On Monday, God created the world.


  On Tuesday, God took a fatal blow and died.


  On Wednesday, the Devil was victorious, and cursed the world.


  On Thursday, the curse spread throughout the world.


  On Friday, God perished together with the Devil.


  And on Saturday, the dying God gave a certain human the power to correct the world.”


  “W-what are you rambling about all of a sudden?”


  “It’s a false fable we made up, and there are other false stories in it.”


  Kiriko spoke another false fable that he had never told anyone about, that was hidden deep in his heart.


  “The real fable has a different last line.


  —Saturday night fell on everyone equally. By Sunday morning, no one had survived.


  The Princess ceases to be Princess, and shall become part of eternity.


  …That’s the full extent of Princess’ fable.”


  “…I don’t quite understand, what are you trying to say?”


  “That means, well.”


  Kiriko answered. He even had a smile on his face, thinking that this statement was perfect.


  “As long as everyone is dead, her eyes will no longer have meaning.”


  In a world where no new life is born, it was a matter of time until all Living become Dead.


  “Our lies will only last until that day! That way, she won’t be hurt!”


  “I see.”


  Ai said the words “I see.”, imitating the words of someone she knew.


  Then…


  “So that’s what you had in mind …”


  Kiriko was very passionate in his words, and on the contrary, Ai’s attitude was increasingly cold.


  “Do you really think that this won’t hurt Ulla?”


  Kiriko’s words were stuck in his throat. He knew that he had to immediately shout “Of course!” But the words just would not come out.


  Ai’s eyes and words pierced Kiriko’s last line of defense. Once shattered, this defense would no longer be a wall of steel, but a papier-mâché wall made of lies and fear.


  Even if everything would be over before she realized.


  Even if she noticed before everything was over.


  She would have been hurt.


  For she was kind.


  This they already knew.


  “What else could I do!?”


  Kiriko shouted out. He shouted, realizing that even he could not fool himself with his lies.


  “Do you understand how the Dead feel!? Do you understand what it’s like to love her and have to take advantage of her?”


  Ten years ago, there was no place for Ortus to settle, and wherever they wanted to settle down, they were hindered by the ‘common sense’ of the time, fired upon with guns. The people of Ortus were shooed by people, told that ‘the Dead should stay still and die’, and the sight of everyone shot and stabbed was heartbreaking. Ulla’s childish laughter at that time was such an important pillar in people’s hearts…and they truly hesitated to use her magic eyes.


  “I like her.”


  Kiriko said so. He had warm tears on his face. It was unfitting for a Dead at all.


  “Kiriko Zubreska likes Ulla Hecmatika…I want to protect her…I want to protect her from all the outrageous realities around her. She is very kind, not only considerate, knows how to think about people, smiling is so cute, her laugh is so charming, her eyes are so beautiful …Ai, if it were you, what would you do? If you had the chance to protect such a kind girl from the cruelty of the world, how would you do it?”


  In fact, Kiriko did not know who had first tried to hide the whole world from Ulla, but he could relate to that person’s feelings.


  “Can you not lie?”


  “I like that girl…!”


  Kiriko finally confessed. He cried and said the truth that he had never been able to say to anyone since he was born and gained feelings. It was at this instance that he felt a weight lifted off his shoulders, and felt that he had been saved, and that he could accept whatever would happen afterwards.


  His feelings were indeed conveyed.


  “…You’re right… maybe I’ll lie too.”


  Kiriko heard the words that gave him hope, and the desire in his heart awakened immediately.


  “Then I beg you! Please spare us!”


  His innocent mood has disappeared, and gave his utmost baring his foul-smelling fangs that had lied his entire life.


  “That’s right! If you tell her those things, Ulla will hate you!”


  “…!”


  “Don’t you hate the people who freed you? You don’t even regret it?”


  Ai did not evade these words, but took them all in stride, gritting her teeth.


  Kiriko was like a cornered rat, gnawing everywhere.


  “Don’t you ever think that you want to live your life among the lies of the villagers? Do you know that what you’re about to do won’t decisively save her after all!?”


  “I know.”


  Ai looked at Kiriko with the expression of a loser.


  “But, I’m still going to say it.”


  “! You crazy dog!”


  Kiriko clenched her fist and lunged.


  “You know what, Mr Kiriko? You’re not going to convince me by saying this is for Ulla’s sake.”


  Ai jumped lightly, closed the distance to avoid the punch, and wrapped her arms around Kiriko’s neck in a hug-like motion.


  “—Uhhhh! Gah!”


  “Has Ulla ever asked you to lie to her?”


  “!”


  “Mr. Kiriko, you did say to me before ‘Did you ask the world first? Did the world ever ask you to save it?’…those words coming from you, when you did something worse? You ‘fooled’ the world, and you don’t let it know that there is help …”


  The oxygen couldn’t reach Kiriko’s brain, and his thoughts scattered. His brain failed to send distress signals.


  “…I shall return what you said back to you.”


  The only words that remained on the edge of the dying consciousness were.


  “Did the world ever ask you to lie to it?”
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  Ai did not know if Kiriko had asked the other five for help, so she decided to move the unconscious person instead. She could not move him too far, at most from the right hall to the inner hall, and she could not find a place to hide him, so she just dumped him aside.


  She looked up at the minaret where Ulla lived.


  There was light in the room. Ai was a little relieved and a little sorry. She was not exactly sure of her own feelings.


  Her actions did not make sense from the point of view of a gravekeeper or from the point of view of saving the world. There was no reason to risk her life in a place like this, and telling Ulla the secret would not have freed anyone.


  But Ai still could not stop.


  She could not ignore the opportunity to ‘save herself from the past that could not be saved’.


  Naturally, her hands reached for the minaret, grabbed the bricks and moved her body upwards.


  The window was open.


  “Ulla, it’s me, it’s Ai. Please don’t say anything, and I’ll have to ask you to cover your eyes.”


  There was a silence.


  After a while, there was a clattering of footsteps and the sound of a cupboard being opened. Ai saw a familiar piece of paper stretched out the window, and it read.


  “Ai? Is it really you?”


  “Yes, it’s me—can I come in?”


  “Of course.”


  Ai rolled into the room with the same motion the lion had done before.


  “What’s the matter?”


  Ulla gave a nonplussed, yet happy smile as she invited Ai to sit down in front of the big bed. She sat down on the bed, which looked big enough for five adults to sleep on, using the bear doll as a cushion, and reached out to flip through her notebook.


  “I’m here to tell you something today.”


  “Tell me something?”


  “Yes, about me and you.”


  Ai began without hesitation.


  “I’m a hybrid born to a gravekeeper and a man.”


  The truth started to burn the lies.


  “I was born in a village deep in the mountains, where the villagers raised me as a ‘gravekeeper’.”


  The words were enveloped upon the flaming tongue that began to burn Ulla’s world.


  Ai was relentless, setting fire to every inch of the world so as not to leave any half-ash, any half-miserable wreckage.


  She told everything.


  She told of the days she spent as a gravekeeper despite her doubts; of the villagers who loved her but kept her away; of her struggle to get new parents; of how Hampnie Hambart ruined it all; of the time she learned she was a half-breed born to a gravekeeper and a ma; and of what the villagers did with this fact.


  “So my village is a village of Dead…since I was a child, they have kept me in the dark, so I did not find out until recently … Ulla, you too. Your situation may seem completely different from mine, but my situation and yours are like two sides of the same coin, in fact, they are exactly the same … Please don’t be shocked and just listen to me quietly. You are the ‘Idol of Murder’. You can kill a person by recognizing a person with your senses. Everyone else is dead. The people you assume are normal are actually Dead.”


  The truths that had been hidden since birth were revealed one after another, one after another, on the bed.


  “s—and Mr. Kiriko has been lying to you all these years to protect you.”


  That was all she had to say.


  There was something more she should have said, but she could not say anything. Whether it was to comfort or apologize, she desperately wanted to make this last moment last a little longer.


  “Is that all?”


  Ulla flipped open her notebook, as if to announce that the play was over.


  Ai replied feebly,


  “Actually…”


  Her voice changed its tone as she replied.


  “Actually, I wanted to save you.”


  The feeling of powerlessness and guilt tightened in her chest and strangled her throat.


  “When I was in that village before, the way he saved me was to destroy everything and leave me free. I don’t want to use such an outrageous method…I want to save myself in a way that my father couldn’t.”


  Ai uttered to herself, But, I can’t do it after all …


  It was so sad, so sad, but the tears would come.


  “I can’t save the world, I can only ‘destroy’ it… I’m sorry, you must be… very angry …”


  Ulla did not say anything.


  “…I’ll leave and I won’t be in front of you anymore … It’s okay if you hate me or if you want to break up with me. It’s only for a few days, but I’m really happy that you wanted to be my friend.”


  Ai said and stood up.


  “Wait.”


  Ulla called out to her, flipping open her notebook.


  Then she picked up her pen.
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  It was that dream again.


  It was the dream I used to have when he was first ‘conceived’.


  Pox, Wreck, Diva, Orias, Vela.


  They gave up their lives to create him, and he, of course, failed to live up to their expectations.


  They wanted a child, another person who was not who they were, not a replica of their brain.


  (You are what you are.)


  The old Kiriko could not understand this statement. At that time, he had no sense of self.


  (You don’t have a soul.)


  It was Wreck who said that. (You’re an automaton made from extra parts of us, not what we want.)


  (I understand.) Kiriko answered that, because Kiriko was Wreck.


  (Don’t understand.) Wreck answered. (I’m begging you…don’t understand us …)


  And the six of them have been in Ortus since the early days. when Ortus was still young and a wandering group.


  (Kiriko, I have a favor to ask of you.)


  (I understand.)


  (I told you not to understand.)


  Kiriko was taken to the far end of the group, where there was a young child who was just learning to talk.


  She was Ulla Eulesse Hecmatika.


  (You have to lie to her.)


  What Wreck asked him to do was not to be a babysitter or an escort, but to lie to this child.


  (That’s all those old people want. You have to create a world where she doesn’t find out what she is. You have to bring us to life, to make Living and Dead change places, to make her vision meaningless.)


  Kiriko nodded her head without thinking and walked towards the child.


  (Your Highness Ulla, nice to meet you.)


  (… Nice to meet you.)


  (My name is Kiriko Zubreska.)


  (Kiko Uureka?)


  (Please call me Kiriko.)


  (Kiko!)


  (It’s Ki, ri, ko.)


  (Mr. Rabbit?)


  (… Sorry, you don’t seem to be listening to me. I wonder if you could please tell me where did that rabbit part come from?)


  (Erm, Mr. Rabbit is not Mr. Fox.)


  (Thank you for your guidance, I already knew that.)


  (But, they’re friends!)


  (Is that so?)


  (Well! So, Kiko is a friend too!)


  (… I don’t know what’s with the ‘so’ part, and I don’t know how we ended up here, and the name’s wrong right from the beginning…forget it, let’s just leave it at this point.)


  This was how the two of them met.


  The times thereafter were turbulent, Ulla killed tens of thousands of soldiers without realizing it, and Ortus used death as currency to take over the hills in the wilderness.


  But this had nothing to do with the change that took place in his own heart. Kiriko merely spent every day with Ulla, going about their daily lives together.


  It was enough for Kiriko to become an ordinary boy who unknowingly fell in love with a young girl.


  It seemed he had a dream. It was a very cozy dream, one very suitable when nuzzling in a warm blanket.


  …it was a dream too happy for him to remain asleep on this cold ground.


  The moment he thought of this, Kiriko woke up.


  He instinctively jumped up and looked around.


  After a moment of confusion, Kiriko roused his memory and immediately took off running.


  “That girl!”


  There was a lingering feeling that her slender arms were still vague, but it quickly disappeared.


  He forced himself to run in the darkness of the night with anxiety and fear. His legs tripped and fell with too much fuel, and he had fallen twice by the time he reached the minaret.


  The minaret at the spire were on duty as usual, and nothing was out of place.


  “Uncle Zel, did Ai come here?”


  “Kiriko? What’s wrong with you! Why are you covered in mud!?”


  “It’s not important!”


  Kiriko was bored by these people’s simplicity, and he was further incensed by their incompetence when they reported to him that ‘everything was fine’.


  Kiriko ignored the so-called etiquette or discipline and ran through the corridor where running was forbidden, climbing the stairs three steps at a time, without stopping to apologize to the maid who he had bumped into.


  Second floor, third floor.


  Fourth floor, Ulla’s room.


  He opened the door without knocking, which was enough to get him imprisoned for a whole month, but he did not care about that. Nobody was present at the desk, the dresser, the closet, no, no no, where did she go!?!


  The bedroom.


  There she is.


  He could see Ai and Ulla sitting face to face on the bed. Ulla is sitting inside, and Ai is sitting against the door.


  “…You’re rather fast.”


  Kiriko knew it was too late because of her expression and those words.


  It was over.


  It was all over.


  Ah, ah, ah, ah, ah.


  He had assumed it was some strange sound, but it was his own voice. His head told him “What are you doing? Continue with the lies.” But his feet had lost strength, his body slid down the door, his hands ruffed his head, and he tore hundreds of hair strands that fell to the floor.


  “It’s over…it’s all over…”


  Kiriko looked up at the bed with a Dead-like empty expression, and Ai looked at Ulla with the same expression.


  Ulla’s gaze was focused on the writing in her notebook. Was she writing to scold him, or lamenting her cry? He wanted to determine through her face, but it was covered by an eye mask and a mouth bridle, and he could not see any expression.


  —Forget it, it doesn’t matter now.


  There’s no way to receive her forgiveness.


  Kiriko waited for the moment of parting, for the moment when Ulla’s hand would stop.


  Let’s go to the wilderness.


  Kiriko thought as he listened to the sound of the pencil’s tip.


  Let’s leave Paradise and go to the wilderness alone as a punishment for myself.


  The day had finally come, the day of reckoning, the day when the crime was revealed and he was punished. It was a matter of time, but today was the day.


  Kiriko wanted to take the opportunity to look at Ulla a little more, for he assumed that he would not have the chance to look at her anymore.


  With her black hair and snow-white skin, the girl looked as beautiful as a doll with only these two dull colors.


  But the real her is not like that. Even Ai did not know this.


  The real her was actually more bright and colorful. She too had green eyes, red lips, and a lively smile. The colors and sounds that spread death were so tragically beautiful that he did not want them to be tainted.


  But those days are over. She already knows who she was, what her song and her sight mean.


  All that would change. Her kindness would surely not have saved her.


  He would wander in the wilderness herself, and Ulla was deeply hurt.


  —I believe Ai is hurt too.


  Kiriko looked at Ai sitting on the bed. Ai, like Kiriko, waits for Ulla’s words and awaits the verdict with the vacant expression of a sinner.


  —It’s all fated.


  He wished he had met her somewhere else, not as a cog in a machine of deceit, but as her purest self—but then Kiriko would not be Kiriko.


  He wished the two of them had met in a different place. Like long ago or long after, when Ulla had no secrets and Ai did not carry a heavy curse—but if that were the case, he was certain they would not have met and would have found their own happiness.


  It was destiny, and no matter how hard the struggle, this was the expected result.


  Then Ulla’s hand stopped.


  The pen nib finished writing the last stroke and was gently put back into the pen box. The notebook flipped back to the top of the page.


  The words written on the white paper were so vivid that one could smell the charcoal.


  “I understand everything you’ve said.”


  She turned the page.


  “But, don’t feel bad. I forgive you.”


  ““How can this be!?””


  They both shouted in unison.


  “‘Ulla, you’ve got it all wrong! You are probably too frightened to think clearly. What I’ve done can’t be forgiven that easily!”


  “That’s right! I can’t accept it either, please say what you really mean!”


  Ulla was forced back slightly by their aggressive attitudes, and then smiled slightly.


  “This is strange, why am I being scolded instead?’


  “Ulla, you don’t understand yet … you don’t understand how much I’ve lied to you …”


  “No, I understand.”


  Turning the page again, these words appeared.


  “Because I already knew you were lying to me.”


  Kiriko suddenly felt as though he was illiterate, for he could not understand what this sentence meant at all.


  Then he could barely move his dry tongue and swallowed a drop of saliva from his tightly closed throat.


  “”Eh?””


   Ai too echoed in unison.


  “So you don’t have to be so fussed over this.”


  “Wh-when was it? When did you know everything!?”


  Ai shouted.


  Ulla turned the page again.


  “I just found out everything.”


  “Just now?”


  “Yes, so I already knew only half of it –I knew vaguely that my eyes affected people, and I knew that Kiriko and the others were desperately trying to hide it—but they told me they were Living, so I don’t know exactly what I did.”


  “Then, then why didn’t you say anything! Why, to pretend to be lied to—”


  “Because I didn’t think it mattered.”


  “What?”


  ‘Because I thought that if people didn’t want me to know, then why should I know.’


  —I’d forgotten.


  I forgot that she was so kind.


  ”But—so that’s how it is, so I can kill.”


  Ulla gently touched the shackles covering her face.


  “D-didn’t you feel hurt?”


  Kiriko asked this with trepidation. He didn’t have the heart to put it more politely.


  “Well—I was shocked, but not hurt.”


  “Why, why!”


  Ai shouted.


  “You should know that you are killing …”


  That was all she said before she shut up. The second half of the sentence was something she could not say.


  But Ulla had expected that.


  ‘You mean to say, you know I killed someone?’


  Then she turned the page.


  “I’m not really sure what killing is all about, but, Ai, what I’m doing isn’t likely to hurt me.”


  “How is that possible…”


  “Someone laughed as if a huge burden was lifted.”


  She turned another page.


  “Someone made a long, long last sigh; someone closed their eyes as if they had died. Those with weapons and frightened faces stopped fighting as soon as they saw me and all entered Ortus.”


  She turned the page again.


  “Some people cried out. Others did not join us and decided to wander in the wilderness. But everyone had a ‘relieved’ look on their face.”


  Ulla turned her neck to indicate “Right, Ai?”


  ‘Is death—or should I say me—really that bad?’


  Ai closed her eyes hard.


  “…I don’t know.”


  “Yes, I don’t know either.”


  The words danced. Ulla moved her pen quickly and wrote out a few new pages.


  “Ahhh, you’re just going on a journey to figure out what you don’t know.”


  Ai nodded her head.


  “—I think this is the first time our hearts are connected. Ai, you and I may be alike, but we’re not the same after all. You’re free, you hate cages, you’re a bird in the air; but I’m different, I love the cage of Ortus.”


  At that moment, Ulla touched her cheek gently. She wore on her face the things that bound her most deeply, and she said she liked them.


  ”I think it doesn’t matter if I don’t understand something, so…”


  Ulla said with only a smile on her cheeks and turned the last page.


   


  “Ai, I’m going to formally dismiss your words. I’m not ruined, so there’s nothing to forgive or not to forgive from the beginning.”


   


  After turning the page, Ulla closed the notebook and clutched it to her chest.


  Kiriko crawled shakily to the bedside, knelt down and said to Ulla.


  “…Thank you, Ulla. I’m sorry I lied to you before …”


  —It’s okay.


  Perhaps the notebook had run out, for Ulla took Kiriko’s right hand and wrote on it with her index finger.


  “—It’s great that you didn’t break down…”


  —Is that hyperbole?


  “Because I thought that if it ever came to light…I feared that you’d hate your eyes, your throat, and will try to stab your eyes or boil your throat by drinking hot oil…”


  —Eh…is that the impression you have of me, Kiriko?


  Ulla was a little dumbfounded as she wrote these words.


  —Kiriko thinks I’m too weak, I’m pretty strong though.


  “Well, that’s true…”


  He had to admit this.


  Kiriko capitalized on the fact that Ai could not see as he admitted this while shedding a tear.


  —Speaking of which, Kiriko…


  He immediately wiped away his tears and looked up to see Ulla looking uneasily to Kiriko’s left. There was supposed to be Ai sitting there.


  —Ai has been silent since just now …


  Kiriko turned her head to look in Ulla’s stead.


   


  “Fue.”


   


  Kiriko did not dare to understand.


  “Uuu, uuu, wooooaaaaahhh~~~~~”


  The child’s cries echoed through the room, tears dripping onto the sheets one after another.


  Kiriko and Ulla could only listen to her cries, and then shrugged their shoulders as if there was nothing they could do about it, and spoke up to comfort her.


  “…Goodness, you’re so happy you want to cry?”


  Ai covered her face with her hand and shook her head.


  Kiriko and Ulla looked at each other.


  —Then why are you crying?


  The words were written on the right hand.


  “Why are you crying?”


  Ai wanted to speak, but she could not because she was crying. But she still managed to say with a choked voice.


  “No…this shouldn’t be the case…uuu…how can… I shouldn’t be crying…”


  —How could it be?


  “It’s not like that.”


  “Why not…obviously…!”


  Ai managed to raise her tear-filled eyes and looked at both of them and said.


  “I-I’m here to save you!”


  —Yes, I know.


  These words were written on her right hand.


  “Then why am I the one who is saved? Why!? That’s just the opposite! It’s not right! I should be the one saving the world!”


  Ai looked half dead.


  “I’m clearly not on the side of being saved anymore!”


  Ai hunched her back and started crying quietly. She looked so childish, it was heartbreaking.


  Kiriko listened to the sad sobbing quietly.


  To be honest, he could not agree with Ai’s tears, because he would think she was crying for her own sake.


  But Kiriko’s heart still did not produce a trace of anger, the only thing he felt was…


  …She was so pitiful.


  Ulla leaves these words on his right hand and walked away. Kiriko wondered what she wants to do …


  And then she hugged him tightly from behind.


  (P-Princess! What are you doing?)


  He felt so happy, but also felt puzzled, turned his head, but saw Ulla with an unhappy expression, “What are you still staring at?” She gestured for him to move faster.


  Kiriko instantly showed a displeased expression.


  As a result, Ulla immediately put on a very scary face. Even though he felt that it was very inexplicable that he had to hug another girl when he was being hugged by the girl he liked, he steeled himself and sighed in the end.


   


  In place of Ulla, who could never touch Living, he hugged Ai tightly.


  
    [image: ]
  


   


  The cries became louder and came to his ears.


  “You’re so silly too.”


  He spoke in place of her, who could never make a sound.


  —You say you want to save …


  “Or be saved…”


  —How can you be sure…


  “How can you be sure of such things?”


  Ulla’s thoughts were conveyed through her right hand. There was no need for words, just clasped hands.


  You’ve saved me completely. “You saved me, I’m not lying to you.” I’m really glad that Ai came to this city. “I’m really glad to have been saved.” Do you really hate being saved by us that much, Ai?


  The blonde hair shifted from side to side, showing the struggle in her heart.


  “The law doesn’t say that people who want to save the world can’t be saved by the world.”


  Ai didn’t move in Kiriko’s arms, but kept crying.


  “It’s almost like you’ve been put under a curse…”


  …Curse? So Ai asked.


  “Yes, it’s a curse that is almost comparable to ‘me’ being the ‘Idol of Murder’. It’s like a curse to spend your life on a problem that you can’t do, like ‘saving the world’, I guess?”


  “Maybe….”


  Ai raised her eyes.


  “But, even if it’s a curse, even if it’s dirty, this is my dream.”


  “…Is it so?”


  “I can’t give up…until I do…”


  “Is that so…”


  Ulla patted Kiriko’s head.


  Give me a break, so Kiriko thought, but still obliged and touched Ai’s head.


  “… You’re so dazzling.”


  Kiriko decided to take the place of Ulla, who could never look at Living, and remember Ai’s sharp silhouette forever.


   


†

   


  “There’s someone I want you to meet.


  Ulla said so after everything was over. So Julie and Scar were also brought into the Palace.


  “My older sister, Celica Hecmatika.”


   


  †


   


  Julie made preparations to escape from the city before entering the palace and reuniting with Ai. He was not angry, and he did not lecture. He merely messed Ai’s head roughly, as if to make sure she was still alive and well.


  Scar too got out of the car, walking on her own, despite her faltering steps.


  “This way.”


  Ulla and Kiriko let the group to the basement of the palace. Within a few steps, the stairs were already too narrow to breathe, and the exposed rock surface was so wet that it smelled mysterious.


  The group slowly went down the stairs. Ulla was in the front, Kiriko was holding her, followed by Ai, Julie and Scar.


  “Miss Scar, are you okay?”


  It seems that by this point, Scar’s condition has deteriorated significantly, and Julie has been supporting her.


  “…I am…fine.”


  “You look so pale …”


  “…Enough! Let us move forward!”


  It was the first time they heard Scar yell at someone, and it startled Ai. It appeared Scar did not seem to notice her own abnormalities, and kept mumbling, “There is a voice…there is a voice calling me…”, She was practically sleeptalking.


  “…When we get back, I’m definitely getting you to the doctor, and ask for an injection…please come down slowly, watch your feet, the ground is a little wet.”


  After that no one spoke again, all the way towards the ground.


   


  —When Ai stopped crying and the three of them let go of their hug, Ulla took out a notebook. It was Ulla’s own memories, and she had planned to show it to Ai when she met her.


  —I don’t remember much about my parents.


  The notebook that begins with this novel-like sentence.


  My father died before ‘that night’ fifteen years ago, and my mother died after giving birth to me, so I don’t know anything about them. But strangely, I have a vague memory of my mother, probably the moment of birth? That was the kind of memory I had. At that time, my mother was very eager to ask me a yes, I nodded.


  I was told later that my mother did not want to have a baby because she did not like my father very much and her health was not good enough to survive the birth. Her body was so weak that a person would have given up on giving birth.


  The rest of the article was supplemented by Kiriko’s words, who told Ulla that, unlike the thoughtless sarcasm or rumors, they make sense.


  Imara Hecmatika—Ulla’s mother hated everything around her at the time. From the changed world, the nomadic life she married here, to her dead husband.


  She even hated the name her husband left behind.


  And what she hated most were the children he left behind. Her already thin arms and legs were reduced to skin and bones, and only her belly kept absorbing nutrients and swelling bigger and bigger.


  To anyone’s eyes, it was obvious that her body would not survive the birth. But by then the baby had become so precious that society took care of the pregnant woman and semi-forced her to give birth.


  When the moment of delivery finally came, Imara died before she could even speak.


  The physicians and relatives who surrounded her prioritized the baby over the mother, cutting open the abdomen with anatomical precision and without mercy.


  In the haze of death, Imara glanced at the group of living people pouring into her abdomen.


  Imara cried.


  She threw out words of sorrow, grief and resentment to the world, spilling out her long-cherished wish that she could not say to anyone in the past and that no one promised to fulfill for her, mixed with tears of blood and amniotic fluid.


  She prayed for people to die.


  One had to wonder how many billions of people teetering on the edge tragedy made the same wish in the past. But their wishes never came true, no one granted them, and they died in vain.


  The doctor and the villagers, of course, ignored her words, not even as a dream. Her wish should have died in vain, just like the wishes made by her predecessors.


   


  But one person was naive enough to listen to this wish.


   


  It was the posthumous child, Ulla Hecmatika, who was trying to crawl out of Imara’s birth canal.


  She inherited her mother’s wish to ‘kill’ without any suspicion, and became a symbol of killing.


  The other baby, on the other hand, resolutely rejected this wish.


  She was Celica Hecmatika.


  The twin sister of the idol of Murder.


   


  †


   


  The space beyond the stairs is surprisingly large. The rocks and air were still damp, and the space was as large as the dormitory.


  There were already dozens of Dead inside, each of them in a high position of authority, along with Pox and Diva, so there seemed to be another entrance. There are so many people packed inside, if everyone was still alive, there would have been oxygen deprivation.


  Under the watch of countless eyes, the group went from the center to the innermost part of the room. They were all called by Ulla, and no one knew the purpose of this gathering except her and Kiriko.


  There was a pitch black sarcophagus at the far end of the room.


  Ulla tapped the lid of the sarcophagus, and immediately a few strong men came forward and slowly lifted the lid and set it aside.


  The coffin was covered with cotton.


  Ulla poked her upper body in and reached into the cotton pile of the coffin, groping for something, and then suddenly stopped moving. She picked up the object she found, which looked like a skewed sphere.


  “It’s Her Highness Celica Hecmatika.”


  At Kiriko’s words, everyone in the room exclaimed, and some even began to kneel.


  It was a baby that was still wrapped in amniotic fluid, and the placenta had not even been removed.


  Ai said, looking bewildered.


  “This…is…”


  “—Ulla accepted the wish of Her Majesty Imara to spread her power outward and become the Idol of Murder; on the other hand, Her Highness Celica firmly refused this wish and used the power for herself.”


  Ulla held the sphere with love and compassion. The baby seemed to be sealed in the dirty glass and did not move, its arms and legs shriveling, the placenta attached from the abdomen floating in the amniotic fluid, as if it was still in the womb.


  “I-Is she still alive?”


  “She’s alive. If Ulla is the embodiment of death, then Her Highness Celica is the embodiment of life. Her desire to ‘live’ is most likely the most urgent desire in the world. Only she is not affected by Ulla’s killing power, and this is the best proof of that.”


  Ai then realized that Ulla was holding the baby herself.


  “But, but why isn’t she moving?”


  “Hm…we aren’t too sure either. Orias and some experts are saying that ‘she stopped her time’, but it does sound a little ridiculous. And even if that’s true, we don’t know why she’s still in this state. Despite the unusual circumstances, she has remained in this state steadily …”


  Ulla had a worried look on her face and kept coaxing the baby even though she knew it was a waste of effort.


  “Ulla says she’s in a strange state…”


  The baby, isolated from the world, was only slightly connected to her own sister.


  Ulla said Celica had always wanted something, but had no idea what it was.


  She said that it was only through the strong resonance she felt five days ago and continues to feel to this day, and upon further reasoning, and hearing Ai’s story, that she finally understood what Celica wanted.


  “Miss Scar.”


  Scar was so tired that her limbs were limp and she was barely able to stand with Julie’s help. She slowly lifted her head and glanced at Ulla’s hand.


   


  Waaaaaahhh.


   


  It was the cry of a newborn baby.


  The round water bag broke, the placenta fell to the ground, and the umbilical cord dangled.


  The baby that had been wandering in the birth canal for more than a decade was born at that very moment.


  Waaaaaah! Waaaaaahhh! Waaaaaaaaaaaaa!


  Ulla desperately tried to hold on, ensuring that her sister would not fall. Neither the Living nor the Dead in the room could figure out what was happening, and merely listened to the sound that had disappeared from the world for so many years, completely mesmerized.


  Only a gravekeeper made a move.


  Scar escaped Julie’s support and stumbled over. Her expression had the same anxiety as Mankind’s, and her expression was very sorrowful.


  Then Scar picked up the baby.


  She held the crying baby in her arms, and her expression, which had been gloomy for several days, finally turned into a reassuring one.


  The Dead shouted, “What are you doing?” To them, Ulla was the Princess on the stage and Celica was the Princess off the stage, and there were many who would give up their lives for the two sisters.


  “Miss Scar! Please calm down! What’s wrong with you?”


  “Ai! I do not know! I really do not know! I find it ridiculous…but I just cannot help myself!”


  The Dead’s expression was more murderous, and the siren-like cries of the baby made everyone tense and drove away their composure.


  “Anyway, give them back the baby first! Please calm down!”


  “I cannot do it!”


  “Why?”


   


  “Because the baby is mine!”


   


  This woman is crazy.


  This thought came to everyone’s mind, cursing the fact that the baby was in the hands of such a person. The reality was so confusing that some people pulled out their knuckles, while others brandished their blades.


  Why are you idiots brandishing your daggers now!? Who’s taking responsibility if she falls over!? We need to negotiate! Is the other party listening!? We need experienced ones to handle them.


  The chaos nudged the onlookers who were looking to pounce on the little baby and gravekeeper, and then,


  The crying suddenly stopped.


  Silence was instantly restored to the space, and the onlookers’s eyes were directed in all directions back to the baby.


  The baby sucked desperately at the nectar that was seeping out from under Scar’s blouse.


  Noticing this, Scar pulled the front of her blouse with one hand and ripped it open along with the buttons, exposing her breast.


  The baby greedily took her nipple and kept moving the throat.


  The guns fell to the ground with a clang.


  Everyone exclaimed as if they had the pleasure of seeing God in heaven.


  The chaos did not dissipate at all, but the sight of this long-lost act of God’s holiness still made people bow down and sob with bodies that could no longer shed tears.


  No one wanted to take the baby back from her anymore.


  Because the fact was that the baby was finally back where it belonged.


  “Thank you, Miss Scar. Thank you for being the mother to my sister.”


  Ulla, with Kiriko’s help, offered her thanksgiving.


  At that moment, the surrounding Dead began to fumble, shouting “Bring a chair!” “Bring a lamp!” “Bring hot water!” “Call the doctor!” Everything that was needed was brought in quickly and surrounded Scar.


  “Celica.”


  Ai looked from Scar, who was sitting in a chair, into her arms, and smiled.


  “So you’ve been waiting for mommy.”


  And so Celica Hecmatika was born from the deepest depths of this earthly land.


  The people thanked the great God and accepted this miracle.


  But at this moment, no one knew the true meaning of this sight.


  A gravekeeper was feeding a human baby.


  A baby that could not have existed was born.


  No one knew what this meant.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  At the same moment.


  The missing moon rose to the zenith, the cold wind swept over the rocky surface, crickets and bugs hid themselves in the earth to escape the cold. There was no life wandering beneath the pale, cold moonlight, and time seemed to stop still in the wilderness as the night passed peacefully.


  There was a fire with a young man. The warm orange light of the fire was very faint, as if it would be swallowed up by the darkness, cold and silence around at any moment.


  But this small flame was hot and tenacious.


  A small pot hung over the fire, and there was boiling lead in the form of molten slurry. The fire burned entirely on charcoal, and burned white through the bellows.


  The young man scooped up a ladle of lead slurry and poured it into the mold in his hand, and the liquid solidified silently in the mold. The young man waited for a while, tapped the mouth of the mold with a wooden mallet to remove the excess, tapped the handle, and poured the contents into the water tank.


  The freshly finished slug rolled out, raising the temperature of the water slightly.


  The young man repeated the action until the molten lead was used up. In the meantime, he changed the mold and the water jar once, and ended up with two different kinds of bullets.


  Once done, the boy turned behind. There was darkness and earth, and two pistols that would soon swallow and spit these bullets.


  Metallic in color, one automatic, one revolving.


  But the young man’s eyes were looking farther away—into the darkness beyond where the fire did not shine into.


  The young man looked in the direction of Ortus.


  He stared into the darkness with a serious expression.


  After a while,


  “Hachoo! —wooahh…d-damnit!”


  The young man let out a huge sneeze into the wilderness, and nonchalantly returned to the fire as though nothing had happened. He picked up his knife and began to carefully scrape the excess off of each lead bullet.


  “But then again…” he sniffled. “Ai Astin, huh…”


  The lead shavings fell precisely into the jar.


  “I never thought there was anyone in the world who’d the same dream as me.”


  The young man held the bullet up to the firelight and examined it, as if to see if it was sharpened properly.


  “The world really isn’t simple.”


  The young man and the girl dreamed of saving the world.


  Afterword


  Rejoice, the second volume is published.


  I know these words written by myself is pretty pointless, but I’m truly grateful that the second volume of ‘Sunday Without God’ is released. It is thanks to your reads that this volume is published. Thank you very much. For the first time in my life, I received what they call fan letters. These are my treasures.


  Life truly is full of the unexpected.


  For example, there was something I encountered.


   


  It happened on a certain day, at the Ryugoku station of the Chuo-Sobu line. I was standing on the platform towards Chiba because of stuff. It was probably a holiday. The weather was good, and I could see many bringing their families.


  One of these groups were a family, two parents bringing a boy who was probably in lower elementary.


  So the boy suddenly shouted,


  “That Chuo-Sobu train’s really fast!”


  I felt it was strange. The Chuo-Sobu line did have a Limited Express, but the boy was pointing at the local line which stopped at every station, so it probably was not fast or anything. For me, the train would accelerate obediently, and decelerate according to schedule, reaching the stations on time. Being too early or too later was no good, so I was curious about the boy’s words.


  And the boy continued,


  “Look at how it’s so new!”


  I did not understand what he was saying at first, but on a closer look, I realized the train he was talking about was a new model, the still rare futuristic model.


  New=new model=fast.


  I was a little shocked. I probably used to think that way, the time when being cool was justice. I probably experienced thought processes like him, like whether it was anime or manga, the new version would surely be faster and stronger.


  After twenty years, I knew too much, and could not no longer be that naive. Chuo-Sobu is Chuo-Sobu, and it did not matter to me whether it was a sparkling new model or a worn down old method


  The father next to the kid listened with a ‘???’ look,  so it seemed he had become a full-fledged adult (and just to note, the mother next to him was not listening at all, going “Oh really?”). I was pretty much in the middle, going “Kids these days…” thinking how I used to be like this.


   


  …………………………Eh? Something seemed to be amiss. I wanted to talk about how ‘Life is full of the unexpected’, but the story here is more like ‘kids have really interesting viewpoints’. Where did I go wrong? Well, it is a fine sorry, so I shall leave it and not delete it. I do not have the time to rewrite.


  Yes, I have no time. The emphasis of this afterword is not about how much the editor has  been pressuring me, but I am really short on time. The editor told me this was a ‘baptism’, and I really do feel this way. I guess it would be something like que sera sera, or a blessing in disguise. Something like that.


  Now then, I have used up all my regrets for tomorrow, so I shall end things off here.


  Thank you very much.


  This is all I have to say, and I earnestly wish for the next day we meet again.


  Kimihito Irie
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