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      The First Trip Between Worlds


      Despite going to bed the night before as normal, Daimon Hanakawa awoke in an unfamiliar place.


      Any ordinary person in this situation would be at a total loss. It would be so strange, they’d probably first think they were dreaming. But Hanakawa’s senses all told him this was very real. The cool stone floor, the dim candlelight, the soft moans, the rank smell of blood, mold, and excrement—it was all so shockingly different from his bedroom that he immediately began to panic.


      “What is this?!”


      Jumping upright, he looked around. He was surrounded by candle stands. His worn-out bed was nowhere to be seen, replaced by stone tile covered in strange patterns. The candlelight wasn’t enough to fully illuminate the room, but it was enough for him to notice the figures lying all around him. There was a man in a hooded robe and others in full armor, and they were all sprawled across the ground. Some of them were still groaning, blood pooling on the ground beneath them, but judging by the dismembered arms, legs, and heads around them, the majority seemed to be dead.


      “Oh no no no no no...” Finding himself seated in the center of this massacre, the ordinary high school student was incapable of keeping calm, starting to babble senselessly.


      “Dammit! What happened?!” Someone threw open the door to the room, which told Hanakawa that they were indeed indoors. The irritated newcomer was a woman, but one who was entirely unbothered by the scene she had walked in on. Whoever it was stormed straight in towards Hanakawa. She might have been quite beautiful in her red dress, but to him she was nothing but terrifying. She made no effort to hide her feelings, her anger clearly displayed in her expression and mannerisms.


      With a pathetic squeal, Hanakawa shrank back, sure he was about to get punched or something similar. But instead she grabbed the collar of one of the collapsed men beside him and dragged him to his feet. The man was alive, but something dark and red was spilling out of his stomach. Though Hanakawa knew what it was, he pretended not to realize it.


      “Report.”


      “The summoning...was a success...”


      “A success? You call this a success?”


      “The first...did this. Though he had just awakened his Gift...without any weapon...he started cutting us apart. Then...he left through the window...”


      “Oh? The first?” The woman’s anger began to relent in favor of curiosity.


      “We summoned...two...”


      “And the second also ran, I presume?”


      “No... He’s there...” The man pointed a trembling finger at Hanakawa.


      “What?!” The woman’s face suddenly filled with fear. It seemed she hadn’t seen Hanakawa among the disaster surrounding him. “Guards! Restrain him!”


      At her command, soldiers poured into the room and pushed Hanakawa to the floor. Naturally, he could do little more than blubber as they did. He didn’t even have the composure to make excuses or beg for his life. He had no idea what was happening or what he was supposed to do in a situation like this.


      “Damn. It looks like we were too naive.”


      “Your Highness, I recommend we enslave him as soon as possible,” one of the guards suggested.


      “If we hadn’t been stuck on enslaving them specifically to the royal family, perhaps we could have avoided this whole mess,” she retorted.


      “It’s an ancient summoning spell. We don’t know the details of how it works, so we can’t afford to get creative with it.”


      “Fair enough. Lift his head.”


      “Guh!”


      One of the guards yanked Hanakawa up to lift his head off the ground. With the rest of his body still being pressed down, pulling his head back like that made it all but impossible to breathe.


      The woman the guards referred to as “Your Highness” let go of the fatally wounded man she was holding, who dropped to the floor with a thud. It seemed he had already expired. One of the guards handed the woman a metal ring. With a bit of effort, she split the ring into two halves.


      “Can he understand us?”


      “The Gift should give him the bare minimum of language abilities.”


      “Good. Look at me. Any attempt at defiance will only make things worse for you.”


      Hanakawa looked at the woman as instructed. Judging by her golden hair and bright-blue eyes, she couldn’t have been Japanese. She reached out to Hanakawa, recombining the split halves of the metal ring around his neck.


      “You can let him go now.”


      As the guards released their grip on him, he flopped to the stone floor, powerless.


      “Get up, spin three times, and bark for me.”


      Though he didn’t even have the energy to sit up, Hanakawa immediately found his body answering those commands on its own.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I still do not understand!”


      After being bathed, given new clothes, and taken to a reception room, Hanakawa was finally starting to calm down. Though he still didn’t know what was happening, he was finally beginning to work up the courage to ask.


      “Hmm...where should I start?”


      The woman in red, sitting across the low table from him, sank into thought. They were in a resplendently decorated building, surrounded by servants. The fact that she took all of that in stride must have meant she was one of society’s elites. They called her “Your Highness,” meaning she was likely royalty, but there was no concern about her being left alone with a commoner like Hanakawa.


      “I guess I’ll just get right to the point. We summoned you to be a hero. So destroy the demonic kingdom for us.”


      “Ah, that’s how it is.”


      “You’re not surprised?”


      “Well...I have had ample time to think on the matter.”


      A mysterious magic circle, a medieval castle, heavily armed guards, people who looked nothing like Japanese. There were even a few with animal ears around. All of these factors together led him naturally to think he had been brought to another world. Maybe an ordinary person wouldn’t be able to make that leap in logic, but as a card-carrying otaku, it was an easy guess for him.


      “However, it is a bit sudden to ask me to take on such a task. I would very much like to ask for some time to prepare myself and gather equipment. Even the king of Dragon Quest gives you 120 gold, you know.”


      “You don’t have the right to refuse. Destroy the demonic kingdom and bring back peace to our lands. These are your orders. As my slave, you have no way to defy them.”


      Hanakawa put a hand to the collar around his neck. He hadn’t felt anything but bad premonitions when it had been placed there, but it seemed its function was pretty close to what he had anticipated.


      “Huh? But then what about my otherworld harem?”


      “You don’t have that freedom.”


      “Whaaaaat?! How on earth do you expect me to stay motivated?!”


      “It doesn’t matter whether you’re motivated or not. That collar will force you to carry out our orders, even against your will. But doing so will likely impact the efficiency of your work, so I’ll throw you a bone. If you bring peace back to our kingdom, I’ll set you free. So do your best.”


      “Am I supposed to believe that?” Hanakawa said. “I have no means of defying you to begin with. Even should you change your mind later, I will have no recourse.”


      “As Atrina, the first princess of the kingdom of Iman, I hereby swear that upon your destroying the demonic kingdom, I will free you from slavery, and grant you money, status, and whatever women you desire. That is a worthy reward for saving us from this threat.”


      It didn’t seem like she was lying. And since Hanakawa couldn’t disobey her anyway, she had no need to.


      “By the way, other kingdoms have also summoned heroes. If the others finish the job before you, your reward is nullified, so make sure you work quickly.”


      “What?! A multisummon?!” Hanakawa was thoroughly shocked. He had assumed he would be the only one. “But if there are other heroes, why must I try so hard?”


      “Being responsible for destroying the demonic kingdom comes with its own merits. Things will ultimately work out as long as the job is done, but that doesn’t mean we can just sit idly by and wait for someone else to do it. I suppose there is also the option of cooperating with the other heroes, though if you do that, your reward will only match the contribution you make.”


      “Whaaat?! That is entirely different from what I expected! But more importantly, I am naught but a common man! I hardly have the strength to accomplish such a feat!”


      “Don’t worry about that. You’ve got the Gift now.”


      “The Gift?”


      “A supernatural power, like this.” Atrina held her palm up towards Hanakawa. Though it was empty, he immediately felt something graze his face, and blood started to drip from his cheek. It was a blade—it had grown from her hand and sliced his cheek. “This is my Gift, the ability to grow swords from my body.”


      “So I have the same skill?”


      “No, it’s different for each person. But you should have a special version of it for being a hero. Focus and look inward. You should be able to see it for yourself.”


      “Aha... In that case, status window, open!” Though he had been half-joking, the Gift responded to his words and a status window appeared in front of his eyes as if he were in a video game. “Huh? That’s really how it works?”


      “By the way, don’t ask me anything about it. Using the Gift is different for every person.”


      “I see. So it functions as if I am within a game. It appears I am a Healer. That is a rather appealing ability, no? If I am able to cure injuries and illness, I should easily be able to inspire goodwill!”


      Information on the general nature of his powers flowed into Hanakawa’s mind. He was a user of healing magic. He could heal any wound no matter how grave in an instant, could cleanse any status ailment like poison with ease, and had the ability to purify undead. It was one of the most sought-after abilities in any adventuring party. If this world’s medical technology was still relatively undeveloped, such powers could lead to him being all but worshipped.


      “That’s kind of unfortunate. Healing magic is quite rare, but for making a splash in this battle, a combat-oriented Gift would have been better...”


      “Ugh. I can already feel your lack of expectations for me...”


      In the blink of an eye, Atrina’s interest in him had taken a sharp nosedive.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Heroes were summoned from other worlds because they were more likely to possess rare Gifts. Gifts weren’t something that just anyone could obtain, so the fact that summoned heroes virtually always had one was a good enough reason in and of itself.


      Hanakawa’s Gift of Healer wasn’t a bad outcome. As long as he was still alive, he could recover from any injury. There were few skills as useful as that. But it did force him into something of a supporting role. Fighting alone was virtually impossible. He’d inevitably need allies. Even leveling up on his own would be beyond his abilities.


      “Oh, mister hero! Could you heal our wounds for us?”


      A group of huge, rough, filthy men crowded around him. They were all covered from head to toe in armor sporting numerous holes that were all leaking blood. Their wounds came from the fangs and claws of monsters, their gruesome nature showing just how powerful those monsters were.


      They were on the border of Iman and the demonic kingdom, in a city that had been destroyed by the demonic kingdom’s invasion. Regardless of his will, Hanakawa had been thrown straight to the front lines.


      “Oh come on! At least set me up with some female warriors! Like the kind that wear bikini armor!”


      Forced out into battle, the fighting had started while he was still trying to get his bearings, and now there were mountains of monster corpses all around him. Though it seemed well beyond their capacity, these three warriors had somehow managed to take them all down with nothing but swords, spears, and axes.


      “Female warriors? Why would we bring women to the front lines? Sure I’d love to have them around, but life isn’t that easy around here.”


      “Guh...” Shot down by such a logical argument, Hanakawa found himself at a loss for words. It seemed that in this world men typically displayed more physical strength. With no modern weapons to level the playing field, there wasn’t much room for women on the front lines.


      “But wait! There is still the Gift! Should girls not be capable of fighting?!”


      “There aren’t that many women with the Gift, and the few we have are better suited to protecting the princess, right?”


      “Ugh! Now that you mention it, I suppose there is no reason to assign them to my care! But still! Even if I give up everything else, surely there is room for women in support roles such as priests?!”


      “Priests? Having people praying on the front lines is just gonna be a bad omen, isn’t it?”


      “Perhaps, but...wait, do priests not wield healing magic?”


      “The Church does nothing but moan and mutter. Bringing them here would just get them killed.”


      “Then sorcerers! Surely women can use magic!”


      “Witches? The kind that hole themselves up in a shack in the woods, stirring a big pot full of herbs?”


      “Guh... Why does everything have to be so realistic?! Why then are parties made up of four people?! It is far too much like Dragon Quest! If we are to be fighting monsters, should we not be using an entire army?!”


      “Why would we want to waste the lives of so many line infantry? You need at least a Warrior’s Gift to fight up here.”


      By the way, all three of the men had the Gift of Warrior. It was a pretty standard combat profession, each specializing in swords, spears, or axes.


      “Anyway, stop with all the complaining and heal us already.”


      The men had no particular ill will towards Hanakawa, but neither did they respect him as a hero. Though he had no interest in healing men himself, he had no choice but to obey the orders of the slave collar. The first person he had seen upon donning the collar had become his master. She had ordered him to support the people of her kingdom, which meant he had to follow their orders as well.


      Hanakawa put his hands on the group of men. A gentle light enveloped them, stopping the flow of blood and sealing their wounds.


      “Ugh...that does it for my MP...” he moaned.


      “No idea what that means, but sorry to hear it.”


      Apparently the recognition of the Gift as something clearly defined by numbers on a stat sheet was unique to visitors from other worlds. Those native to this world only had a vague understanding of how strong their Gifts were. That gave summoned heroes a remarkable advantage.


      “All right, let’s head home.”


      “Good idea. With such easy access to healing, I think we overdid it a bit.”


      “Indeed,” Hanakawa agreed with them. “Very well...”


      “Oh, you’re not done yet.” One of the men stopped him, pointing back to the battlefield where the bodies of numerous monsters still lay.


      Stifling the urge to vomit, Hanakawa approached the corpses. He needed to collect items. That was also part of his job. His Healer profession came with the Item Box skill, which allowed him to store items in a small pocket dimension, letting him carry huge amounts of things around easily. After collecting the raw materials and equipment dropped by the monsters, he returned to the warriors.


      “That really is convenient, isn’t it? We’re relying on you here.”


      Like hell you are. You think of me as little more than traveling storage. Despite his feelings, Hanakawa could never complain to their faces.


      One of the soldiers blew a whistle, and suddenly a horse-drawn carriage appeared beside them. It was the carriage that had brought them there, which must have been hiding somewhere nearby. Climbing aboard, they began the journey back to the closest city.




      “Ah! It’s the heroes!”


      As they emerged from the carriage, they received an incredible reception from the city folk. Of course, the “heroes” being referred to were the warriors rather than Hanakawa. Women immediately crowded around them, shrieking like school girls. The men picked a few of the women to take with them and disappeared.


      “Uh...I also happen to be one of the heroes...” Hanakawa tried calling out to some of the women left behind, stepping closer with a foolish smile on his face.


      “Stay away, fatty!”


      He froze in place. He couldn’t defy the orders of anyone in Iman. Bring back peace to Iman. Do not harm the people. Support them. Those were the orders he was given, in order of priority. He didn’t have to listen to every absurd thing they told him, but something like “stay away” would freeze him in place instantly.


      “Be a good piggy. Go back to your pigsty and eat your pig slop!”


      “What an eyesore! Could you stop clogging up the streets with your blubber?”


      Restoring peace to Iman required him to maintain a measure of health for himself, which meant he would have to make use of the city’s facilities. In that sense, he could ignore those kinds of orders. That didn’t do much to reduce the mental damage he suffered as a result, though.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Half a year after Hanakawa was summoned to this world, he was walking down a stone corridor in a place known as the Labyrinth of the Dead, shut off from all natural light, challenging the dungeon alone.


      Though that was dangerous, of course, he was thankful for the freedom to act alone. He was thoroughly fed up with how the people of Iman treated him. At least here, he could go adventuring on his own. There were no monsters around except the undead, which gave him an exceptional advantage. His healing magic was a powerful weapon when turned against them. Magic to heal everyone in his surroundings created a holy ground that was impossible for undead to enter, which allowed him to keep fighting on his own. It was really the perfect dungeon for someone like him.


      One might find it hard to believe that he was allowed to operate alone, but under the pretense of working to defeat the Demon Lord, he had managed to win this small freedom. Since the slave collar made it impossible for him to plot against Iman, they were willing to ignore his little escapades.


      “First and foremost, I must increase my level! I must abandon the naive notion that I can achieve happiness in this state!”


      That was something he had felt keenly after six months of being run ragged by Iman’s people. If he wanted a chance at his fantasy harem life, he needed to be freed from this collar, and to do that he needed strength. So he continued alone into the dungeon. Though one might think it impossible, it was something he could do because of his Item Box skill. By storing huge amounts of food and survival gear there, he could operate alone for as long as his willpower held out.


      “Heal! Heal! Heal! Aha ha ha ha ha! I am truly peerless! If I choose my battles wisely, I am more than capable of fighting alone!”


      Unleashing wave after wave of healing magic, he annihilated the zombies and skeletons coming for him in droves. A ghost attempted to sneak up on him from behind, but only screamed in agony the moment it touched him. The heal-over-time spell he had prepared earlier acted as a barrier against them. Calmly turning at the sound, he exorcised the ghost with an enchanted fist.


      “Still, no matter my success here, my treatment above will not improve much! Ah, a treasure chest?”


      Why was a treasure chest sitting in the middle of the corridor? One of the ancient great sorcerers had set up the dungeon that way. Though Hanakawa didn’t know the details, the general understanding was that it was meant to lure adventurers into the dungeon.


      “What should I do with this? Those near the entrance contained nothing of value, so I simply ignored them, but...”


      The entire dungeon had ten floors, and he had already made his way down to the ninth. The deeper one progressed, the more precious the items to be discovered inside, but at the same time the traps guarding them became that much more dangerous.


      “Well, no matter. We will see what happens.” With no skills useful for detecting traps, he simply opened the treasure box.


      With a loud bang, his right arm was sent flying. Though not immediately fatal, the loss of a limb was nevertheless a tremendous injury. But Hanakawa merely activated another healing spell. He had expected something like that would happen and knew it wouldn’t be a problem for him. The lost arm was replaced almost instantly. As much as he had grown quite used to this kind of incident, he couldn’t help but feel a bit smug about the strength of his power. If he used it well, it really did seem like it could lead to a glorious life in this world.


      “But all of that is meaningless while I am still enslaved. Oh, what is this?”


      With the trap cleared, Hanakawa looked into the treasure box to find a collar. It was exactly the same as the slave collar he was wearing.


      “Oho! Look at that! Though without my own freedom, it is not of much use to me.”


      He placed the collar in his item box. Someone would surely take it from him if they knew he had it, but there was no way for them to learn the contents of his personal storage. All he had to do was keep his mouth shut.


      “I suppose now is a good time for a rest.”


      Though he was virtually invincible against the undead, if he ran out of MP he’d die just like anyone else. So whenever he had consumed half of his MP, he stopped to rest. The margin might have been a bit wider than it needed to be, but a single mistake meant dying, so it was best to leave more leeway for error.


      Hanakawa created a healing zone around himself. Though it had little effect but to soothe his fatigue, it was reasonably powerful as a barrier against the monsters. He then pulled a small table, a folding chair, some snacks, and tea out of his Item Box. This was his break time combo.


      “I was concerned when this all started, but things seem to be going well now. Other heroes have been summoned, so this seems more like the genre where things go splendidly as I stray from the main quest!”


      Sitting in the chair, he leaned back and enjoyed his tea. As he sat there, his MP gradually began to recover.


      “In that case, this seems a likely time for a heroine to appear, does it not? With the people of the kingdom off-limits, I feel I will have to give up on the thought of an ordinary human companion, so perhaps a young demoness who has been sealed within the dungeon? An android built with ancient technology? Hmm...I think I would prefer she were not a zombie...though, wait, maybe I could make that work. I am the ultimate enemy of any undead, so with a bit of coercion...”


      A group of zombies had gathered around him, wandering around outside his barrier without touching it. Among them were a number of young women, and if one could overlook the rot, one of them was even fairly cute.


      “However, all they do is groan and moan. There does not seem to be much room for negotiation. Have their brains rotted as well? In that case, does that mean their minds from their previous lives will remain shortly after their time of death? Hmm...the thought of an undead harem doesn’t seem so unappealing...”


      Being alone for so long, he had started talking to himself quite a bit. Of course, he was the kind of guy to spill whatever was on his mind anyway, so that wasn’t all that much of a change.


      “But at this rate, I feel I will clear this dungeon with no difficulty at all. One of the Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings was supposedly here. Maybe I will be capable of defeating them? A boss of undead spirits must be something like a vampire, no? Vampires do not typically show any deterioration in their flesh. Does that not make them ideal candidates for a harem?”


      Though the Labyrinth of the Dead had been built by an ancient sorcerer, it was now under the control of the Demon Lord’s army and allegedly the headquarters of the necromancers, which made clearing the place out a huge victory for Hanakawa. The kingdoms under assault by the Demon Lord had always been stuck on the defensive, so this could signal their first chance to launch a counterattack.


      “Suddenly I find myself quite motivated!”


      Finishing his break, he returned to clearing the dungeon. He had progressed to the ninth floor, mapping his way by ordinary means. He now had a good grasp on the layout of the labyrinth and could even guess how to proceed based on the quirks in the designer’s work.


      With little effort, he made his way to the tenth floor. According to the information he had received beforehand, this was the final level. It was special in some way, as the atmosphere felt quite different. Rather than the stone walls that had marked the dungeon up to that point, these seemed to be fashioned from something like bone. It reminded him of the Paris Catacombs. As if to show off, the corridor was brightly lit, proceeding in a straight line.


      Walking for a while, he found no branches in the path. Apparently, the designer just wanted people to move forward. As he progressed, he made his way to a large, open room. Though the far end was cloaked in darkness, there was a line of candles fixed in skulls illuminating a pathway through it. He was supposed to continue moving forward. As he walked, the skulls near him ignited.


      “Quite an ostentatious display for what is still just one of the Demon Lord’s underlings, I would think.”


      That said, the place had been built by an ancient sorcerer. There was a chance this had all been set up by the original creator. As the candles ignited, they illuminated plenty of undead standing behind them, but since they didn’t attack, Hanakawa ignored them and continued forward. He eventually found himself standing before a large throne. This also appeared to be fashioned from human bone. On top of the grisly sculpture sat a person, most likely the leader of the Demon Lord’s necromancers whom Hanakawa had heard about.


      “Hmm. You appear to be rather human.”


      He was not a skeleton, or a headless dullahan, or an ephemeral ghost. Hanakawa had to presume he was either a zombie that had yet to rot or some kind of vampire.


      “But now that I see you are a man, I cannot say I care to learn much more.”


      As he approached, he realized the figure was a young man, not much different in age from Hanakawa himself. The undead stationed around the throne waited quietly. They seemed to understand someone had appeared before them and were awaiting orders. He would have no problem killing them all, but if they weren’t actually part of the Demon Lord’s army, that would be a bit of a problem. So he started by calling out to the boy on the throne.


      “Are you perhaps the one known as one of the Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings?”


      “Yeah, but...‘perhaps the one known as’?” The boy seemed to be focused on Hanakawa’s wording.


      “Then I suppose there is no need for us to speak further!” If this was an enemy, there was nothing for them to do but fight. Hanakawa immediately resolved himself to that course.


      “Wait, hold on a second—”


      “Heal!”


      A brilliant light flashed across the throne. Hanakawa’s magic consisted of little more than the Heal spell. Range, area of effect, duration, and number of targets could all be modified by spending more MP, but the effect was always the same: instantly heal all wounds, or if used on undead enemies, instantly kill them. On top of that, it was entirely impossible to avoid.


      The gathered monsters cried in agony as they disappeared. No matter how powerful they were, even one of the Four Heavenly Kings would be instantly annihilated. Hanakawa’s victory was all but guaranteed. When the light died down, there was nothing left.


      Or that was how it should have gone...but the boy was still sitting on the throne.


      “What?! I did not even set the ‘did I get him?’ flag!”


      “Could you actually listen for a second? You’re Hanakawa, right?” The boy sighed, apparently not interested in delivering a swift counterattack.
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      “Oh? So my name precedes me even among the Demon Lord’s army, does it?”


      “No, not at all. Don’t you recognize me?”


      “I am afraid I care little to remember the faces of men that I meet...”


      “Sure, me too, but unfortunately your...unique appearance and way of talking are kind of hard to forget. I’m Yoshiaki Fukuhara. We’re in the same class, aren’t we?”


      “Huh?” Looking again, he did find some traces of familiarity in the boy’s face. “Wait, was our entire class brought to this world?!”


      “I can’t say they weren’t, but the only other one I’ve seen is Higashida.”


      “So that means...you are not actually undead?”


      “Nope. I’m a human necromancer.”


      “Then I have no chance of beating you!”


      “Why are you still trying to fight me even though you know we’re classmates? Wouldn’t we normally work together in a situation like this?”


      Wait, I did defeat his undead subordinates. Maybe there is still a way...


      Aside from Heal, Hanakawa did have magic bullets. Only about as strong as a pistol, they weren’t well suited to closing out a fight, but against an ordinary human they should be sufficient. Yet, as he focused to begin firing his bullets, something appeared in front of him. It was a pillar of bone.


      Then multiple pillars appeared simultaneously around him.


      “That’s a Bone Prison. They’re just bones, by the way, not actually undead, so Heal won’t do you any good. I’ve also got some attacks like Bone Lance, and I’m not bad at close-quarters combat either.”


      At some point a huge scythe had appeared in Fukuhara’s hands, giving him all the appearance of the grim reaper ready to harvest souls.


      “What?! Then why does it work on skeletons?!”


      “No clue. I guess that’s just the way it functions. Even without my zombies, I can kill you easily. But I feel no need to kill someone I know. So let me ask again: do you want to work together?”


      In the end, Hanakawa was only a Healer. He had no real way of fighting against someone with a combat-focused profession, so had no room to refuse.


      “As reluctant as I am to accept, what form of cooperation did you have in mind?”


      “We were summoned here, so it should be obvious what our goal is—to defeat the Demon Lord,” he said without a hint of hesitation in his voice.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A year had passed since the ritual to summon the heroes had taken place. Hanakawa’s group was currently in the forest surrounding the Demon Lord’s castle. Specifically, they were in a small village hidden in the forest, spending the night at an inn.


      They were reaching the end of their adventure. The Four Heavenly Kings aside from Fukuhara had all been defeated. All that remained was the Demon Lord himself. In truth, they could have used Fukuhara’s key to get through the barrier and challenged the Demon Lord immediately, but that wouldn’t have satisfied the conditions of the orders Hanakawa had received from the princess. He had to destroy the demonic kingdom and restore peace to Iman. That wouldn’t happen unless he destroyed the Demon Kingdom’s entire power base.


      “Why are you part of the Demon Lord’s army, Sir Fukuhara? You were summoned as a hero, were you not?”


      Fukuhara was explaining the details of the summoning in the room of the inn they had borrowed, when Hanakawa had come up with a question. The hero-summoning ritual was a secret art passed down through the royal family of Iman. A Demon Lord would appear, gather their evil forces, and threaten the land. These events repeated every few hundred years, so heroes were called on to save the world from disaster. Of course, there was no one left who had experienced such an event before, so it was basically a fairy tale in the eyes of Iman’s populace.


      But suddenly, a Demon Lord had appeared. The scattered monsters of the world had begun gathering under this new leader and then attacking the kingdoms around them. Iman was blessed in being a relatively peaceful country, untouched for the most part by the machinations of the Sages and the Dark Gods, but that left them exceptionally vulnerable. In the blink of an eye, entire villages and cities had been destroyed, and their territory had rapidly been stripped away. With nowhere else to turn, the royal family had looked to the ancient rite in desperation.


      It had succeeded, bringing Hanakawa to this world. But that explanation left plenty of questions, such as where the other countries got their heroes from and why Fukuhara was part of the Demon Lord’s army.


      “It’s simple. The Demon Lord also summoned a hero,” he explained.


      “But for what reason? Would that not only serve to threaten his own position?”


      “Who knows? This is just a guess, but it felt to me like he was just seeing if he could.”


      “And why are other countries using the ‘secret art’ passed down only in Iman?” Hanakawa asked.


      “That’s also easy enough to explain. Most of the kingdoms around here used to be part of Iman.”


      Though Iman had boasted a massive territory in the past, for a number of reasons it had broken down into a number of smaller states over time. Each of them passed down the same ritual used to summon heroes. Even the demonic kingdom they now warred against had once been part of Iman.


      “Well...no matter. The more heroes, the better!”


      It was possible they’d only get in each other’s way, but the reality was that they were now working together to take down the Demon Lord. An army of those with the Gift had formed around the core of those four summoned heroes and was now pushing back against the evil army.


      A year of training had improved their strength and won them powerful equipment and allies. Having done everything possible to prepare, all that was left was the battle with the Demon Lord himself.


      If they couldn’t succeed now, Hanakawa doubted they ever would.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Leaving the warriors to take care of the army of small fry, the summoned heroes made their way to the Demon Lord’s chamber.


      The Healer, Daimon Hanakawa, was wearing a white robe as if to appeal to his support role. After a year of training, he had made it to level ninety-nine. Since mostly all he did was heal, his abilities hadn’t changed all that much, but he now had a lot more MP to work with and could therefore keep healing for quite a while.


      The Necromancer, Yoshiaki Fukuhara, was wearing armor made of bone. On top of being able to summon and control undead, he could also craft equipment from corpses. His powers made him adept at dealing with both single opponents and large groups.


      The Sword Dancer, Philip, was an American, wearing a mask and the armor of a samurai. Everything else in the world seemed to be more Western-inspired, so Hanakawa had no idea where he’d gotten his hands on them, but he even had Japanese katanas as his main weapons. Despite having the large build of a warrior, he was light and nimble on his feet, fighting in a dual-wielding style.


      The Hero, Ryousuke Higashida, wore light armor and a cape, giving him the appearance of a hero from a video game. He was skilled in the use of all weapons and could use any kind of magic, making him a true jack-of-all-trades. He was also acting as the leader of the group of four summoned heroes. Since his profession was Hero and he had the strength to back it up, they decided it only made sense.


      Hanakawa had no complaints. In the end he just wanted to defeat the Demon Lord. There wasn’t much point in a Healer like him trying to overstep his bounds.


      Thanks to Fukuhara’s knowledge from being one of the Demon Lord’s subordinates, things went quite smoothly for them. Though the castle was a dizzyingly complex labyrinth, they were guided straight to the quickest possible route through it. They found the Demon Lord’s chamber, an empty, cavernous space, with a lone, slender, elderly man in a black robe at its center. He had a pair of horns growing from his head, but without them, he would have looked like an ordinary, reclusive old man.


      “So the current Demon Lord is an old magician! I was hoping for someone a bit cuter...” Hanakawa commented.


      “Welcome to my domain, heroes—” the Demon Lord began to rasp, but he couldn’t even make it to the end of his sentence.


      “Fireball!” Higashida unleashed his magic immediately. The enormous sphere of flame shot in a straight line across the room, melting the floor it passed over and vaporizing the wall in front of it. Though it was just an elementary spell, it had such incredible power behind it thanks to the Hero skill Limitless. Every time the user used a skill or spell, its power increased permanently. The more one practiced with a certain ability, the more powerful it became.


      “And done!” Higashida declared triumphantly. There were no signs that the Demon Lord had escaped. Nothing remained of him but ashes.


      “Huh? Seriously? There are not going to be any comments like ‘That was just an illusion of me!’ or anything?” Hanakawa said, looking around. There wasn’t anything in the room to hide behind. Honestly, it really did seem like the Demon Lord had just been annihilated. “Was that really the Demon Lord? Are we sure that was not just his butler?”


      “That was definitely the Demon Lord. I was one of his Four Heavenly Kings, so I’d know.”


      “Perhaps that is so. Then I suppose this means mission accomplished! Does that make me free from now on?” Hanakawa still wore the slave collar from the day he’d been summoned. He needed to defeat the Demon Lord to free himself from having to listen to his summoner’s commands. But Fukuhara, having been summoned by the Demon Lord, had no such collar. So why had he wanted to defeat him?


      Hanakawa supposed it was likely a longing for freedom as well. Fukuhara could have done whatever he wanted from the start, but he was one of the Four Heavenly Kings and the leader of the Demon Lord’s necromancers. Those weren’t just meaningless titles. In this world, they became objective realities that anyone could discover on their own. Anyone with the Discernment skill would learn he was associated with monsters immediately. And with how many users of that skill were positioned around the world, avoiding all of them would be incredibly difficult. In order to free himself of those restraints, he needed to defeat the Demon Lord and destroy his kingdom.


      “Yeah. Now I’m finally free of his army and can enjoy this world for real!”


      Hanakawa began to chuckle. “Now we are surely free to do whatever we wish... Except, wait, is something glowing?”


      Higashida began to give off a faint light.


      “What’s going on? They said we’d be free once we defeated the Demon Lord... That doesn’t mean being sent back to our old world, does it?!” As Higashida began to panic, the light surrounding him flashed brightly, and he vanished.


      “As...unnerving as that was, now that the Demon Lord has been defeated, I should be free, should I not?” Hanakawa put a hand to his collar. If he was free from his enslavement, the collar should have slipped off easily, but it didn’t so much as budge. Hanakawa could feel that his orders to restore peace to the kingdom of Iman were still in full effect. In other words, he hadn’t successfully fulfilled the conditions to earn his freedom yet. “I am not free in the slightest!”


      “And I guess I’m still one of the Four Heavenly Kings. Looks like the demonic kingdom hasn’t been destroyed yet.”


      “So Sir Higashida alone had different conditions to fulfill than the rest of us? He was sent back the moment the Demon Lord was defeated?”


      “I guess it would be different based on who the summoner was.”


      “In that case, what are we to do? Do we need to wipe out the remainder of the monsters in the kingdom?”


      “Not at all. It’s actually quite simple. As long as I, the very body of this kingdom still exist, the kingdom still stands.”


      Hanakawa turned to the voice behind them. A little girl in a black dress stood there. The horns on her head indicated she was a demon too, not just some child who had accidentally wandered into a place she didn’t belong.


      “I feel like I already know the answer to this, but who are you?” Hanakawa asked.


      “I am Void. I care not for titles, but I am the one pulling the strings behind the Demon Lord.”


      “So you are the true last boss, then. Do you have some business with us?”


      “Are you not the ones who have business with me? Or have you lost all your fighting spirit now that your Hero is gone? I suppose if you intend to leave quietly, I can let you go.” She gave a bold grin rather unsuited to her childish features.


      Fukuhara sighed. “Looks like another person who assumes I’m weaker than Higashida.” In an instant, they were surrounded by undead. Despite the ground being stone tile, zombies and skeletons crawled up out of it. Among the crowd were the Demon Lord’s three other commanders. “I can control those I kill after death, and they maintain their strength from life. There’s no way you can call that weak.”


      The horde of undead rushed at Void, but a moment before the tide reached her, she murmured one word.


      “Heal.” A brilliant light filled the room, and the undead dissolved. “Enemies with such a fatal weakness are hardly worthy of my attention.”


      “Wait, she has a greater range than I do?!” Hanakawa exclaimed.


      “In terms you might understand, my ‘level’ is many times greater than yours,” Void replied to his muttering as he tried to slink away. Apparently she was even watching his movements.


      The moment the undead horde vanished, Philip maneuvered behind her. Had she failed to notice his sneak attack or been too slow to respond to it? Either way, his twin swords struck her neck...and that was all. Though they certainly made contact, they didn’t so much as scratch her skin.


      “Yet more evidence of the level gap between us. I need not even respond. Your attacks are too weak.”


      Philip suddenly split into three clones, six swords striking at Void simultaneously. But just as before, they failed to leave so much as a mark on her. Even strikes aimed at her eyes and ears simply glanced off her harmlessly. Philip leaped backwards, crossing his two swords. They then began to glow, as if he were charging up.


      “Bone Prison! Bone Lance! Bone Shot! Bone Hurricane!” Fukuhara rattled off in quick succession.


      “Wait, you are going to catch us with all these attacks!” Hanakawa cried as enormous bones punched up from beneath the floor to surround Void. At the same time, razor-sharp spinal columns shot out towards her along with enormous femurs, and a whirlwind of skulls kicked up around her. Amid the tumult, Philip brought down his twin swords again, the slash becoming a flash of light racing towards her.


      “Hmm. None of this will make any difference, but letting you have your way is proving rather irritating.”


      Void delivered a swift chop with her bare hand. Though it swung through empty air, the effect was tremendous. The storm of bones and flashing swords flying towards her were sliced apart in an instant. And that didn’t stop with the incoming attacks either. Hanakawa, Fukuhara, and Philip were similarly sliced in two.


      “Heal!” Hanakawa immediately shouted. It wouldn’t be strange for a human to die instantly when sliced in half, but those who possessed the Gift at a high level were much more resilient. Hanakawa’s split body reformed. He wanted to heal Fukuhara and Philip too, but they were too far away.


      “Oh? Well, isn’t this unexpected? It appears you are the only one capable of handling that attack.”


      “I would much prefer you did not notice that!” Hanakawa cried. But with Fukuhara and Philip at death’s door, it only made sense that her attention would turn to him.


      I cannot even imagine how I would win here! Is my only option to beat a hasty retreat?


      With Fukuhara and Philip out of the picture, Hanakawa had no chance. “U-Umm...you mentioned earlier that you would let us go if we wished to simply return home...” he said timidly.


      Void thought for a few seconds. “I did. But after all that, it would irritate me to see you survive, so I cannot let that happen now.”


      Now what do I do? She does not appear to be undead, so Heal will have no effect, and my spells and physical attacks seem unlikely to leave so much as a mark. Even if I were to run, I do not know where I could go...


      No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t come up with a plan other than to die here. As Void slowly walked closer, he continued backing away. She could undoubtedly kill him at any time, so she must have just been toying with him. Eventually, he came up against the wall and couldn’t even continue retreating.


      “Simply ripping you apart would be no fun,” Void muttered as something appeared in the air above her hand. It was a sphere of meat, covered in faces in various expressions of agony all around.


      “No, please! If you are going to kill me, please do it instantly!”


      “This is a ghoul sphere. I will place this inside your body, and it will devour you from within. In the end you will become one with it, plagued by an eternal hunger, but rest assured you will not die.”


      “Noooo! I’d much rather die than that!” Hanakawa violently shook his head, clinging to the wall behind him.


      Void slowly lifted her hand. The moment she moved to throw the sphere...her head fell to the ground. Blood sprayed from her neck as the rest of her body collapsed. The ghoul sphere fell on top of her, spreading out and devouring her remains within moments before vanishing itself.


      “What?” Hanakawa could only stare in shock.


      “Too much of a level difference, huh? Looks like it worked just fine to me. What a letdown.” A lanky man stepped into the room.


      “Umm...you did this?”


      “Yo. Long time no see.”


      “I am sorry, have we met?” Though the man spoke like they were acquainted, Hanakawa had no memory of him.


      “We were summoned here together, though I left a bit early.”


      Hanakawa did, in fact, remember that the scene of his summoning had been a bit of a disaster. “So what are you doing here?” he asked.


      “I was just wandering around on my own but ended up getting pretty bored. I looked up what I had to do to get back to our world and found out I had to kill the Demon Lord. That was her, right?” He stomped on Void’s disembodied head.


      “Yes, presuming there is not some other secret hidden boss waiting in the wings.”


      “Oh, there we go.”


      The man’s body began to glow like Higashida’s had. In short order, Hanakawa’s body did the same. Looking around, he saw that even Fukuhara and Philip were glowing...though they were still split in two.


      “Heal!” Hanakawa ran to their side. They had fought together as comrades, so he could hardly leave them to die.


      “Hanakawa...we won?” Fukuhara asked as his body returned to normal.


      “So it appears... Wait, were we not to be set free?” Hanakawa cried. “That damnable princess! She promised me the world because she knew she was just going to get rid of me! That is ridic—”


      He jumped up, sitting on his old bed.


      “—ulous! Uh...what?”


      He was utterly confused. Things had changed so quickly that his brain was having trouble keeping up. But the more he thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed that everything he experienced had been a dream. He had been in his own room, sleeping in his own bed the whole time. Even though he had memories of a year spent in another world, a dream could explain it all away.


      “Status window, open!” Clinging to the faintest hope, he checked to see if he still had access to the Gift.


      He didn’t.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Shortly after Yogiri and Tomochika were summoned to the other world, the dragon had been killed and they had stepped out of the bus, where they were quickly confronted by Higashida, Fukuhara, and Hanakawa. After Yogiri’s powers ended two of them, Hanakawa answered every question Yogiri had at great length, including the whole explanation of his previous experience after being summoned to this world. As his story finally came to a close...


      “So...basically, you three defeated the Demon Lord and were sent back to our world,” Yogiri simplified the overly embellished tale that Hanakawa had given them.


      “Please refrain from describing my Alternate World Cheat Adventure in such a grossly childish manner!”


      As irritating as he was, Tomochika couldn’t help but be impressed by his ability to tell a story at such length.

    

  

  
    
      Beastkin


      “And so, the ‘it was all a dream so no point in talking about it’ party has started!” Carol S. Lane declared loudly through the microphone in the party room of a certain karaoke parlor with her usual feigned American accent.


      They had left for their school trip in the third term of their second year of high school. Haruto Ootori’s class ended up finishing out the school year in quite the chaotic fashion. A good number of their classmates had failed to return from the other world. They could hardly just go back to school life as normal. So, still wrapped up in a storm of emotions, they had entered spring break rather unsettled. Then Carol had told everyone she wanted to hold a party to put everything to rest.


      Haruto looked around the room. In the center was a large table covered in an impressive array of food. His classmates sat scattered around it.


      As expected, not everyone came, huh?


      Twenty-nine of them had returned from the other world, of which fifteen had come to the party. A number of them had given up on school altogether, while others had transferred. Seeing their classmates would bring up memories of their time in the other world, so it wasn’t that much of a surprise.


      Yogiri Takatou wasn’t there either. In his case, he probably figured it would be a pain to attend. Tomochika Dannoura was likewise absent, but he supposed that was only natural if Yogiri wasn’t there.


      The biggest surprise among the attendees was the presence of Ayaka Shinozaki. When the world had been reset and they’d returned to the moment of their summoning, she hadn’t been on the bus. They had all assumed it meant that she’d been killed by Yogiri and therefore couldn’t have made it back to their world, and yet here she was, sitting alongside everyone else like it was perfectly normal for her to be there.


      “Come on, guys! Can’t you show a bit more energy?!” Carol said. Haruto thought that was expecting a bit much.


      “I’m not really in the mood for singing.” Suguru Yazaki gave a sigh. He had been a General in the other world, but the bold attitude that role had inspired in him was long gone. It seemed like he wasn’t really a leader at heart.


      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to force you to sing. Actually, it would be kind of a problem if you got too carried away.”


      “What we went through... It was crazy. We’re not doing a good job of pretending it never happened. That’s why we all came here today. But...a lot happened between us...” Yui Ootani, who’d had the Cheerleader class in the other world, glanced over at Haruto, inspiring a wave of guilt in him. He hadn’t hesitated to use her during their adventure. And on the sixth level of Manii’s Underworld, he had abandoned her to be devoured by those strange blob creatures. They could hardly get along after all that.


      “Exactly! That’s exactly it!” Carol exclaimed. “That’s what I wanted to talk about! Listen, everyone. I’ll be blunt. We all tried to kill each other. No, we were forced to kill each other! That was none of our fault!”


      “Even if we were forced to, even if it was for survival, we were still actually trying to kill each other...” someone commented.


      “Have you ever heard of the plank of Carneades? It is basically the thought that you can’t hold people responsible for what they do when they have no choice. They thought that way even back in Ancient Greece. And a situation where you have to kill others or you will be killed yourself is exactly such a case!”


      The Plank of Carneades was a thought experiment. A ship was wrecked at sea, with two sailors thrown into the sea. One was clinging to a piece of the broken ship to keep himself afloat when the other began to approach. However, if the second sailor had grabbed the same plank, it would have sunk. The question became, could the second sailor be held morally culpable for throwing the first sailor off in order to preserve his own life? In general, it was held that in extreme emergencies, people could not be condemned for their actions.


      “That’s hardly enough to make us accept everything that happened. And besides...it’s not so easy to forgive ourselves either. It was so easy for us to start killing our friends...”


      “You acted strangely because you were in a strange situation,” Carol insisted. “And besides, none of that was our real nature, right? A drunken frenzy is the alcohol’s fault, not the drinker’s!”


      “I’m...not so sure about that,” Haruto muttered to himself. Alcohol was something you drank of your own accord. If you knew you would go into a drunken frenzy from drinking it, then you shouldn’t be doing so.


      “Besides, don’t you think it’s strange that everyone engaged in the fighting?” Carol continued. “It must have been because the Sage manipulated our thoughts! Sion even admitted as much!”


      “I feel like anything we say now will just sound like excuses,” Yazaki said slowly, “but I don’t want to think I generally would have come up with a plan that involved abandoning our classmates on the bus like that.” Even if they were summoned to another world, given superpowers, and then told to complete the Sage’s trial or die, peace-addled Japanese high schoolers would never choose to abandon their friends like that. There had definitely been some kind of influence on their minds—something that made them more aggressive, consumed by their own strength.


      And I guess I was the same...


      Using the power of his Class Consultant, he had urged Yuuki Tachibana to action. The real Haruto would never have done something like that. Though he knew he could be cynical, he wasn’t really that cold and calculating.


      “So! Even if we accept it all happened, we can’t really take it as anything other than a dream! After all, plenty of us who should be dead right now—the ones we killed ourselves—are sitting in this very room! And besides, now that we have come through that experience, we can use it to teach us how to not act in the future! After going through that, I feel like we can do just about anything! And we can be a lot nicer to people!” Carol tried to force the situation to a close.


      It seemed like a fishy explanation, but she was right that they didn’t have many other options. They were still high school students and had whole lives ahead of them. They couldn’t let the past hold them down forever.


      “Fine, whatever! I’m going to sing!” Yui grabbed a mic and stood up, singing a rather popular song, though in a clumsy way, and the room finally started to relax.


      “I hear you sprouted wings from your back and flew away, Ootori,” Carol sat down beside him and started to whisper.


      “What happened to not bringing up what happened?”


      “Oh? I don’t think these are the same things. By the way, I’ve interviewed a few people already, and all of their testimonies line up.”


      On the sixth level of the Underworld, when the mysterious blobs had attacked them, Haruto had unleashed his powers as a beastkin to fly to safety. It was his secret trump card, and he had been sure that the witnesses had all been killed, but he never expected time to be rewound.


      “That was because my powers awakened—”


      “So a Consultant awakened the ability to fly? I don’t think that makes sense even in the broadest interpretation of your Class. Or, what, are those wings supposed to represent the support you give in bringing your company to ever loftier economic heights?”


      It was a strange occurrence that had happened because they were in another world. Despite his attempts to pass it off as no more than that, Carol was way ahead of him. On top of that, he had already told Yogiri he was a beastkin, so there was a chance she had heard it from him too. He could always say it was a joke, but he didn’t much care to keep it hidden any longer.


      “What I mean is, I don’t think those wings came from your Gift. I bet they’re something you had naturally, from this world,” Carol explained. “I won’t ask you about what happened over there, but unrelated to that, it’s pretty normal to be on guard against someone who has supernatural powers here in modern Japan, right?”


      “I guess I should have transferred out after all.” Though he didn’t know how much Carol knew, he could assume she had looked into him quite a bit already. She spoke with too much conviction.


      “If you try and move away, it won’t be that hard for me to follow you, you know. Or do you have some connections with the darker side of the world?”


      He didn’t. In beastkin society, Haruto’s family was only a small branch family, not too different from ordinary people. That made hiding their whereabouts rather challenging. More or less anyone could find them if they really tried, even if they moved.


      “So, you want me to talk about that here?”


      “Don’t worry! No one’s listening, and since I’m involved, people will just write it off as my usual ninja talk, or talk about some anime we saw!”


      “Is that something you set up intentionally?” Haruto suddenly became quite interested in Carol’s awkward, put-on accent.


      “Of course! I can speak Japanese just fine. Hiding myself as a foreigner who barely speaks the language is all camouflage, just in case.”


      “I don’t know how well that’ll work. If you’re trying to hide, doesn’t that make you stand out a bit too much?”


      “Make a scene here and they won’t see what’s hidden there, right? Like a pot calling the kettle black!”


      Maybe her Japanese wasn’t all that great after all, Haruto thought.


      “Just for the record, I want you to trust me, at least a little bit. That’s why I’m telling you about this. I’m not asking just out of curiosity or because I want to persecute you for being a monster. I have to because of my position.”


      “Your position, huh? I thought there was something suspicious about you.”


      Despite being under Sion’s mind control like the rest of them, Carol had always been fairly rational. Judging by her behavior, she had known about Yogiri from the start and had always attempted to avoid becoming his enemy. In other words, she saw Yogiri as so much of a threat that even having her thinking altered by the Gift wasn’t enough to change the way she acted.


      “Well, you can think of me as something of a youkai hunter. That should be close enough for now!”


      “And you hunt beastkin?”


      “No reason to bother beastkin who are minding their own business. Honestly, I didn’t know anything about you at all. If not for this incident, I never would have given you a second look.”


      Of course she wouldn’t have. His people did everything in their power to hide their nature as beastkin. Even when they died, they still looked like ordinary human bodies. No one would ever know they were any different. The fact that he had transformed in the other world was a sign of how crazy he had been. Sion’s mind control must have been really powerful to overturn such a deeply held principle.


      “Fine. Let’s talk about ninja and youkai, then. What did you want to know?”


      “So! You’re an indigenous beastkin, right?”


      “Yes. My family’s been living in Japan forever. Though I guess there’s always technically the chance that I personally was picked up from somewhere else.”


      “Well, we’ll never get to the end of this if we go down every possible rabbit hole. So, you’re connected to the Sumeragi family, then?”


      “Why are you so casually saying top secret stuff like that?” Haruto looked around. Luckily no one seemed to be paying them any attention. Though it was well known that the Sumeragi family led the underside of the world, that they were supported by the beastkin was strictly hidden.


      “Set a thief to catch a thief, no? Besides, with so many people involved, they could hardly hope to keep their involvement a secret.”


      Plus, Haruto was so low in the hierarchy that he really didn’t have any idea how the higher-ups were organized. Though the existence of beastkin was a secret, they had alliances with other organizations, so it made sense that their secret could have gotten out.


      “If you know the Sumeragi family, that makes this easy. If you have a connection with them, just ask them yourself. I’m the bottom rung of a side family, but I’m sure they know everything about my family.” The Sumeragis didn’t put up with rogue beastkin, who were all supposed to be under their control.


      “Hmm? Wait, do you not know what’s going on with the Sumeragi family right now?”


      “Of course not. I rarely ever see them. The most I know of is that they had some kind of conflict over succession.”


      His older sister, Akane, was involved, being the eldest child in his family, but as the youngest, Haruto had no involvement himself. He knew that the Ootori family had dropped out of the running, but nothing after that. Once the new leader had been decided, he’d assumed they’d make a big show of stating their claim and figured the conflict had yet to be resolved.


      “The Sumeragi family has been destroyed. Kisasage died, causing a huge succession war. In the end, the cat beastkin took control of everything.”


      “Why do you know all that?” Haruto sighed. For some reason, this outsider knew more about the situation than Haruto himself. It really reminded him how small he was in the grand scheme of things.


      “Knowing stuff like this is a matter of life and death for us. We’re pretty desperate when it comes to gathering information.”


      “If it’s the cats, then the Konishi family, I guess? If they won, shouldn’t it all be over by now?”


      “You’d think,” Carol said. “But they didn’t inherit the Sumeragis’ power to control the other beastkin. So as much as they won, they’re still living in a house of cards. Realistically, they have no control over the beastkin, so everything’s a mess.”


      “What do you mean, inherit? Wasn’t the power to control beastkin unique to the Sumeragi family?” He recalled the times he had met members of the Sumeragi family. Though he had only seen them from afar, he could tell they had the power to rule over beastkin like him.


      “Apparently, that power needs to be replenished from time to time. But they ended up losing the means to do so. That’s what the Konishi family...or really, everyone figured out.”


      “In other words, there’s no organization controlling the beastkin...”


      “Exactly. We don’t even have a real point of contact with them anymore.”


      “Then I guess I have no way to prove that I’m indigenous. You’ll just have to trust me.”


      “Don’t worry, I can tell from your response that you’ve been involved with the Sumeragi family in the past, so that clears my suspicions of you.”


      “What suspicions were those, exactly?”


      “There are rumors about beastkin descended from vampires living in the area. I just wanted to investigate if you were connected to them!”


      “Is it really investigating if you ask me straight out? Wait, vampires?”


      The revelation that such beastkin existed was a surprise to Haruto. Typically, Beastkin strongly inherited the traits of their original species. Maybe a beastkin that fed primarily on blood could accurately be called a vampire, but it didn’t really sound like any that he knew.


      “That’s right. They’re weak to sunlight and crosses, don’t show up in mirrors, have no shadows, and can turn themselves into mist, bats, and wolves.”


      “That’s just pure fiction, isn’t it?”


      “Oh my. I never expected to hear a line like that from Ootori, a being of pure fiction himself.”


      “Beastkin are one thing, but vampires sound too occult. Or...maybe I guess it wouldn’t be that odd?” After all, he had just experienced being transported to another world. It opened the door to all sorts of bizarre things being true.


      “I guess they’d be something like an invasive species to you. But it doesn’t look like you know anything. I was wondering if you were covering for them or something.”


      “I didn’t even know there were other groups of beastkin. Though I guess I assumed there were some elsewhere in the world.”


      “In total there are three large groups. The first is the kind that are like animals that have always been around. The second are those who were made as servants for vampires, and the last are those that were created by aliens. You’d be the third group, I guess.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      The beastkin had always been mysterious, ancient creatures, Haruto had thought. But what Carol just said flipped it all on its head.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      There was little happiness in the life of a beastkin. If your identity was revealed, you’d be purged. Marriage partners were tightly managed, leaving no room to freely fall in love. The only way they had to make use of their nature was to work in the shadows, which really just amounted to being controlled by the humans above them. Restricted and restrained at every turn, forced into life-threatening work with virtually no reward for their service, beastkin were characterized by restraints and a lack of freedom.


      That was why Haruto had considered staying behind in the other world. He could live there away from the rules of the beastkin in this world, giving him actual freedom. But when the choice was forced upon him, he chose to go home anyway. Maybe this was obvious, but the very fact it was another world made it full of inconveniences. It was a difficult place for a person from modern society to live in.


      Of course there were cities that offered the amenities of modern Japan, but it was questionable how stable those places would be now that the Great Sage was out of the picture. A new god now ruled the world. There was no way the Sages would maintain their old status. Their influence would likely wane over time. Haruto had no doubt the Sages and their servants would ultimately be driven out. Having been summoned by the Sages, without their backing, he would have been an ordinary citizen. There was no telling what kind of standing he’d have in society. So many believed it was safer to return home. Almost all of their classmates had come to that same conclusion, Haruto included.


      “Lucky for me, I’m a bird beastkin.”


      Haruto was in a place called Madonoshima, on the western edge of the Honshu region of Japan. Though it was typically referred to as an island, it was technically a peninsula. But with only a stretch of land about a hundred meters across connecting it to the rest of the mainland, it was mostly surrounded by ocean.


      Standing on the beach, Haruto looked out over the Sea of Japan at night. He was trying to look at the island across the water from him, but it wasn’t really visible from where he was standing. Stripping off his shirt, he put it in his large waist bag. He then sprouted wings from his back and slowly lifted himself into the air.


      Kurokamijima. It was an island that had supposedly sunk after a volcanic eruption. Naturally there were no ships heading there, so access to the island was quite restricted. But Haruto had his wings. Though vampires seemed like no more than occult fiction to him, the truth was that a human growing wings strong enough to let them fly was already well outside the bounds of common sense.


      Normally it was strictly against the rules for him to reveal his nature as a beastkin in a place like this, but it would be fine as long as he didn’t get caught. With the Sumeragi family having effectively collapsed, Haruto felt little reason to uphold their laws in a place like this.


      And so he flew. It was the one time that made him glad to be a beastkin. After gliding across the surface of the water for a while, he reached the place known as Kurokamijima. It was a volcanic island with a coastline of about ten kilometers and an area of seven square kilometers, but most of it had sunk below the surface of the ocean. It was a sacred island to the beastkin, a place Haruto had visited once every few years for various gatherings, but it was now barely a shadow of what it once was. Being from a small, unimportant family, Haruto had no idea about the full situation on the island. He wasn’t even allowed to approach the mountain, said to hold a god.


      Floating in the air, he looked around. There were plenty of signs that there had once been an island here. The peak of the volcano still poked out of the surface of the water. Apparently it wasn’t that the eruption had caused the portion of the island above the surface to explode, just that the expulsion of the magma beneath it left a cavity into which the island sank.


      “Then there’s a chance it survived... I guess I’ll have to get right in there.”


      Floating above the water wouldn’t accomplish anything. So Haruto flew into the sea. It was March, so the water was still quite cold. Though an ordinary person would need all kinds of equipment to follow him, as a beastkin Haruto had no problems. Surprisingly, he found what he was looking for quite quickly beneath the waves: a large object sticking out of the side of the volcano. The shining silver ritual site was Haruto’s objective here.


      “I see. So Carol’s people saw this and assumed we came from space.”


      If someone told you it was a spaceship, it wouldn’t be that hard to accept. Though its entire form wasn’t visible, a long, thin portion of it stuck out from the side of the mountain. About thirty meters wide, with about fifty meters of it sticking out of the mountain, it wasn’t clear what it was made of.


      Haruto landed on the mysterious object. A cursory glance showed no signs of a proper entrance, but there were cracks all over it. Some were large enough for a person to fit through, so he picked one and slipped inside. Though the interior was filled with water, after swimming for a while he eventually came to an area with open air. The floor and walls gave off light, giving him good visibility inside. The air was circulating well, and it seemed there was some mechanism pumping out the seawater.


      “I guess if there wasn’t something maintaining the air in here, I’d be kind of stuck.” Though beastkin were tougher than ordinary humans, that didn’t mean he could spend hours swimming in the ocean. This was a stroke of luck for him.


      Peeking into a nearby room, he saw a number of cylindrical tubes lined up. Within were various undeveloped fetuses, still small enough that it was impossible to tell whether they were human or animal. They appeared to still be alive, but as there would be no one to take care of them if they were born, Haruto could only hope they were in some kind of stasis.


      “I guess now that I think about it, I’ve never seen a pregnant beastkin before...though I guess that’s not evidence of much.”


      In day-to-day life, he had virtually no contact with beastkin. He had seen almost no adult beastkin. He knew they could engage in sexual activity, but he doubted children would ever be born from that. There were enough kinds of beastkin that you could say each individual was like their own race. It was perfectly ordinary to assume they had no ability to reproduce with each other.


      “Which means there’s a good chance the Ootori family is just a collection of random bird beastkin.”


      That would explain why no one in his family seemed to look alike. Not that every person in every family looked the same. It wasn’t really enough evidence to cast doubt on his family.


      “I didn’t expect something so artificial. But this...”


      This was the secret hidden at the center of the beastkin’s main headquarters. As someone entirely unimportant, there was no way Haruto would have any knowledge of this, but it was a somewhat familiar sight.


      “They look like Zakuro’s healing pods, don’t they?”


      When critically wounded in the other world, a god named Zakuro had saved him. He had done so by putting Haruto in a healing device in the shape of a cylindrical tube.


      “In that case...maybe it was inevitable that Zakuro’s people would save me.”


      He had never really understood why he had been saved, but maybe if one looked back far enough, they had some kind of connection. Ever since his conversation with Carol, the vague image in his mind had slowly been taking shape.


      “If this is a spaceship, I doubt it’s still capable of flight. But it’s clearly still working in some capacity. In that case...”


      Haruto decided to investigate the interior. After searching through a number of rooms, he happened on something similar to a cockpit. There was little there that would lead an ordinary person to come to that conclusion, but Haruto had experience from the other world. He had acquired a tremendous amount of knowledge through his Consultant Class. That included knowledge of Zakuro’s ship, something he had researched purely out of curiosity.


      Haruto delivered a series of taps to a spot on a seemingly blank wall. As he did, the wall lit up with all kinds of information.


      “The details are different, but the parts make it the same kind of ship, huh? That makes me doubt this is for traveling through space.”


      Did aliens, intelligent life from other planets, actually exist? There were all sorts of opinions on the question, but even the most optimistic person had to admit that the chance of meeting aliens was astronomically low. There was no concrete evidence of life on other planets. Everything they knew about it was pure conjecture.


      One might wonder if a ship like this would qualify as evidence, but Haruto came to a much more realistic conclusion. This wasn’t from some alien world. It was from a parallel reality. Haruto had traveled to a world like that before, so he knew they existed. Rather than jumping to conclusions about something entirely unknown like aliens, it made more sense to him that the ship had come from one of those worlds.


      “It seems like some kind of accident stranded it here, but there’s no sign of them calling for help.” If it was an accident, he would have expected some kind of distress signal to be sent, but there were no records of that happening. “The communications equipment still seems intact, so maybe they were actually running from something. Let’s try this...”


      If someone actually responded, it might prove more problematic than anything, but curiosity ended up winning the day. Sending a distress signal out blindly into the void had no realistic chance of success, but Haruto had an idea.


      Zakuro. Haruto knew Zakuro’s individual ID. It was something he had used to contact Zakuro in the other world. It was possible it was just something temporary, but if it wasn’t, there was a chance Haruto could make contact with him again.


      Haruto operated the holographic console before him. As much as he had extra knowledge about ships like this, it was still a terminal for a mysterious craft from another world. There was no way he would know how to operate it perfectly. But after a great deal of trial and error, he managed to send the signal.


      After waiting for a while, there was no response.


      “Not too surprising.”


      There was a chance he had messed up the procedure somehow. There was a chance the communications equipment was broken. There was a chance he had the wrong address. There was a chance it would take a huge amount of time for the signal to reach its destination. There was a chance the signal would be ignored even if it made it. Haruto could come up with countless explanations for why nothing happened. But he had done everything he could in that room, so he continued on, searching the rest.


      The other thing he hoped to find in this place was the God of Beasts. It was said the God of Beasts had been destroyed and subsequently enshrined here. He didn’t know why it had been destroyed, but despite being called a god, there hadn’t been that much of a fuss over its fall among the beastkin. It had probably already been no more than a symbol by then.


      But if the Sumeragi family had lost its power to control the beastkin, there was a chance something with the God of Beasts had changed. It made sense that their power was somehow connected to that god’s authority. Perhaps the fall of the Sumeragi family was connected to the destruction of the God of Beasts somehow.


      Wandering aimlessly around the craft, Haruto found himself in a circular room. Beastkin corpses were piled high. The island had sunk years ago and supposedly been abandoned since then, but these bodies showed no signs of decay. He didn’t know what would happen to the bodies now, but he wasn’t overly concerned about them.


      “If the core of the God of Beasts were here, I would have expected it to be in this room...but I doubt that’s it.”


      A closer inspection found no more than a pile of bodies of beastkin of varying races.


      “I guess I’m not going to find anything.” Haruto had looked around in hopes of finding clues to his own origins. He had found most of what he was looking for, so maybe now was as good a time as any to call it a day.


      “Looking for something?”


      “No way...” Turning around, Haruto saw a slender man in a black suit standing behind him.


      “You called, I had the ability to answer, and it doesn’t cost me much to do so, so why not come take a look?”


      “I didn’t expect you to actually answer. Um...sorry, I didn’t really have any pressing business or anything...” He had sent the message with the assumption that it wouldn’t do anything. He couldn’t help but suddenly feel guilty about what he’d done.


      “Ah, don’t worry about that. This is just a shadow of me. I guess in this world’s terms, you could call it a temporary cache? I can send important information back to my main body, but otherwise this one will eventually disappear. So you can relax.”


      “In that case, long time no see. Do you remember who I am?” Haruto asked. It was possible the Zakuro he had met in the other world was a similar shadow, in which case Haruto had no idea if the real Zakuro even knew about him.


      “Yeah. There was a good chance the Overlord was in that world, so that was my real body. No telling what she would have said otherwise.”


      “Um, Miss UEG is...”


      “Destroyed. I’m already aware. Not a surprise, considering her personality. I figured she’d end up that way eventually. She had already been missing for ages without much issue, so her being gone doesn’t really change all that much. So, what are you looking for?”


      “I was looking for someone they call the Head, the God of Beasts.”


      “Hmm...there are still some traces here. Come with me.” Zakuro headed to the edge of the circular room, Haruto close behind him. “There are traces of him on those bodies back there, so they were likely temporary bodies he used. But this is the core.”


      “This?”


      Zakuro motioned to a crushed mess on the floor. There was a clear shoe print in it, meaning it had certainly been crushed underfoot, but besides that it was hard to tell what it ever was.


      “Yeah. This is the central core. It looks like it was trying to escape but someone stepped on it. So, what are you going to do?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You didn’t call me just to find this thing, did you?” Zakuro gave an exasperated look.
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      “Really, I never expected you to answer. If I had to say, then yes, this is what I was looking for.”


      “I thought for sure you were going to ask me to revive it for you,” Zakuro said.


      “Could you?”


      “Most likely. It doesn’t look like it’s entirely dead, though it doesn’t seem like it has the strength to revive itself.”


      “Would you really grant a wish like that so easily?”


      “If I can do it easily enough, why not?” That was the kind of god Zakuro was. With enormous power at his fingertips, he had few inhibitions about putting that power to use.


      “Could... Could you let me think about it for a bit?”


      “That’s fine, but remember I won’t be here forever. This shadow will disappear eventually.”


      The God of Beasts. The symbolic leader of all beastkin, which they all worshipped. As one of his followers, it went without saying that Haruto should jump at the chance to save him, but as a young Japanese man, he couldn’t help but feel like things might be fine the way they were. The Sumeragi family’s fall had likely been caused by the death of the God of Beasts. If things were left as they were, there was a good chance beastkin society would be entirely wiped out. That was the ideal outcome in Haruto’s eyes. He wouldn’t miss the chains they put on him. He could live the rest of his life as an ordinary person, never transforming again.


      But...expecting beastkin society to just disappear like that might have been too optimistic. The Sumeragi family’s influence had wavered because they’d failed to maintain their power to control beastkin. There was a chance that another group might try to take control of the beastkin by force. In that case, a small, unimportant family like the Ootori family could easily find themselves at a disadvantage. There was a reasonable chance that the new order would be even more oppressive. In that case, reviving the God of Beasts here and getting in his good graces was probably the best course of action.


      “Could I ask you to revive him for me then?” In the end, after considerable deliberation, what eventually sealed the deal was pure curiosity. This was the God of Beasts. The youngest child of some no-name family would normally never get the chance to meet him. Haruto wanted to see what he was like.


      “Very well.” Zakuro stretched out a hand towards the smooshed mess on the floor, shooting a beam of light at it. As he did, the crushed core slowly began to retake its shape. It reformed itself into a ball, like a person’s head—a hairless head much like that of a baby, with no body.


      “Ohh...ohhh! My power... It’s coming back!” a voice echoed in the back of Haruto’s mind. Though the baby’s mouth didn’t move, it was clearly the source of the voice. Maybe it had been called the “Head of the Beastkin” because it was literally just a head. In any case, the revelation was a disappointment to Haruto.


      “Your body... Give me your body...” The Head glared at Haruto. Apparently it actually wanted his body.


      “Hmm. Would you not prefer those ones? They were the ones you used before, no?” As if to protect Haruto, Zakuro picked up the Head with his left hand. His grip had his fingers over the Head’s mouth, showing very little respect for the creature.


      “You... Who are you? Why are you here?”


      “I don’t think that matters. You’re being revived. You don’t need to worry about the details.” Zakuro stepped over to the pile of bodies and stretched out his right hand, shooting a beam of light at them. As he did, the dead bodies began to squirm.


      “You can revive people that easily?”


      “Whether this is easy or not is a matter of perspective. Their souls are already gone, so all I’m doing is repairing their bodies. That’s no problem for this guy, though.” Zakuro casually tossed the Head onto the pile of bodies. It sank into the corpses before rapidly beginning to transform.


      The beastkin bodies quickly lost their shape, gathering together into a single form. Fusing together and then growing, they gradually took on a new shape. What resulted was a chimera bearing the features of multiple animals. The huge creature shone gold, with four legs, wings, a snake for a tail, and an enormous human head. Its form really lent credibility to the title of God of Beasts, a creature worshipped by all beastkin. Anyone would bow to it, even if they weren’t beastkin. It had that kind of a divine aura to it. Any idiot would understand how outclassed they were just by standing in its presence.


      The Head roared with laughter. Thrilled at having a body once again, it pranced around the room like an excited puppy. And yet Haruto watched the whole display with a coldness in his eyes, disappointed in what he saw. Normally, beastkin were unable to think like that. Their bodies, their minds, their thoughts all existed to serve the God of Beasts. But Haruto wasn’t all that scared of it. Of course, if they fought, he’d lose easily. Though beastkin were stronger than ordinary people, it wasn’t by all that much. It wouldn’t even be considered a fight. But it was like looking at a wild bear. It was no more than a huge, violent beast in his eyes.


      “I feel kind of stupid for being controlled by something like this for so long.”


      “You! Why do you not bow?! Why do you not lower your head?!” After calming down a little, the Head noticed Haruto standing unbothered nearby.


      “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just too used to it.” He had been so strong during his time in the other world, and he had encountered beings far, far stronger than this one. In comparison, the God of Beasts seemed hopelessly flimsy and weak. Looking at it rationally, it seemed like small fry in the greater scheme of things. Without knowing the creature’s history, he felt it lacked the dignity of a god.


      “Bold words for food like you! But no matter. You would be no more than a single bite. My power... It has returned to where it was just before I went to sleep! I am only a few steps away! I will eat all the food I have prepared and retake my full strength! I will rule all, then reach the sea of stars!”


      A vision appeared in Haruto’s mind of the Head arriving on Earth in antiquity. Terribly wounded, it went into a deep sleep, awakening only occasionally. It required nourishment to repair itself. But the life of this planet didn’t suit it. So it had modified the creatures that lived here, transforming them to better fit its purposes. By consuming those modified life forms, it slowly repaired its own body. It would sleep again, then awake again.


      As the process repeated, the life forms it created developed their own culture, making it closer to the sea of stars themselves. So it stopped simply devouring them and began to consider using them to reach its destination.


      The sea of stars? Was that space? No, it was likely another parallel world. In any case, it didn’t seem far from its goal. Now that it had been revived, it would rule over all civilization for its own purposes. In other words, it would conquer the world. That sounded like a ridiculous idea in modern society, but a creature like this wouldn’t care about the benefits or damages it caused to humanity. It wasn’t entirely impossible it could accomplish such a thing.


      “Lord Zakuro, could I take back my earlier request? I feel like it’s actually better if this thing stays dead.”


      “Really? Well, I don’t mind.” Zakuro lifted a hand towards the Head.


      “You bastard! What are you doing?! You are going to follow the orders of lowly food?! Stop!” Clearly aware of the difference in power between them, the Head began to panic, creeping backwards.


      “Hmm. Haruto wants me to kill you, but you want me to stop. Honestly I don’t care much which of the two of you gets your way...but sorry. I have a bit more history with Haruto.” Light shot from Zakuro’s hand, washing over the Head. In an instant, the creature’s body ignited.


      The Head writhed in agony as it began to transform. It swelled up, reaching out towards Haruto but ultimately burned up before it could make it. Its body distorted, split, then was reduced to ash.


      “I will...go back...to the sea...” No longer able to physically speak, the Head’s voice once again poured into the back of Haruto’s mind. It was begging for its life. Even amid the flames, it begged him to rescue its core.


      But Haruto didn’t move. As the creator of the beastkin, it had the power to rule them. That power should have overridden any will Haruto had, but he’d brushed it off easily. In short order, the creature had become smoldering ashes. This time, it was definitely dead for sure.


      “Oh, I forgot to mention, if you kill a god that is reasonably powerful, it’ll eventually come back to life on its own. There’s no way to permanently destroy one...or so I thought until recently.”


      “How quickly? Like, in the next few days?”


      “No, it usually takes tens of thousands of years.”


      “In that case, no problem.” Haruto didn’t care about such a distant future.


      “I don’t know the details, but that thing was like a parent to you, wasn’t it? I know it’s a bit late, but are you okay with killing it?”


      “I didn’t want to get wrapped up in something crazy like world conquest. Besides, this world has Yogiri Takatou.”


      If the Head was going to die on its own, that would be fine. But there was a good chance the rest of the beastkin would get caught up in the fight as well. And Yogiri had already killed millions of people who had done nothing wrong just because they were tangentially related to someone in his way.


      “I see. By the way, that was all the power I had left.”


      “Huh? Wait, were we actually in danger?”


      “Yeah. If I hadn’t been able to kill it completely, it probably would have killed us instead. Anyway, if anything ever comes up, feel free to call me again. My main body remembers you fondly, so I doubt he’ll ignore you.”


      “So no memories of this are going back to your main body, then?”


      “It takes quite a bit of work to send memories back. I don’t think what we did today warrants the effort.” With that, Zakuro’s shadow vanished.


      “Now what?” Though only vaguely, Haruto felt like he had a grasp on how beastkin society worked now. The power to rule beastkin. By overcoming that power aimed at him, he felt like he had an idea of how to use it himself. “Anyway, I better not push my luck with it.”


      Yogiri Takatou. Once one learned of him, nothing they did could make them forget. In everything they did, they could always see that one ultimate line they could never cross.


      “But call him again, huh?”


      The communication device was stuck here on this mysterious ship beneath the sea. Haruto had a lot of thinking to do about his next steps.

    

  

  
    
      Names


      The Dannoura School of Archery was founded in the Heian Era. Very much an ancient martial art, it was not simply archery, but instead a martial art that covered numerous combat-related disciplines. Though originally they accepted all students, as time passed the arts they practiced became something taught only to their own children, until the present day where it was barely known outside its own doors.


      One might be led by this history to believe the Dannoura family kept their techniques as closely guarded secrets, but they actually had no concern about hiding their knowledge. Of course it was advantageous for an opponent to have no knowledge of your techniques, but on the other hand, making the assumption that your techniques were all secret was actually a dangerous gamble. The ideal and ultimate goal of the Dannoura School of Archery was to produce skills and techniques that left no room for others to fight back even if they fully understood those practices. As they struggled towards that end, they had ended up developing techniques that were impossible for ordinary humans.


      Constantly drawing powerful and skilled bloodlines into their family, their inherited traits became the foundation on which their techniques were built. This led to the development of techniques that ordinary humans could never accomplish, leading them to their present situation. That meant it was all but impossible for them to accept outside students.


      And yet even as a second-year high school student, Tomochika somehow had an apprentice: Fukura Gokurakuten. She had come to learn from them around the time Tomochika had first entered high school. Everyone had assumed the girl would give up more or less immediately, but Fukura was still regularly visiting the dojo.


      “This is a pretty serious problem.”


      In the dojo, the two Dannoura sisters were facing each other. The younger sister Tomochika sat cross-legged wearing a tracksuit, while the older sister Chiharu sat legs wide in what looked more like standard martial arts gi.


      Though the first word one would think to associate with Chiharu was “round,” her large body didn’t come from neglecting her health. In the same vein as a sumo wrestler, she underwent strenuous training to build thick and heavy muscles. Though her appearance made it easy to underestimate her, those who did so would quickly regret it.


      By the way, she looked very similar to Mokomoko, the guardian spirit that had accompanied Tomochika to the other world. Recently Tomochika had almost slipped up by calling her by Mokomoko’s name a number of times.


      “What’s that?” It was pretty rare for her sister to call her out like this, but Tomochika had no idea what she was talking about.


      “Fukura of course! We thought we could just teach her some self-defense and be done with it, but she’s showing no sign of quitting!”


      “Why is that a problem? I thought she’d give up quickly too, but isn’t sticking with it a good thing?” Tomochika was making quite a bit of cash from teaching Fukura at this point. Honestly, losing that income would put her in quite a bind.


      “You’ve begun teaching her the Dannoura style, right?”


      Fukura was actually a really good student. She was honest and straightforward, quickly picked up on what you taught her, and was quite flexible in applying the lessons. She had far surpassed the level of basic self-defense, so they had already accomplished their goal, but Tomochika had started pushing her training further. They all thought the Dannoura School techniques were impossible for ordinary people, but Tomochika had begun to hope that a genius like Fukura might be able to learn their ways at least partially.


      “A little bit, but I’m taking it slowly,” Tomochika replied. Right now, she had skipped over all the hand-to-hand skills and focused on ranged combat.


      There were two general reasons for that. First and most naturally, letting your enemy get close was a huge risk. It was much safer if you could defeat them from a distance. The second reason was the hand-to-hand techniques themselves. The strikes and blows taught in the Dannoura School had a tremendous backlash on the user’s body. There were of course techniques to account for that, but they presumed a strong and refined body. If they were going to take things half-heartedly, Tomochika figured it was best to stick to throwing techniques.


      “Teaching her in and of itself is fine. But that gives rise to a grave problem.”


      “Uh... I’m not following. We’re focusing on safety above... Well, at least I don’t think there’s a chance of her getting seriously hurt.” She couldn’t quite claim what they were doing was “safe.” When it came to martial arts, there was no such thing as absolute safety. They were specifically learning techniques used to hurt people. The stronger those techniques, the greater the chance that even a small mistake could leave someone injured.


      “The names.”


      “The names?”


      “Of the techniques! I am saying teaching the current names of the Dannoura School techniques to an outsider will be a huge issue!”


      “The current names? You mean like ‘First Teaching,’ ‘First Placement,’ and ‘First Item’?”


      “They’re just numbers! It sounds lame!” Chiharu exclaimed.


      “You trying to pick a fight with aikido too?”


      “I have thoughts about aikido’s naming sense as well, but they have ordinary technique names like Four Corner Throw and Entering Throw too. We have nothing but numbers!”


      There was some utility in using only numbers to refer to a school’s techniques, as it made it harder to guess what those techniques would involve and thus made them easier to conceal, but in the case of the Dannoura School it was likely because coming up with names had been too much of a pain.


      “I thought that’s just how things were. I’m surprised it bothers you. If that’s the case, I thought you would have done something about it a long time ago.”


      “Original techniques I have developed myself can use names from my own imagination, of course, but I can hardly apply such things to ancient techniques.” Her somewhat stilted way of speaking was in and of itself a huge improvement. She used to weave the royal “we” in and out of her conversations all the time.


      “Original techniques?” Tomochika asked. “You’ve made some?”


      “For example, the Dannoura Style Flying Body Attack or the Dannoura Style Extend Arrow.”


      “Could you at least give your own techniques proper names?!” Tomochika immediately recalled all sorts of noncombat techniques related to the school, like the Dannoura Style Unlocking Technique or the Dannoura Style Driving Technique.


      “Now that I think about it, putting ‘Dannoura Style’ in front of it doesn’t add any information, so perhaps it is not necessary,” Chiharu said.


      “So you’ll just call it ‘Flying Body Attack’? And what does Extend Arrow even mean?”


      “It is a powerful technique in which you fix a transforming bow into the ground or a wall, then use your whole body to draw it back. If you pick your location wisely, you can get tremendous power out of it!”


      “So they’re both terrible...”


      “Yes, I am aware these names may be a result of youthful indiscretion on my part. Should I need to teach them to anyone else, I will immediately feel embarrassed!”


      “Don’t worry, I don’t think I’ll be teaching Fukura any Flying Body Attacks or Extend Arrows.”


      “Leaving aside my original techniques, the issue is that if we are to seriously teach our techniques to an outsider, we need to come up with names for them first!”


      “Can we just change the names on our own? Don’t we need grandpa’s permission?” Tomochika asked.


      “Fear not! We can simply relegate these new names to only be used while teaching Fukura! We do not need to change the actual names themselves!”


      “Okay, then...so what kind of names were you thinking?”


      “That is what we need to discuss. Perhaps it is odd for me to say so myself, but I have little confidence in my own naming sense.”


      “Makes sense if it’s producing things like ‘Extend Arrow’...” Tomochika murmured.


      “That is why I thought to discuss it with you.”


      “I’m not sure this is really worth the time...” Though it seemed like a tremendous waste of time, it wasn’t like Tomochika had very much else to do, so she reluctantly agreed to help.


      “Picking names for all of them right away will be impossible,” Chiharu started, “so let’s start by picking names for techniques you are likely to teach her.”


      “So far I’ve just been teaching her throwing techniques, but I don’t think I’ve told her any of the names.”


      “We are still in the clear, then! You can simply make an offhand comment about the names now and we can make it in time! What have you taught her?”


      “Uh...what was it, the fifty-third? The one where you use just your fingers and wrist to throw small rocks.” Tomochika pulled a hundred-yen coin from her pocket and casually threw it.


      “My eyes, my eyes!!!” It struck the business suit-clad dummy in the corner of the dojo dead in the eye. Its name was Mr. Target. Right beside him was a dummy modeled after a housewife carrying groceries home, named Mrs. Stabs.


      “That is number fifty-seven. Are you sure you are cut out for teaching?”


      “Maybe you’re right. We should have names for these that are easier to remember.” Truthfully, Tomochika only vaguely knew the names of their techniques. “It seemed pretty easy, so I started with that one.”


      “Hmm...if we are going to be giving them names, we need some sort of pattern. For example, based on the type of technique, like Shoulder Throw or Entering Throw.”


      “Then what about something like Wrist Throw?” Tomochika suggested.


      “That’s no good. Perhaps instead we should name it based on its utility?”


      “Hmm...then how about Free Throw?”


      The standout quality of this technique was that it allowed one to throw something with minimal movement, making it hard to read. It allowed the user to throw something in any direction if the wrist could move freely that way. It was better suited to striking enemies to the side or behind you by surprise than facing an opponent head-on. Since it only used the wrist and above, it didn’t have too much power behind it, requiring the user to draw as much strength out of their wrist and fingers as possible.


      “Rejected!”


      “If you refuse all my suggestions, I’m just going back inside.” If Chiharu was just going to complain every time Tomochika suggested something, there was no reason for her to stick around. Tomochika started to stand.


      “I’m sorry! I won’t just complain, I promise!” Chiharu clung to her. As pathetic as she looked, one couldn’t ignore her lightning-fast maneuvering to keep Tomochika in place.


      “So what, then?”


      “Let us see... To make it sound cool, perhaps there is no need for it to be especially accurate. Perhaps we should try something that sounds more like an ultimate technique?” As the two sat back down, Chiharu sank into thought.


      “You mean like Tiger Claw Chain Fang?” Tomochika said, throwing out a name she thought you might see in a video game.


      “Exactly!”


      “Come on, we can’t just use names taken from video games.”


      “No, no, we do not need to use it as is. I mean that adding the name of an animal makes it much better, no? Like Fierce Tiger Climbs the Mountain!”


      “That’s because you make a scratching motion when you do the attack, like a tiger climbing a mountain, right? Well, for a throwing technique, something involving a bird would make the most sense, I think. Like eagles, or hawks... Ah! What about ‘hien,’ Flying Swallow? I feel like that’s used in a lot of fast techniques.”


      “Not bad... In fact, precisely what I was looking for...but...does it not feel like it lacks a sense of ancient Japanese history to it?”


      “Jeez! You want it to sound ancient too? So what, you want something that sounds like it’s from Heian Japan? Do I need to break out my old textbooks?!”


      “Well, the Dannoura School was founded in the Heian era, but its roots actually run much farther back. Hiehie Dannoura was certainly the origin of the school, but at that point he was already far beyond ordinary for a human being. Selective breeding must have started much before his time.”


      “If you’re going to change the subject, I’m just going to leave.”


      “Wait, wait, wait! That direction is not a bad one! However...I see. A name using the Chinese reading like that makes it sound Chinese itself. So instead of the Chinese reading of ‘hien,’ the Japanese reading of ‘tobitsubame’ would be better!”


      “Hm...now that you mention it, I think you’re right. That does make it sound more old-fashioned...except that we’re naming these now, not in ancient Japan! So should we call fifty-seven ‘tobitsubame,’ then?”


      “No, I’d rather save that name for a quicker technique.”


      “You’re making this awfully difficult. I feel like fifty-seven is plenty fast. Maybe some kind of insect name is fitting, then. If you want to talk about having freedom of movement, I would think of something like a dragonfly since they can hover in place.”


      “Yes, yes...dragonflies and wasps could both be useful...and though this has nothing to do with your suggestions, what about the ikaruga?”


      “Ikaruga? Isn’t that a city in Nara? Wait, you’re talking about a pigeon!”


      “In actuality, the ikaruga is not a pigeon, but a variety of sparrow. They used to be found in great numbers in ancient Nara, so there is a theory that the city’s name was taken from them.”


      “That’s great, but why the ikaruga?”


      “Because...it sounds kind of cool...”


      “There’s also a shooting game with that name, huh? Really, this is all because you wanted to give the techniques names. I don’t really mind.”


      “For the record, the game took that name because the ikaruga is black and white.”


      “I see.”


      In the game Ikaruga, bullets came in white and black varieties, and switching between them was a core part of gameplay. Tomochika had never really considered the title before, but hearing the explanation, it made sense.


      “I don’t know what kind of bird that is, but fine.”


      And so number fifty-seven came to be known as “Ikaruga.”


      “But I’d feel kind of bad acting like these are ancient names when we just came up with them now,” Tomochika added.


      “Think of the convenience! Teaching her the numbers will be much more difficult!”


      “Fine. I’ll deal with it, then.”


      “Now, let us attribute ‘tobitsubame’ to a technique. Which one would fit?” asked Chiharu.


      “The fastest throwing technique we have, huh? Maybe number forty-three? The one where you throw with all your strength.” Number forty-three had a large amount of wind-up, leaving the user considerably vulnerable, but it had tremendous power. If you wanted the fastest one possible, that kind of power fit.


      “You are thinking of forty-eight. In any case, it doesn’t have the light feeling of a swallow, does it?”


      “Then I guess instead of power, you want the speed of the technique itself. How about sixty-two?” Tomochika suggested. That one was a technique to pull a rock from one’s pocket and throw it all in a single motion.


      “I guess that would be the choice if we were to focus on the initial motion. It is quite similar to Iai in that sense, is it not?”


      “I don’t really care, but it fits, right?”


      “Then sixty-two can be ‘Tobitsubame.’ On that note, the swallow seems to fit well for naming, does it not?”


      “It has more of an ancient Japanese feeling than something like an eagle or a hawk, I suppose.” Though the words for eagle and hawk existed in ancient Japan, they felt a bit stiff. The word for swallow felt a bit more traditionally Japanese.


      “Yes,” Chiharu agreed, “eagle and hawk are somewhat lacking in elegance!”


      “Then should we think of a bunch of ‘swallow’ names?”


      “If we think of actual bird names, we have hole swallow, rain swallow, rock swallow, sea swallow... They kind of give a sense of elemental properties, do they not?”


      “Maybe, but it’s not like our techniques are going to spray water or make rocks or anything,” Tomochika commented.


      “Sometimes they would. We start working with things like liquid poison and acid after hidden twenty-eight.”


      “We have techniques like that?!”


      “You have the talent... If only you had the motivation,” Chiharu sighed. “You still haven’t learned the hidden techniques, have you?”


      “I don’t feel that motivated...” It wasn’t that Tomochika particularly disliked training, she just didn’t feel the drive to work at it. She felt some responsibility for carrying on the family tradition, but that was about it. There was nothing else really motivating her to learn.


      “Anyway, techniques involving poison should have more sinister names, so we can leave those for now,” Chiharu declared.


      “Especially since we’re supposed to be thinking of names for the techniques I’ll be teaching Fukura.” Obviously, she wouldn’t be teaching Fukura anything she didn’t know that well herself, and anything involving poison or acid fell well beyond the bounds of self-defense.


      “Aside from associations with water, ‘rain’ could refer to a wide-ranging attack that is difficult to avoid,” Chiharu said. “Eighty-seven sounds like a good fit.” Eighty-seven was a technique where the user spun, throwing rocks in all directions. One could liken it to something like rain.


      “That works for the rain swallow, but I don’t know if we’re going to find something for ‘hole,’ ‘rock,’ or ‘sea.’”


      “Likely not all at once. What other techniques have you taught her?”


      “The first one was just throwing things straight, so eighteen.” In Japanese “eighteenth” was a metaphor for one’s favorite technique, so that one was easy to remember. She was pretty sure she’d gotten the number right this time.


      “Eighteen, huh? That is just throwing something in a straight line... Are there any birds besides swallows we could use?”


      “So it has to be a bird? Hmm...how about ‘shimaenaga’?”


      The shimaenaga, or the long-tailed tit, was a kind of bird that was known as the “snow fairy” for its cuteness and lived in the Hokkaido region.


      “You just picked that one because you like them, didn’t you? I mean, I do too, but I do not think it works for the name of a technique.”


      “Then how about ‘suzume’? Apparently, Fukura was named after a kind of sparrow.”


      The Gokurakuten family had a custom of giving names with auspicious meanings. Hers was drawn from the way sparrows puffed up to protect themselves from the cold. Maybe she had taken a liking to the birds personally, as Fukura had a miniature sparrow strapped to her bag.


      “Similar to the shimaenaga, it doesn’t sound very powerful, does it?” Chiharu mumbled.


      “If you want something strong and we can’t use eagle or hawk...how about crow?” Tomochika thought back to crows picking through their garbage. They gave a crafty, tenacious impression.


      “Oh! That is a good thought! It sounds like it could be from ancient Japan as well! We have the myth of the Yatagarasu, no?”


      “But ‘Yatagarasu’ sounds a bit too strong, doesn’t it?”


      “True. We need something more plain for eighteen. We should save that for something more impressive.”


      “Then why not just use ‘crow’ by itself?”


      “Ah, simplicity can lend it a certain measure of strength too.”


      “So...flying crow? Tobigarasu?”


      “Though it is similar to tobitsubame, it doesn’t feel like it fits, does it?”


      “Then what else can we think of using the word crow?” Tomochika pulled out her phone. “Something that fits... How about this? Akegarasu, or dawn crow.”


      “What does it mean? It would be a problem if the meaning failed to match the technique.”


      “Uh...a crow that cries at dawn. Or its voice. It’s also called a daybreak crow. It could also refer to something that interrupts a dream of intimacy. Maybe it’s not that great—”


      “Perfect! It matches well enough! That cold, indifferent, unsympathetic feeling is great. Just like the crow, an emotionless herald of the end of life!”


      “I don’t think that has anything to do with the technique itself, and all of our techniques can be used to end people’s lives, but if you like it, then sure.” Tomochika couldn’t be bothered to try to think of any other options.


      “I think we have a grasp on the general formula now. Let us return to one of the more powerful techniques, like number forty-eight from earlier. It has tremendous power, so I would like its name to be rather flashy.”


      “I haven’t taught Fukura that one yet, so I don’t think we need to worry about it. I don’t think she’ll be able to pull it off.”


      “It will be impossible for her to manage the full technique, so we can only teach her up to the point she can handle. But even a partial understanding may prove useful someday.”


      It was a throwing technique that used not only all of your muscles, tendons, and bones, but even the flow of blood and movement of your internal organs. Naturally an ordinary human couldn’t do such a thing. They would only be able to make use of the parts of their body they could consciously move.


      “So you want to call that one ‘Yatagarasu,’ then?”


      “Yatagarasu... Yatagarasu... It does not seem quite right. While this is certainly a power technique, I feel that name is better suited to something more technical, not so straightforward and muscle-brained as this one.”


      “So you want strong birds but not eagles or hawks? Are there any options left other than something like archaeopteryx?”


      “Archaeopteryx? I find it hard to imagine the ancient Japanese knew of such a creature. As a joke...what about something like a pteranodon?!”


      “That’s not a bird, that’s a reptile. And it’s not even close to Japanese. But if you’re okay with it... No, never mind, that wouldn’t make it okay.” She briefly imagined telling Fukura, “This technique is called the Pteranodon.” That was all it took for her to shoot down the idea.


      “Then what about the quetzalcoatlus?” Chiharu suggested.


      “That’s the same thing!”


      “No, it’s not! The pteranodon’s name is derived from Greek, meaning ‘toothless wings,’ while the quetzalcoatlus is named after the winged serpent god of the Aztecs!”


      Tomochika would later learn that the name Quetzalcoatl came from the ancient Aztec words “feathered serpent,” and so meant effectively the same thing.


      “Something strong... Then what about fictional birds? Like the Suzaku!”


      “Suzaku! That sounds...” Chiharu hesitated. “Well, I’ve seen martial arts manga that use the names of those gods for their techniques already. I don’t want to sound like we stole it...”


      “Why not? There are plenty of examples of the same name being used for multiple techniques.”


      For example, the scoop throw, Sukuinage. Both judo and sumo had throws by that name, but the way you “scooped” your opponent was different, so they looked like entirely different techniques.


      “In that case, I feel like a great deal of mythological figures could work for us! For example, Garuda!”


      “Garuda? I feel like I’ve heard that name before. Is that Japanese?” Tomochika asked.


      “It is a Buddhist name, so it should be fine! That should make it easy to pass off as a name chosen long ago.”


      The Garuda were one of the eight legions of Buddhism, and they were benevolent gods of protection. They were said to resemble giant birds and often drawn as humans with bird heads. The Garbhadhatu Mandala depicted them and was made around the Heian Era as well, so that lent credibility to the idea that the name had been used since the origin of the school.


      “Are Garuda strong?”


      “They are a kind of god, and they eat snakes and dragons, making them mortal enemies! Dragons are obviously powerful, so that makes Garuda even stronger! It should be among the strongest of all birds!”


      “Okay, sure. Let’s go with that, then.” Seeing her sister so worked up, Tomochika was starting to check out.
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      “Hello!”


      Just as Tomochika was starting to think they had come up with enough names, a voice called out from outside the dojo. There was only one person besides their family who would enter their property as far as the dojo without waiting to be let inside: Fukura Gokurakuten.


      She was the one student of the Dannoura School of Archery, and would be entering her first year of middle school that spring. Fukura was the princess of a wealthy family, which, along with her cute appearance, made her an easy target for those with ill intentions. Since she so vehemently refused to be assigned bodyguards, she had instead been sent to the Dannoura School to learn self-defense.


      “Hmm. I guess that is all for today. Make sure you teach her the names we came up with.” Chiharu stood.


      “Uh...fifty-seven was Ikaruga, sixty-two was Tobitsubame, eighty-seven was Amatsubame, eighteen was Akegarasu, and forty-eight was Garuda?”


      “I believe so. Later we will get it down in writing.”


      “If we’re writing it down, I’d like to start with the numbers we have already.” Though Tomochika knew the techniques themselves, she had a hard time keeping their numbers straight.


      “I shall take care of it.”


      As Chiharu left, Fukura stepped in, already wearing her tracksuit. “Were you sparring with Chiharu?” she asked.


      “Oh, no, we were just talking. Okay, shall we practice?” Tomochika stood up and began stretching. “Oh, by the way, did I ever tell you the name of the techniques we’ve been using?” Tomochika started casually.


      “No. Since you didn’t say anything, I figured it was just a standard throwing technique.”


      “Well, the one we were just learning is called Akegarasu.”


      “I see, so it does have a proper name!” Fukura’s eyes were all but glowing.


      Ugh...now I’m starting to feel guilty!


      The teacher had picked a name for the technique. That was all it was, but for some reason Tomochika couldn’t help but feel like she had done something wrong.

    

  

  
    
      Superpowers


      Supernatural powers were generally thought to be something acquired at the age of self-awareness. Naturally, newborns or children yet unborn would generally destroy themselves if they tried to use supernatural abilities at their age. So only those who were able to exercise some modicum of control over their powers until they were old enough to understand them survived, with those powers being discovered at a later stage in life.


      Izuna was one such child. By the time he grew old enough to notice, he could cut things. It probably wasn’t hard to imagine how that quickly led to tragedy. The trigger was some trivial, ordinary experience. Children experience things like that all the time. They can’t find their favorite toy or are told to stop watching TV and eat their dinner... There are any number of small things that can make a small child’s temper flare.


      But in his case, the result was his family being killed. In the same way another child might throw away a toy they had no interest in at the moment, he casually used his power, drenching the living room of his house in blood. He likely hadn’t understood what he had done, but either way, he was suddenly faced with the reality that his mother, father, and older sister had been sliced to pieces and weren’t moving. In his confusion, he began to wail, and concerned neighbors who came to check in on him were cut down in a similar fashion.


      In the end, there were around twenty victims, including policemen, before he was successfully taken into custody. One officer, finally recognizing what kind of incident they were dealing with, called for backup, at which point Division Zero, a division of the police that dealt with supernatural phenomena, was called into action.


      He was a dangerous child but didn’t even understand what he was doing. Naturally, they couldn’t just send him to an orphanage. He would need to be kept in a specialized facility. There were two options like that in Japan: the Institute and the Agency. In Izuna’s case, he was sent to the Agency’s Japanese branch. The Agency had more experience dealing with powers like his, and they had higher hopes they would be able to deal with him.


      So Izuna was imprisoned, and the Agency began researching him. Even the name “Izuna” was a code name given to him by that organization. Though he remembered his original name being similar, he didn’t know his last name or what characters were used to write that name, so he had no way to trace his heritage.


      Many would find it reasonable to simply execute such individuals for having powers that dangerous, but it was never considered in his case. Not for any ethical reason either—the Agency balked at nothing when it came to protecting the world. If killing him would solve the problem, they wouldn’t hesitate. But some powers were what they called “parasitic types.” When the user died, there was a chance those powers would transfer to another person. With no way to determine the source of his power, the safest way to deal with such a dangerous specimen was incarceration.


      Though the Agency had no qualms about violating human rights, besides being imprisoned, Izuna wasn’t treated all that poorly. A needlessly cruel or harsh environment could lead to a mental breakdown, after all. They couldn’t risk him making attempts on his own life. They needed him to have a peaceful life while in their care. But although they claimed to treat him decently, that was only from their own selfish perspective. He was a toddler barely at the age of self-awareness, now trapped in a room and cared for by robots. Nothing natural could be born from that.


      And so Izuna grew without much social interaction.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “What do you want? I don’t remember saying you could sit with me, and I definitely don’t remember asking to hear your made-up nonsense,” Ryouko Ninomiya complained, suddenly having the story of some boy named Izuna dumped on her by Carol after her sudden and unexpected arrival. While she was trying to enjoy the café’s latest frappé, Carol had slid into the seat opposite her and just started blabbing.


      “Come on, don’t be like that! You’re being way too cold! Aren’t we supposed to be partners?”


      “I know it turned out that way in the other world, but that was just a temporary situation. Realistically, we shouldn’t be getting along.”


      Carol belonged to the Agency, while Ryouko was from a family of ninja belonging to the Institute. Since both organizations dealt with similar matters, they often came into conflict. They weren’t openly hostile, but neither were they in a situation where they could be particularly friendly. Ryouko had been willing to work with Carol because she had assumed there was no getting back home from the other world. It had been an act of desperation, justified by the understanding that her role at the Institute was over.


      “Hm? I don’t think rank and file like us should worry about that.”


      “Of course we should. I’m sure we both have plenty of secrets to keep. Any time spent together risks leaking confidential information.” Despite her words, however, Ryouko made no move to get rid of Carol or to leave herself.


      Carol, meanwhile, just laughed. “Like I said, we’re small fry here. What kind of secrets could we really have?”


      “Was that little middle schooler’s fantasy story you just shared something you should be talking about in public?”


      “A middle schooler’s fantasy? That’s mean. If Izuna heard you, he’d be really hurt.”


      “If it’s true, then I want to be involved even less.”


      “But you’ve got time, don’t you?”


      “I am actually quite busy trying to enjoy this butter matcha chestnut cream sakura strawberry chocolate frappé.”


      Carol laughed again. “Yes, that’s what we call having free time! No busy high school student can waste their time at a café enjoying tea like you are!”


      “Just leave me alone,” Ryouko replied to the subtle jab at her having no friends.


      “So anyway, to continue with the story...”


      “Please don’t.”


      “Come on, hear me out. Or what, are you going to charge me money even though we’re friends? Ah, I get it. Time is precious for a beautiful girl like you. You can’t just give it away for free. Okay, okay, how much?”


      “I’m not interested in such a weird way of making money. Fine, if you want to talk, go ahead.” Knowing too much ran the risk of getting her involved in things she didn’t care about, but anything Carol was willing to talk about in public couldn’t be that important, so Ryouko figured it was fine to let her talk.


      “Ah, how big of you! Well, not to say I think you’re big. I think you’re quite slim!”


      “Could you get on with it already?”


      “Of course. To cut to the chase, Izuna ran away.”


      “What?” Ryouko gaped at Carol. She had never expected an organization like the Agency to be so lax as to let one of their test subjects escape. There was of course the incident where a young Yogiri Takatou had broken into their base alone and left unharmed, but he was very much an exception. This was the first time Ryouko had ever heard of one of the Agency’s test subjects breaking out.


      “Yeah, I was super surprised too!”


      “Are you guys okay?” Even if she wasn’t associated with the Agency, Ryouko couldn’t help but be concerned.


      “Oh, not at all. Everyone’s panicking! Even I’ve been roped into looking for him.”


      “Then what are you doing wasting time in a place like this?”


      “There’s nothing to gain from searching the world at random, is there? The moment he decides to let his powers go, the whole city will become a bloodbath. The fact that it hasn’t happened yet means he’s still in hiding.”


      “I don’t know if I’m allowed to ask this...but how were you managing him?”


      Carol chuckled. “Of course, that’s top secret! But it wasn’t really anything special. Powers like his that are physically dangerous are pretty simple. We just put him in a room with stupidly thick walls.”


      “But you couldn’t leave it totally sealed, right?”


      “We had ventilation, of course, and plumbing. But we made plenty sure he couldn’t escape that way. He could have used his power to cut through, but destroying his own life support would only get him killed, and we were happy to let him die if he did that.”


      There would be no bowing to actions where the prisoner took their own life hostage as with a hunger strike. Those tasked with observing him were thoroughly trained to prevent a disaster like staff bursting into his room in a panic just because his life was in jeopardy.


      “We delivered food to him by putting it in capsules and shooting it down a tube. Oh, did you know? Love hotels in Japan used to use something similar called an air shooter. That way you could pay without having to meet the staff face-to-face. Really the perfect setup for shy Japanese people!”


      “Why would I know anything about love hotels? What about the exit, then? I can’t imagine he was sealed inside.”


      “Of course we couldn’t weld the door shut or anything. It wasn’t like a perfectly self-sufficient terrarium; it still needed maintenance from time to time. But there was a double door with a safety zone in between. Only remote-controlled robots could move through it. If a human was ever in the safety zone, the door to the outside wouldn’t open.”


      “Then how did he escape?”


      “He just kind of cut the door down.”


      “I thought you said it was really sturdy,” Ryouko replied, feeling like she had missed something in the conversation.


      “That’s what we thought. We were making sure to keep a wide margin between his capabilities and the strength of the door, but then his powers suddenly got way stronger out of nowhere!” Carol laughed.


      “I don’t really think this is something to laugh about.”


      “Yeah, it’s pretty serious. Especially since a bunch of other inmates escaped along with him.”


      “Huh?” The more Ryouko heard, the more she felt like it had to be some kind of joke. “They’d all be pretty dangerous, wouldn’t they?”


      “Yep. Most of them have already been captured, but Izuna and two others are still on the run. Izuna doesn’t know anything about the world, so we figure the three of them are probably working together to stay hidden.”


      “So...why are you telling me all this?” Ryouko asked. She was definitely regretting listening now.


      “I was wondering if you’d help!”


      “No way!”


      “But this is a youkai we’re talking about here. Isn’t it the perfect chance for you to strut your stuff as a youkai-slaying ninja?”


      “I am nothing of the sort, thank you!” Ryouko started to stand up.


      “Oh my. What’s so objectionable about that?”


      “You know full well.”


      “I took your advice when it came to making my new ninja outfit, by the way.”


      “I’m pretty sure you’re free to wear whatever you want.”


      “I got one for you this time too.”


      “I don’t really care, to be honest. But the Agency doesn’t work with other organizations, does it?”


      “Not really. That’s why this is a personal request from me. I don’t want evil to run rampant in our city! If we two ninja partners of justice don’t act to protect it, who will?!”


      “I’m pretty sure our partnership ended already. What did you mean by youkai?”


      “I meant Izuna, of course. Being able to cut things with invisible blades makes him like a kamaitachi, right?!”


      It was possible Izuna’s name came from one of the Japanese words for “weasel,” since the kamaitachi sometimes went by that name as well.


      “Putting aside your personal intentions, isn’t taking the initiative to ask for help from another organization going to put you in a really bad spot?” Ryouko asked.


      “I guess so. I never would have imagined doing it before.” The normally flippant Carol suddenly sounded incredibly serious.


      “Did our experience in the other world change something?”


      “Despite everything, I was seriously trying to do what was best for the organization, you know? I was a cold, calculating agent capable of doing anything to protect the world!”


      “I kind of got that impression. I figured your suspicious character was all a front for your mission.”


      Though she had cooperated with Carol in the other world, she had never fully trusted her. They hadn’t had many options in that situation, but she knew Carol had never given up her loyalty to the Agency. She knew that when it came down to it, Carol could betray her at any moment, so she could never fully trust her. Of course, the longer they spent together, the more her sense of caution started to soften.


      “Oh! You saw through that? That’s kind of embarrassing! Honestly, I was still thinking a bit about how to get rid of Takatou or get back to our world without him, though I realized in the end that was pretty naive of me.”


      “No kidding. I’m glad you came to your senses.”


      “The world hangs in a precarious state of balance. It’ll only take a small push to send everything tumbling down. That’s what I was taught, and I believed it. But that puts quite a bit of pressure on us, you know? It’s like the weight of the whole world is on our shoulders.”


      If she really believed that, then it would cause no small amount of stress for her. Ryouko could sympathize with her a little over that.


      “Strange creatures from outside the world watching vigilantly for a chance to invade, powerful entities hiding in human society for centuries, superpowers that can shake the whole world, unexplainable phenomenon, cursed objects...and if you deal with a single one of them the wrong way, the whole world ends. But then I learned about Takatou. Thanks to him, I learned that nothing could ever happen to destroy the world,” Carol said.


      Ryouko gave an involuntary shudder. At first, Carol had only thought of Yogiri as one of those threats to the world.
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      “After figuring that out, everything just felt so stupid. If any threat to the world is automatically dealt with, there’s room for us to make a few small mistakes. That freed me from so much pressure. And honestly, it made the Agency look kind of comical. I mean, it feels like a bunch of people worried about the sky falling.”


      “So, pointless worrying?” Ryouko asked.


      “Exactly. Of course we can’t just let supernatural phenomena go unchecked, but there’s no need to act as if the whole world is in danger every time something happens.”


      “What were we talking about again?”


      “Oh, right. So, now that I learned the Agency isn’t the be-all and end-all, I feel like partnering up with you is fine!”


      “How did you come to that conclusion?” Ryouko understood how Carol’s sense of duty had changed, but she didn’t know how that led to her deciding to partner up.


      “Because you’re, like, a real ninja, right? Of course I’d want to be friends!”


      “I’m pretty sure we’re already friends. That doesn’t make us ninja partners, though.”


      “Oh! I am so sorry! It was quite presumptuous for a newcomer like me to call myself a ninja in front of the real deal, wasn’t it? How arrogant of me!”


      “That’s not the problem.”


      “My sincerest apologies. So, Lady Ryouko, master shinobi, what must I do to acquire the lauded title of ninja?”


      “What’s with the sudden shift in tone? There are no qualifications or licenses or anything. You can call yourself what you want.”


      “I see! So just like you write ‘ninja’ by putting the character for ‘heart’ under the character for ‘blade,’ all I need to do to be a ninja is hide a blade in my heart! That makes sense!”


      “That’s not even close to what I said, but whatever works for you, I guess.”


      In the past, children had supposedly been abducted to be taught the ninja arts, but of course such barbaric methods had long been left behind. Modern ninja were those born to ninja families. But there was no concrete definition for what made someone a ninja, so there was no problem with Carol calling herself one.


      “Hm? But saying anyone can call themselves a ninja feels a bit like sophistry, doesn’t it?”


      “You can join a public ninja organization if you want to. I’m pretty sure some of them even have connections to famous clans like the Iga and the Koga.”


      “Hmm. That would be fine, but they aren’t actively working anymore, are they? They do more performances for tourists than anything. I just can’t fight the appeal of real ninja running through the night to strike down the enemy even in modern Japan.”


      “So, what were we talking about again?” Ryouko tried to bring them back from their tangent about ninja.


      “Right, right. I was asking you to help me catch the escapee.”


      “And it’s a personal request, not a professional one... But how am I supposed to help if you don’t know where he is?”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that! It sounds like he’s around here.”


      “The facility you were holding in him was nearby?” He couldn’t have run far. That was the only possibility that came to mind.


      “Of course I can’t tell you exactly where it is, but he was staying at a place in western Honshu.”


      “Then isn’t it going a bit too far to say you can pinpoint his location to this area?” Seishin City, where they lived now, was very much a smaller, suburban town. If he was planning on hiding, it would have made more sense to run somewhere bigger, like Tokyo or Osaka.


      “We figured it out by divination,” Carol replied.


      “Okay, I’m done with my drink, so I’m heading out now.”


      “Wait, wait! We’re talking about a guy who can cut people up with invisible blades! Is it that hard to believe there’re also people who can perform divination with some kind of accuracy?”


      “I suppose not.” In truth, even Ryouko’s family used onmyoudou and shikigami to search for their targets. She couldn’t deny the possibility. “Aren’t you supposed to be keeping people with powers like that in prison?”


      “It’s a really common story in manga, isn’t it? People with superpowers cooperate with organizations like ours even though their freedoms are limited. Fighting fire with fire is a common trope by now!”


      “So what about you?”


      “Oh, I’m perfectly ordinary. Just a spy with special training, that’s all. It would have been nice if I could have brought the Gift back with me!”


      In the other world, Carol had been given the Class of Ninja. She had been able to use those kinds of fantastical fire and water skills there. Ryouko had been a Samurai, but she could do more than just ordinary swordsmanship. She could even fire projectile slashes from her sword.


      “Then there’s a possibility he’s hiding around here.”


      “It’s just divination, so nothing’s for certain. I just happened to be in town, so I’m searching. And since I have a ninja for a friend, I thought maybe I’d take the chance to see your ninjutsu in action!”


      “Even if we could find him, I can’t imagine we’d be able to capture him.” As a ninja, Ryouko was pretty confident in her combat abilities, but there was no way she could stand against an enemy who could cut people to pieces with invisible blades.


      “If we can find where he’s hiding, that’ll be more than enough. We can let the experts handle the capture itself. And even if we can’t capture the kamaitachi, we can probably do something about the beastkin.”


      “Beastkin?”


      “Oh, I forgot to mention that. There were three people who escaped. The kamaitachi, a bat, and an evil spirit. Those three. The spirit doesn’t have a physical body, so no idea how we’d deal with that, but physical attacks should work just fine on the bat.”


      “What do you mean by ‘bat’? You don’t mean the small flying mammal, do you?”


      “Of course not. She’s a bat-type beastkin. Normally she looks like an ordinary human, so we figure she’s probably helping him to stay hidden. Beastkin can transform to get some abilities from their animal counterparts, but they’re nothing crazy like invisible blades. We might be able to handle her ourselves!”


      “A bat beastkin... So, what, echolocation and flight?”


      “Ultrasonic waves! Though fiction has made them kind of boring at this point!”


      Ultrasonic waves were generally used for searching the area. If it didn’t amount to something like sonic weaponry, then Ryouko felt they could probably handle her.


      “What are the chances they choose to stay quiet like they are now?” Ryouko asked.


      “Hmm. Probably pretty low. Izuna was captured at a really young age, so I don’t know how hostile he’ll be, but the other two were taken captive because of their bad behavior. I can’t imagine them changing their ways now they’ve escaped.”


      “Do you know what he looks like?”


      “Izuna was wearing gray sweats and is kind of thin. The bat girl—her name is Tobikura, by the way—she’s a girl in black. Very much the goth loli type, I’d say. The evil spirit has no physical body, so I couldn’t really tell you. And of course, they could change their clothes at any time.”


      “Sweats I can understand, but you had her in gothic Lolita fashion while in prison?”


      “We let them wear whatever they want.”


      Ryouko sighed. “Okay, then. When I’m not busy, I’ll help you look.” A ninja had no obligation to protect the local peace, but Ryouko couldn’t let someone so dangerous run rampant on her watch.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Seishin: In the city where Yogiri and Tomochika lived, a slender young man and a girl in all black hid in the basement of an abandoned hospital. They had just escaped from a holding facility run by the Agency in western Honshu. This abandoned hospital made for an extremely convenient hiding spot. Naturally, it was one the girl had used before. In the past, when the battle with the vampire had happened in this town, this was where she had taken refuge. Since no one was maintaining it, the place had decayed considerably since her last visit, but it would still serve as a temporary hiding spot.


      The boy Izuna sat on a ruined bed, while the girl, Tobikura, was holding a woman by the neck. Her sharp canines bit into the woman’s carotid as blood gushed into her mouth. But she promptly spat it out. Dropping the woman to the floor, she fell on all fours and proceeded to vomit all the contents of her stomach. Not just the blood she’d drunk, but all the food that had been in her stomach as well. Izuna watched it all happen with uproarious laughter.


      “I thought that was your favorite!”


      “Shut up! It’s perfectly normal for a person’s body to reject the things they like! That happens to humans too!”


      “The fact you spat it up means you can’t become the real deal, doesn’t it?”


      “From a magical perspective, it still means something even if I spit it up! It’s like sympathetic magic!”


      Tobikura was a beastkin who’d been created by a vampire. She hadn’t received the vampire’s blood or anything and had merely been one of the vampire’s servants. After coming to Japan from abroad, he had created her to look Japanese and fit the local norms so that she could blend into society there.


      “I’m the last living witness. My master, his thralls, and everyone around them were all wiped out. I’m the only one left! I’m the only one who remembers his face, his shape, his personality, his voice, his heartbeat, his smell! I’m the only one who can preserve the truth of his existence! I need to become a vampire so I can carry his glory into the future!”


      “But don’t you become a vampire by having one suck your blood? Wouldn’t the fastest way be to go find another vampire?”


      “You expect me to let a vampire other than my master touch me?!”


      “Man, you’re a pain.”


      “I’m a bat beastkin. So I’m the closest to him among all the beastkin he made! That’s all I need!”


      Izuna had broken a number of the other inmates out in the process of his escape, using the ensuing chaos to cover his own flight. Seeing Tobikura turn into a bat and begin to fly away, he’d asked her for help and had made it this far by hanging from her feet as she flew.


      “Seems hopeless to me...but whatever.” He didn’t get the logic that being a bat made her closer to her master. Vampires drank blood, but that didn’t mean it made anyone else closer to being a vampire. He knew there was no point in arguing, though. “Suit yourself. But what’re you going to do now?”


      This was a temporary hiding spot at best. They couldn’t stay there forever.


      “A castle. Vampires need castles. This dark, cramped, dusty place doesn’t suit a proud vampire!”


      “A castle, huh? I don’t know much about this area, but you’re talking about the kind they have overseas, right? Are you going to find anything like that around here?”


      “I saw some pretty big mansions on our way here. Those will do for now. They’d certainly be a lot better than this place.”


      “And what about you?” Izuna asked the empty air.


      “Dannoura...” a voice replied from nowhere.


      Izuna didn’t really know what it was, but one of the rooms he had broken open had appeared empty. Ever since, he had felt something following him around.


      “Is that a place? Oh, he’s gone.” Apparently, being called out had stimulated some memory in the invisible being, as it had immediately left the area.


      “What about you?” Tobikura asked.


      “I’ve been to another world.”


      “Oh, really?” she replied, entirely unfazed. It seemed she didn’t doubt him in the least.


      “I was finally free. I wandered around there for a while, but no one could stand up to me. It was a bit boring, so I decided to come back. I powered up considerably while I was there, and that’s how I was able to escape.”


      “I thought it was kind of strange you could escape. Normally they know how strong their prisoners are and work hard to keep them contained. I figured someone had to screw up badly for an escape to happen.”


      “I was in the other world for like a year. I doubt they took that into account.” He had returned the following morning. In other words, from the outside, it looked like he had been dreaming. The only difference was that Izuna had another year of experience under his belt.


      “I see. So now that you’re free in this world, what’re you gonna do?”


      “First, I guess I need to go fight a bit to see how strong the people here are.”


      “Oh? Well, let me just ask now: Please don’t make a mess around my castle,” Tobikura said, laying claim to a mansion in the mountains.


      “If I remember, I’ll try to be a bit careful. For now I’m gonna head to the coast first. No idea what I’ll do after that, though.” Izuna stood up. Of course he couldn’t promise anything, and worrying about it would just be a pain.


      “Oh, did you want to take some money?” Tobikura asked, rifling through the dead woman’s belongings.


      “I don’t really understand money, so I’m fine. I’ll just steal stuff if I need it.”


      Though he’d been held captive his whole life, he still understood the idea of currency and economics. But since he had never used money himself, it didn’t feel quite real to him. In the other world, he had just taken anything he wanted by force.


      “Going the savage route, are you? Whatever. Do what you like.”


      Izuna stepped out of the basement. Three people, three paths. Each of them headed off in search of their own separate goals.

    

  

  
    
      Robots


      The Sumeragi Family: Japan’s leaders in the shadows, the rulers of the beastkin. Their influence in the underworld very much came from their power over beastkin. Though they weren’t very strong individually, the beastkin were the greatest force in the underworld. Having perfect control over them gave the Sumeragi family unparalleled influence.


      But that had all ended a short time ago. With Kisasage Sumeragi’s death, a succession war had broken out. The power to rule the beastkin wasn’t a hereditary one, but until recently it had always stayed within the Sumeragi family. This time, everything had happened too quickly. With such little warning, the upper ranks of the family had collapsed, allowing the beastkin themselves to vie for control.


      At that point, it had become clear that the Sumeragi family had lost their power to control the beastkin. Without that power, there was no reason for them to maintain their authority. The beastkin had lost their sense of cohesion, threatening the Sumeragis’ position in the underworld. So the family had collapsed, leaving Enju living in some cheap apartment. She hadn’t personally done anything wrong, but circumstances had landed her there.


      “Wait, am I in trouble?”


      In their second-floor apartment, lying sprawled out on the floor, munching on potato chips, it suddenly occurred to her that she might not be able to afford being so carefree. The clock was ticking, wasn’t it?


      As she could tell from them moving into an apartment like this, their family had lost more or less all of their wealth. Her father had depended entirely on the authority he’d wielded as a member of the Sumeragi family, so he’d never had a proper job. Of course there were places to help clueless people find work, but his pride wouldn’t allow him to accept a minimum-wage job. Even now, he was just sitting in the corner of the room, watching TV. At present, the Sumeragi family was being supported solely by their meager savings and her mother’s part-time work.


      Enju herself, though old enough to be attending high school, wasn’t doing anything either. After graduating middle school, she had begun preparing to take over the family. But now that seemed like it would be impossible. Even if she managed to regain the position of having power over the beastkin, it would still be a thorny road ahead.


      Things were actually really bad. Enju had always been treated like a princess and therefore felt little sense of danger. She had always lived under the optimistic assumption that things would somehow work out, that someone would eventually solve all their problems. But finally, she was starting to get a vague sense of unease, an understanding that life couldn’t continue this way. Actually, they had so many pressing problems right in front of them that she couldn’t claim it was a “vague sense” anymore. Still, her sheltered upbringing left her unable to envision a path forward.


      “Should I get a job? No, first I have to go to school, right?” She could hardly write on a resume that she had led the beastkin of Japan’s underworld. Having the last thing on her record being her middle school graduation would make it difficult to accomplish anything else. “Father! How do I get into a high school?”


      “You think I know?” Though he paused to think for a moment, his reply ended up being rather blunt.


      “I suppose I should ask mother, then.” Enju’s mother had a much more realistic view of the world. If Enju wanted to accomplish something, talking with her mother was definitely the best place to start.


      “Speaking of which, did we ever tell you we’re not blood-related?” her father suddenly blurted out.


      “No, you didn’t! Where did that come from?!”


      “It seems like you’re starting to think about the future, so I figured you should know where you stand right now.”


      “I’m not sure that’s related...but so what? Like, I’m illegitimate or something?”


      “Well, I can guarantee that that’s not the case, at least. After all, beastkin can’t have children in the first place.”


      “What?” Not only was that the first Enju had ever heard of it, the way he said it made it sound like her parents were beastkin. “We’re humans, though, aren’t we?”


      “Human beastkin, actually. It’s an annoying distinction.”


      “How’s that different from being human?!”


      “That’s just how it is. We’re beastkin that transform into humans. There’s basically no difference between us and humans, but just like other beastkin, we came from the same ship and we can’t have children.”


      “What’s the point?!”


      “Who knows? You’d have to ask the one who created us.”


      “So...what am I supposed to do with that information?”


      “Just leave it in the back of your mind, I guess.”


      Though it had been a stunning revelation, there wasn’t much she could do about it.


      “If I’m going to go to high school, I guess I should start by studying for the entrance exam.” She had never been great at studying, so the thought of having to start now elicited a melancholic feeling. But as she turned her thoughts to the best place to begin, the doorbell rang.


      “Who could that be?” As usual, her father didn’t so much as look away from the TV. There was no sign of him getting up.


      It seemed Enju would have to greet their visitor herself. They didn’t have anything fancy like an intercom in their apartment, so she had to look through the peephole in the door. She doubted anyone they knew would be coming to visit, so she was sure it was going to be some kind of solicitor or salesman, but standing outside was a boy her own age. He must have had the wrong address, but Enju couldn’t just ignore him, so she opened the door.


      “Hi. Enju?”


      “Huh? Who are... Wait, Yogiri?!” It took her a moment to recognize him. He was quite a bit taller than the last time they’d met, and his voice had completely changed, but the casual, infinitely calm way he carried himself immediately took her back.


      “Yeah. You remember me?”


      “Sorry, I forgot for a second.”


      Yogiri Takatou. Long ago they had played together for a really short time, but the incident they had been wrapped up in afterward made it impossible for her to forget.


      “I guess that’s not a surprise. It was a long time ago.”


      “So, what’s up?” Truthfully, she was really happy to see him again, but she had no idea why he was there.


      “I’ve had a problem lingering in the background for a while, but only recently something happened to remind me of it. It’s related to you, so I wanted you to come with me.”


      “Okay, but you can’t just show up at people’s houses like this. Shouldn’t you have called first?”


      “Sorry. I managed to find out where you lived, but I couldn’t find your phone number.”


      His reply reminded her that the only phone they had now was her mother’s cell phone.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Oh! So this is what a ninja mansion looks like?!” Carol exclaimed.


      “It’s not anything weird like that,” Ryouko replied.


      “Though it looks like no more than an ordinary house, I am sure it has all kinds of mechanisms to dispatch enemies lured inside! I better keep my guard up!”


      “It is an ordinary house. Stop expecting weird things.”


      After meeting up at the café, the two returned to Ryouko’s house. It was a wooden, two-story building with a yard—just your ordinary old-fashioned house. In spite of its age, it had been built after the war and then rebuilt numerous times after that, so it wasn’t even as old as Carol might have hoped.


      “Why? Don’t you have walls that spin to reveal hidden doors, or floor boards you can step on that will pop up and reveal weapons, or ladders in unexpected places?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Yeah, yeah, gotta keep it hidden from outsiders, right?”


      “Please don’t try searching my house for your weird fantasies, okay?” Expecting the worst, Ryouko tried to nip that problem in the bud.


      “Of course. Stepping off the beaten path will just lead me into traps, right?”


      “I’m home!” Giving up on keeping pace with Carol, Ryouko opened the front door.


      Her mother came out to greet them. “Welcome home. Oh, a friend?”


      “Hello! My name is Carol S. Lane! A pleasure to make your acquaintance!”


      “Oh, yes...hello.” Ryouko’s mother was a bit taken aback.


      “Okay, let’s head to my room,” said Ryouko.


      They climbed the stairs next to the front door. Her room was at the end of the hallway.


      As soon as they stepped into the room, Carol began to shout angrily, “What’s going on here?! There’s nothing out of the ordinary at all!”


      “What is it now?” Ryouko all but sighed.


      “Shouldn’t you have, like, a mountain of stuffed animals or something, proving you’re in love with cute things? Or a room with nothing but the bare essentials to match your strict and austere personality! A high school-age kunoichi needs her room to speak to that fact in some way!”


      “What exactly are you expecting of me?”


      “With a reasonably fashionable room like this, you’ll come across as an ordinary high school girl!”


      “That’s what I am! Just sit down, please!” Beginning to regret bringing Carol with her, Ryouko pulled out a laptop and opened it on her low-sitting table. “I’ll start by looking up what I can.”


      Turning on the computer, she opened a number of windows, each showing various videos.


      “What are these?” Carol asked.


      “Surveillance videos. All I can see are the ordinary cameras placed around the streets, though.”


      “Ah, I see. For monitoring Takatou?”


      “Yes, so their range is pretty limited. When did the prison break happen?”


      “Three nights ago. If the bat flew straight here, it wouldn’t have taken them that long.”


      “Let’s see... Oh, looks like we have something around that time. I guess they weren’t really trying to hide?”


      Viewing the feeds at the time frame Carol indicated, she could in fact see what looked like a giant bat flying into view.


      “So it didn’t bother you guys that someone so suspicious flew into town?” Carol asked.


      “They’re not really related to our mission.”


      The Ninomiya family weren’t heroes protecting the town. They were just carrying out the mission assigned to them. Whether it was youkai or mass murderers, they had no reason to get involved if it didn’t relate to that mission.


      “I don’t know if I’m allowed to ask this, but how goes the observation of Takatou?” Carol asked.


      “He asked us to stop watching him, so we did.”


      “I guess that makes sense now that he knows about you.”


      “There seems to be a boy with her,” Ryouko continued. “Is that Izuna? They’ve entered a building. Looks like a hospital.” She looked up the location on a map and found that it was a hospital that had closed some time ago.


      “They went straight to it, huh? Maybe it’s a hideout they used in the past...” Carol murmured.


      “You mean they’ve been to this area before?”


      “Who knows?”


      Carol clearly knew more, but it didn’t seem like she was going to share. Deciding not to pursue the issue further, Ryouko began investigating the area around the hospital. For a while there was no sign of movement, but on the second night, the bat girl left the building. She then carried a woman back inside. On the third day, both the girl and the boy stepped out of the building, leaving in separate directions. Though Ryouko attempted to follow their paths, they quickly moved beyond the range of the cameras she had access to.


      “So they didn’t leave right away. Were they waiting to see how things would turn out? Should we chase them down?” Carol asked.


      “First let’s look at that abandoned hospital. I’m curious about the woman they brought inside.”


      Now that they had seen her, it was kind of hard to pretend they hadn’t noticed anything.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Yeah. We’ll be there for a while.” Yogiri hung up, putting his phone back in his pocket.


      “Was that a girl?” Enju asked as she walked alongside him. Maybe she had heard the voice coming from the other side.


      “I don’t know if she’s young enough to be called a girl. Her name is Mokomoko.”


      “That’s an...odd name.”


      Yogiri had gotten used to the name, but now that she mentioned it, it was kind of a strange one.


      “Are you sure today is okay?” he asked. “We can always do this another time.”


      “It’s important enough that you came to see me in person, right? I don’t mind. I’ve got nothing else to do anyway.”


      The pair climbed the hill. Seishin City, where Yogiri lived, was about thirty minutes by train from Enju’s apartment. Their destination was only a small walk up a hill from the station.


      “I don’t think it’ll be that long. I just want to check on something and get your permission to do something.”


      “Is it something really annoying?” Enju asked. “It sounds like it’s been bugging you for a while.”


      “It’s not that big a deal. But I don’t think it’s a good idea to talk about it in public.” There wasn’t anyone around them, but it never hurt to be careful.


      “So, what did you do after the last time we met?” Enju asked. “Are you still living in that underground village?”


      “No, we left a while after that. Right now I’m going to high school.”


      “You’re a student?!”


      “Is it that surprising? You are too, right?”


      “I’m...well...uh... How do you actually get into high school?”


      “What’s your situation?” Yogiri asked.


      “When I graduated middle school, I was supposed to start working for my family right away. But things kind of fell apart at home.”


      “Oh. Now that you mention it, I guess your grandpa came to visit us. That was a pretty big deal.”


      Enju’s grandfather had gone to Yogiri’s underground village to run away from some kind of curse, but in the end, he had been unable to escape, and the curse had taken his life. He was supposed to be the head of the Sumeragi family, so Yogiri could definitely see it causing a huge commotion within the family.


      “I guess you have to fill out an application and take an entrance test,” Yogiri said, looking up the details on his phone. “Apparently, it’s not that uncommon for people to start high school a few years late. But if the age gap bothers you, there are part-time schools and correspondence courses you can take instead.”


      “I see... But the entrance test is pretty hard, isn’t it?”


      “I guess that depends on the school. I could probably help you study, though.”


      “I don’t know if I like the idea of being your student.”


      “I didn’t really mean it like that.”


      That reminded Yogiri that back when they had first met, Enju had declared him her “underling.” Yogiri didn’t know exactly how old he was, but he suspected Enju was older. Apparently, her pride wouldn’t allow her to be taught by someone younger than her.


      While they were talking, they made it to the top of the hill, where a mansion large enough that one might mistake it for being a castle stood.


      “What’s this place? It’s even fancier than my old house.”


      “The Shinozaki residence.”


      “Okay...but I have no idea who that is.”


      “They’re the founders of Shinozaki Industries.”


      “That still doesn’t help.”


      Yogiri pressed a button on the gate’s intercom. “Excuse me, this is Yogiri Takatou. I have an appointment for today.”


      “Welcome. Thank you for your visit. Someone will be along shortly to guide you inside.”


      “So, I still have no idea what we’re doing here,” Enju said as they waited.


      “I figured the quickest way would be to show you. You probably won’t understand if I try to explain it.”


      “Got it. I’ll take your word for it.”


      After a while, the gate opened automatically. Beyond it was a path leading to the house. The woman being sent to guide them walked down the path towards them.


      “Long time no see. I guess we last met at the closing ceremony?” It was Ayaka Shinozaki. This was her house, so that made sense, but she wasn’t actually related to the purpose of their visit.
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      “You’re going to show us inside?”


      “Yes. Only a few people in the Shinozaki family know about this case. Please follow me.” Turning around, Ayaka made her way back to the house, Yogiri and Enju following close behind.


      “Now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure you didn’t make it back with us,” Yogiri said.


      “You’re just bringing that up?! It’s been a whole semester; I thought you’d accepted it by now!”


      “I just started thinking about it. I don’t think anyone made it back after that initial group.”


      In the other world, Ayaka had transformed into a dragon, and Yogiri had killed that dragon and all of the creatures it had spawned, so there was no way she should still be alive.


      “You’ll figure it out if you think for a bit. The Ayaka that went there and the Ayaka here are different people. Do you want to meet the original Ayaka too?”


      “That sounds like a whole other issue, so I’ll hold off for now.”


      Apparently there were multiple Ayakas, but Yogiri felt like getting involved any further would be a pain.


      “Okay, then. This way.”


      Passing by the front of the mansion, Ayaka continued walking around the house, heading through their large yard until the path took them into a wooded area. The forest seemed to be on their property. After walking through the trees for a time, they came upon another open area with a large square structure. Unlike the old-fashioned style of the main mansion, this looked remarkably modern.


      “This is the lab. Our objective is inside.” As Ayaka approached, the door to the lab opened automatically. It must have had some kind of security and simply responded to her presence. The three continued inside, climbing on an elevator and heading down.


      “Security’s pretty tight here, huh?” Enju commented.


      “I guess so,” Ayaka replied. “It’s full of technology that isn’t public, after all. We can’t exactly leave it lying around in the open.”


      After exiting the elevator and passing through numerous doors, they finally reached their destination: a small room with three cylindrical tubes. The upper halves of the tubes were transparent, showing what looked like people inside.


      “This is... Huh? Wait, is that me?!” Enju spun around with a surprising energy to look at Yogiri.


      “Yep. You’d never have believed me if I’d said they made robots that look just like you.”


      “Why would they do that?!”


      “They were originally made to assassinate me, but I managed to pull some strings and get them to stop.”


      “They use technology we developed ourselves,” Ayaka explained. “Normally we would’ve dismantled them already, but we were told not to, so we’ve kept them stored down here.”


      “I was the one who asked them not to destroy the robots, but they’ve started to become a bit of a problem, so I want you to decide what to do with them.”


      There was a person in the other world with the ability to copy all technology from this one. That person had likely been looking for any autonomous android, but by chance had ended up choosing the one made to imitate Enju. No matter how good security was here, it couldn’t account for otherworldly powers. Of course, even if the originals were gone, there were likely ways to make copies of them, but Yogiri figured getting rid of the originals would at least make it harder.


      “Wait, you want me to decide?!”


      “Yeah. I think you should have the right to make that choice.”


      “What am I supposed to do with three robots made to look like me when I was a kid?!”


      Now that he thought about it, Yogiri realized it wasn’t that strange for her to be a bit taken aback by the whole situation.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Luckily, the woman Ryouko and Carol found in the abandoned hospital was still alive. She seemed to have vague memories of the time after she was attacked, so was able to point them to where their targets had been heading.


      Izuna had gone towards the coast, which meant he was heading south, while the bat beastkin was looking for a castle. There were a number of mansions in the city that could qualify, but judging by the flow of their conversation, it seemed she was aiming for one closer to the mountains. Ryouko and Carol called an ambulance for the woman, then left the hospital, taking a taxi to the Shinozaki residence.


      “Hurrying is all well and good, but do you really expect her to attack during the day?” Ryouko asked.


      “It would make more sense for her to attack at night, but she didn’t seem like the kind of person to think her plans through,” Carol said.


      Everything they had seen from her so far seemed to be action based on impulse. She had brought a woman into her hideout to drink her blood, but after doing so had just left her there alive. She likely hadn’t considered that the woman could share any information about her.


      “So you think if she wants to take a castle by force, she won’t worry about the time or situation?”


      “She hasn’t shown that much caution yet.”


      “Did you call for reinforcements?” Ryouko asked.


      “I did. But if we just sit back and wait, there’s a good chance the Shinozakis will be in trouble.”


      Unlike the Shinozakis, the two of them could respond immediately, so it was best that they acted while they could.


      The taxi reached the Shinozaki residence quickly. In front of them was a large gate connected to an enormous wall. The entire hill was property of the Shinozaki family. Though they had hurried to the scene, it looked like nothing of note had happened yet.


      “Excuse me! This is Carol. I’m one of Ayaka’s friends!” Doubting they’d get in to talk to the Shinozaki family out of nowhere, Carol decided to call on Ayaka instead.


      “We do not accept visits without appointment. Please leave.”


      “Wow, that was pretty blunt! Do you know Ayaka’s number?”


      “Looks like she’s either out of range or her phone is off.”


      Ryouko tried calling Ayaka but got no response.


      “A cell phone is a key part of every high school girl’s life! There’s no way she just forgot to charge it!”


      Carol seemed pretty indignant, but Ryouko could only shrug. Sometimes these things happened.


      “By the way, she’s a bat beastkin, right? Can we even do anything if she attacks from the sky?” Ryouko had a golf bag with her weapon in it, expecting they would have to fight, but she could hardly say she was prepared for antiair combat. If they were attacked from the sky, they’d have no recourse.


      “I really would like to believe that no matter how careless this girl is, she still wouldn’t fly around in the middle of the day!”


      “I’ve never fought a beastkin before. How dangerous are they?”


      “They’re just people that can turn into animals. I guess about as dangerous as a brown bear that grew hair?” Carol suggested.


      “Brown bears are plenty dangerous, and they have fur from the start.”


      “Oh, you don’t know? I thought you were Japanese! A reference like that is talking about pubic hair!”


      “Yes, I’ve heard, and I’m asking what that has to do with anything.”


      “Anyway, the two of us should be enough to handle her.”


      “Not that there’s any guarantee she’s coming here,” Ryouko replied.


      “That’s fine too. We’ve got a good idea of what their plans are. It’ll only be a matter of time before they’re found and caught, so we don’t really need to try that hard. But look, here she comes.”


      A girl wearing all black was climbing the hill behind them. Her clothes were heavily frilled in a very gothic Lolita fashion, and she carried a black and similarly frilled umbrella with her. It was a pretty uncommon style for the area, so there was little doubt that this was the girl they were after.


      Ryouko drew her sheath from her golf bag. It was quite a bit larger than was standard, holding not one but three swords in it. She fastened it to her hip.


      “Hm? That doesn’t look very ninja-like to me. It seems pretty mechanical, if anything. Wait, is that a triple-wielding style?!” Carol exclaimed.


      “Why does it matter? Do you have anything?”


      “I have this!” She pulled out a pistol from inside her jacket.


      “Hey! You can’t just shoot that in town!”


      “Don’t worry, it’s very quiet!”


      Ryouko could only trust her as the two turned to face the approaching girl.


      “Good day. Judging by your brazen appearance, I assume you are here to intercept me?” The girl stopped, keeping some distance between them. It was clear at a glance that she wasn’t an ordinary human. She had an obviously dangerous aura about her.


      “You wouldn’t happen to be willing to come quietly, would you?” Ryouko asked.


      “I’m afraid not. I’m going to secure a home base, then start my new vampire life!”


      “Then I guess we have no choice! We’ll have to do it the hard way!”


      Carol smoothly lifted her gun and fired it with a dull pop. The girl collapsed, having taken the hit to the leg. Ryouko put a hand to the hilt of one of her swords, dashing forward. An electromagnet in her sheath propelled the sword out, allowing her to draw and strike faster than any human could with pure technique, hitting the girl’s torso. It was a nonlethal electric sword. In effect, it acted as a giant stun gun, but it would still deal significant damage. It was perfectly capable of smashing ribs and crushing internal organs.


      However, there was no feeling of impact. The blade hadn’t landed. She hadn’t misjudged their distance, nor had the girl dodged. There was no doubt the blade had been right on target. But the girl’s body had transformed. Her upper body had become a swarm of countless small bats, causing Ryouko’s blade to pass harmlessly between them.


      Sensing danger, Ryouko leaped backwards, narrowly dodging the jaws of a wolf as the girl’s lower body transformed and attacked.


      “You think this is the same as a brown bear?!” Ryouko said, jumping back to Carol’s side.


      “I’m pretty surprised too. I didn’t expect anything like that.”


      “Do you have a way to deal with her?”


      Carol thought for a moment. “They don’t seem to be supernatural creatures in any way. We could just burn them.”


      The cloud of bats clustered together, melding back into the form of the girl from before. That left her and the wolf, meaning they had no idea how many bodies she could split herself into.


      “She seems plenty supernatural to me. I don’t think taking her captive is going to be an option.” Ryouko returned her sword to its sheath, pulling a small transparent card from its side. She immediately began drawing on it. With a flick of the card, a burning dog appeared in front of her.


      “What the heck is that?!” Carol shouted.


      “You said we can burn her, right?”


      “That’s not what I meant! What is that?!”


      “A shikigami.”


      “Shikigami?!”


      Carol had seemed so gung ho about ninja that Ryouko had assumed she knew what modern ninja were like. Her reaction seemed to tell a different story, though.


      “I’ll explain later. Let’s deal with her first.”


      Ryouko sent the burning shikigami hound against the wolf. The two tangled immediately. It seemed they’d be safe to leave the wolf to it. Carol fired at the girl again, landing a shot on her forehead, but it clearly wasn’t enough to kill her. For a moment, a hole opened in the girl’s forehead, but it quickly closed.


      “Do I need silver bullets for this?!” Carol exclaimed.


      “No, I think it’s working. Those bats on the ground means she’s taking damage, right?”


      A number of bats were bleeding motionless on the ground.


      “Just keep shooting. I’ll do what I can!”


      Ryouko jumped forward again, drawing her second sword. Light flashed as countless small blades fired from the sheath at the girl. Once again the girl transformed into a swarm of bats, but that was exactly what Ryouko had expected. She brought down her sword, changing the trajectory of the blades. The cloud of blades bit into the bats, tearing a number of them apart. The swarm dispersed, gathering to reform into the girl a distance away. It seemed she couldn’t stay in bat form forever.


      She was now outside of Ryouko’s range, so Ryouko returned her blades to the sword. The countless small blades gathered around the small sword. It was a scattering blade. When drawn, the blades would scatter, and for a short time they could be controlled remotely. They were connected to the sword by thin strings, so once retrieved, they could be fired again.


      The girl clicked her tongue in frustration. Carol fired again at the spot where she had reappeared. Ryouko returned her blade to its sheath and dashed forward. She drew her sword once more, the cloud of blades forcing the girl to leap backwards before jumping up into the air. Carol attempted to fire again, but at that range, she couldn’t make the shot.


      “Ah, jeez! You guys are annoying!”


      And then Ryouko was sent flying. The unexpected impact left her in a state of total confusion.


      What...?


      Her vision was blurry and her ears were ringing. She could barely tell she was on the ground, so tried to push herself back up.


      Wait, sonic waves?


      She recalled their conversation about bats being able to produce ultrasonic waves. But they had expected it to be nothing more than echolocation, just a tool for finding prey. They hadn’t thought it would be intense enough to use as an attack.


      None of your information is right, Carol!


      Ryouko chastised herself for taking everything Carol said at face value. She should have been more careful. Turning to find the source of her frustration, she found Carol lying helplessly on the ground.


      “I don’t like using that, as it’s not what a vampire would do. But you two are really making me mad!”


      Though it sounded like the voice was coming from far away, Ryouko could feel someone right at her side. Searching for her shikigami, she discovered it had also been defeated. Ryouko put a hand to her third sword. If the enemy was nearby, a blind slash might be enough.


      “I’d like to just take a bite out of your neck...but too bad. I guess I have to be careful.”


      The presence at her side retreated. Ryouko then heard a deep breath, like someone drawing in as much air as possible. An instant attack with no preparation had done this much damage. What would happen if she went all out? Ryouko doubted they’d survive.


      Dammit! No choice!


      It was better than doing nothing at all. Ryouko forced herself upright to attack, as haphazard as it would be...


      “Die.”


      And then in her blurry vision saw the bat girl fall to the ground.


      “Huh?”


      As her vision cleared, she was gradually able to recognize the newcomer, although she had no idea why Yogiri Takatou would be here of all places.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      For some reason a fight seemed to have broken out in front of the Shinozaki estate, and sensing killing intent aimed his way, Yogiri had used his power. Ever since making it back to their world, he had left the first gate on his power open, so it had been easy enough.


      “Ninomiya and Carol? Are you guys okay?”


      “Ah...yes. I’ve recovered. I think I can stand now,” Ryouko said, staggering to her feet.


      Yogiri felt like she shouldn’t push herself, but he wasn’t about to try and stop her.


      “Excuse me, could you do me a favor and not fight in front of my house?” Ayaka had gone with Yogiri and Enju to see them off.


      “Don’t be so mean, Ayaka! We’re fighting here to protect you!” Carol said, jumping to her feet and walking over.


      “Is that so? From her?” Yogiri pointed at the girl in black.


      “Yep.”


      “What’s going on?” Yogiri asked.


      “Before that, can I say something?” Carol said, her expression serious as she stepped up to Yogiri.


      “Sure. What is it?”


      “How could you cheat?! What are you doing at Shinozaki’s house?! What happened to Dannoura?! And there’s another girl with you too! A flower for each hand, is it?! You’re just drowning in flowers at this point, aren’t you?!”


      “Carol, stop it! I’m sorry, Takatou. Carol’s an idiot.” Ryouko immediately pushed Carol away from him.


      “Oh, I’m an idiot, am I? You’re just going to let this slide, Ryouko?!”


      “Takatou can do what he wants! If he wants to form a harem, he’s free to do that!”


      Yogiri thought that comment was plenty hurtful too. “We just had some business here.”


      “I don’t appreciate your accusations either,” Ayaka said with a scowl.


      “Yogiri...since when did you have so many girls in your life?” Enju asked, turning cold eyes on him.


      “Huh. I guess now that you mention it, there are a lot of you.”


      At some point, he found himself surrounded by Ryouko, Carol, Ayaka, and Enju. They were all attractive enough to make it seem like a good situation, but he could only consider it a pain in the neck.

    

  

  
    
      Evil Spirit


      Ghosts normally couldn’t exist, and those that did were extremely flimsy and weak. They were no more than traces of what they once were and in the majority of cases could do nothing but reproduce the feelings they’d felt at the moment of their death.


      In other words, for a ghost to become an evil spirit capable of cursing people, it needed a certain level of talent. Those that expressed enough of a conscious will and retained a clear memory of their lives were exceptionally rare. They were effectively geniuses.


      A number of them had persisted from primeval times, though they had no name. They were monsters that had managed to sustain their consciousness since ancient times. The Agency referred to these beings as evil spirits.


      These spirits were well aware of their strength. That was why they simply floated in empty space for most of their existence. Existence in itself was power, so they believed that persisting with no action on their part was evidence of their supremacy. They cared nothing for the world around them. They let themselves be carried by the currents of power flowing through the world. If anything lay in their path, they absorbed it, turning it into more power for themselves.


      When they consumed something, not a hint of it would remain. There was no particular intentionality behind that behavior. They just considered it to be a natural process. They started famines, caused earthquakes, and unleashed plagues. Just by existing they harmed the world around them, which made them akin to natural disasters.


      Hey, this is the territory of Mokomoko Dannoura. Begone from this place.


      As one particular evil spirit continued its aimless wandering, someone stood in its path. Of course the spirit didn’t care. It would simply continue forward, smashing everything in its path and absorbing what remained.


      Do you not hear me?!


      The oddly dressed woman seemed to grow upset. Judging by her strength as a spirit and her mode of dress, she seemed to be from the Heian era. She was no more than another trivial, meaningless ghost. It understood her words, but to an evil spirit, they amounted to little more than white noise. They were the ramblings of a transient will soon to vanish, not worth heeding. Following the flow of power, it continued forward. The might of the evil spirit engulfed Mokomoko like the winds of a typhoon.


      Impudent ghost!


      But the power suddenly disappeared. The spirit didn’t understand what was happening. Having never experienced something like this before, it couldn’t grasp the situation.


      Mokomoko approached the spirit, gripping its head with one hand. It was the first time the evil spirit had been conscious of having a human shape in a long time.


      Here I am trying to be gentle with you! You hear me, do you not?! You think you can just ignore me? You thought I would just let you pass if you pretended I was not here?! A creaking sound filled the air. Though the evil spirit had no physical head, it felt like it could hear the creaking coming from its own skull. I know not who you think you are, but I will not permit the likes of you to intrude on Dannoura territory! Do you understand? Begone!


      Mokomoko swung her arm, throwing the evil spirit. Unable to resist, it was easily tossed out of what Mokomoko called the Dannoura territory.


      I care not what sort of god you are! No one passes through this place. Return and it will be war! Do not underestimate the Dannoura family!


      Even then, the evil spirit didn’t understand what was happening. It had floated around as usual and encountered an obstacle. That was all it could recognize, so it didn’t even consider that it might change its path. It obeyed the flow of power. If there was an obstruction, it simply needed to crush it.


      The evil spirit moved again, crossing into the Dannoura territory once more. A sound like something splitting filled the air. Spirits and souls were things that existed through pure will. If they thought they possessed a trait, then they would. The sound was quite literally Mokomoko’s temper snapping.


      She jumped forward. Her attack was lightning fast as she swung her right fist at the evil spirit. The blow sent it crashing to the ground. The ground was a solid barrier to spiritual entities. They could go no farther down and would always stop at the surface.


      Mokomoko dropped onto the evil spirit, stomping on its back with both feet. She grabbed its hair and smashed its head into the floor again and again and again. The evil spirit suddenly began to feel fear. It wasn’t in pain. It simply had an instinctual terror of the concentrated bloodlust aimed at it. It somehow began to scream. Its power, its very soul, was being shaved away. The strength it had accumulated over thousands of years was being stripped bare. It felt the fear of its own existence being threatened. Inescapable, overwhelming violence. That sensation became pain, finally breaking its will.


      “Help...help...help...” it managed to squeeze out. By leveraging its experiences from thousands of years, it managed to spin together something like the words used in the Land of the Rising Sun.


      Oh? So you can talk, you fool?! Then I believe there is something you should be saying before you start begging for your life! Mokomoko did not relent. She continued slamming the spirit’s face into the ground as she spoke.


      “Don’t...understand... Help...help...”


      Not a single word of apology?! Could you not start with a simple “sorry”?!


      “Sorry...sorry...forgive...forgive...”


      Mokomoko clicked her tongue. She had demanded an apology from her opponent and they had complied. In deference to that compliance, she once again threw the spirit away, sending it far from her territory.


      Begone! Never return here again!


      She made no attempt to hide her anger. Even the living natural disaster known as an evil spirit perceived her fury as a raging storm. Naturally, the spirit dragged its battered form away, giving the Dannoura territory a wide berth.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Ghosts, spirits, souls... Though Mokomoko was now one of them, she didn’t understand them all that well. Of course, humans had souls, and upon death, those souls separated from their bodies. That kind of simplistic understanding was generally enough. But the core of consciousness lay in the soul. That left the brain’s role as an information processing unit unclear.


      Surprisingly, Mokomoko was a realist, so she couldn’t give up on the issue as a vague uncertainty. Her conclusion was that information processing and storage also happened in a place outside the brain. She didn’t have a concrete answer for where that was but could theorize that space itself might have such a function. While alive, the brain carried out these functions, but once a person died, those functions were transferred over to space. The information contained therein also contained algorithms for its own processing, updating the way that space processed the information.


      Such an explanation can be used to make the world seem coherent by force, but with no knowledge of the actual mechanics at play, it remains nothing more than an academic theory, she thought idly as she floated through empty space.


      If her theory was correct, why didn’t all people turn into ghosts when they died? Most ended at the moment of their death. Their wills didn’t persist, and those who became ghosts were so hazy and indistinct that it was generally impossible to come to an understanding with them.


      Perhaps I should just accept that I am an exceptionally powerful being. But the fact that I was able to persist even in another world seems to indicate that the soul, or the space on which it is transcribed, is capable of functioning in any location.


      However, something had changed in Mokomoko when she’d gone to the other world. She could no longer stray far from Tomochika’s side. Though she’d originally been a wandering ghost, going to the other world had changed her into a guardian spirit who couldn’t leave her charge.


      In that case, perhaps there are some other factors at play for guardian spirits. For example, it is possible I was making use of Tomochika’s brain.


      That seemed plausible enough. For example, processing power could change by location. The other world had been specialized to deal with ghosts from its own people, leaving it ill-equipped to handle foreign spirits like Mokomoko. So it had used Tomochika like a hardware accelerator to supplement its abilities. That had made it impossible for Mokomoko to stray far from Tomochika physically.


      But there was one case where I was forced to possess that other girl. Did the processing burden move to her brain then? Never mind, that is an incident best forgotten!


      A guardian spirit attacking her charge was unthinkable. The incident itself was a mark against her pride, so she quickly forgot the incident in its entirety.


      I must admit to being somewhat bored, though. Is there anything interesting I can do?


      She was bored enough that she was even starting to miss her adventure in the other world. As a guardian spirit, she could only appear before the descendants of the Dannoura family under extreme circumstances, so now there was effectively no chance for her to communicate with Tomochika. She had also carelessly let slip that she had once played tricks on the family by manipulating their electronic appliances, so she couldn’t even do pranks like that anymore. If such events started happening around the Dannoura household again, she’d be discovered immediately. There wasn’t that much of a problem with being discovered, but as the guardian spirit of the Dannoura family, she didn’t want to risk any behavior that could lead to making their descendants dislike her.


      And since we have returned, Tomochika has not called on me once...


      It was technically possible for them to communicate through the shrine in the Dannoura dojo, but Tomochika hadn’t so much as tried.


      Perhaps I made a mistake in trying to act cool and telling her not to call on me except in extreme circumstances. Raising children so pathetic as to rely on something like a ghost to solve their problems would be no good, so in a way that is fine, but...


      Showing up in front of Tomochika shouldn’t have been a problem, but she had told her to be sparing anyway.


      Still, acting as though I have been exorcised is frustrating as well! I would like her to show me at least a little respect! Is it not normal for me to grow a little lonely?! Surely she could at least present me with some offerings! Not that I could partake in any of them.


      Despite all her complaining, Mokomoko wouldn’t go to see Tomochika of her own accord. She could understand the irritation born of constantly being accompanied by a guardian spirit.


      Is there anything fun to do? Ah, what about a pet robot? Strange behavior from one of them could simply be explained as peculiarity in its AI!


      Mokomoko began interacting with the electromagnetic waves in the atmosphere, connecting herself to the internet and looking up the server of a pet robot manufacturer.


      Hmm...that is unfortunate. It seems they are not as widespread as I had hoped.


      A robot still on the level of a toy would very much stand out if it started to act too human. She needed something really high value, where humanlike behavior wouldn’t seem out of place.


      Oh? I already know of the perfect candidate, don’t I?


      A humanoid robot with incredible faculties. She had used one already in the other world, and one that was based on a robot from this world no less.


      The question is where it is now being held. I doubt it is currently operational. Should I check the Sumeragi household? No, I cannot imagine Enju herself knows anything about it. They were apparently made to attack the boy, so they are likely related to the Institute somehow. Perhaps I should ask him directly.


      Though it was problematic for her to meet her descendants, she arbitrarily decided she could speak with Yogiri Takatou without issue. So she sent a signal to Yogiri’s cell phone. She had spent a great deal of her abundant free time analyzing electronic networks. Infiltrating the base station and making a phone call was trivial for her now. She’d have felt guilty just piggybacking off their infrastructure, though, so she had an official line with them that she paid for.


      “Hello?” said Yogiri.


      It is I, Mokomoko Dannoura!


      “Oh, it’s been a while.”


      You seem remarkably calm for someone receiving a telephone call from a ghost!


      “I mean, even if you’re a ghost, you’re just Mokomoko, right?”


      I suppose so.


      “What’s up?”


      Remember that Enju robot? It exists in this world too, does it not?


      “Huh? Are you nearby or something?”


      Why do you ask?


      “Oh, I’m just walking with Enju right now. We’re heading to Shinozaki’s house to deal with that exact thing.”


      What a coincidence! I would like to discuss that matter with you. Shall I meet you at the Shinozaki residence?


      “Okay. We’ll be there for a while.”


      Then I shall head there as well. It may take me some time, so if I do not arrive immediately, pay me no mind.


      Mokomoko began floating through the air.


      Hmm. Transportation has become somewhat of a challenge.


      In general, moving quickly was quite difficult. If her theory about space itself providing the information processing power was correct, it was like she would need to constantly be writing that information to a new location as she went. After passing through an area once, she could move quite quickly through it for a time afterward, which lent credibility to that theory.


      I have full freedom within a certain range...but is that because this is part of the fixed space in which I have freedom of movement or because my domain grows as I move?


      Spirits bound to the land might still be trapped in place even if they expanded their territory. This was a mechanism she felt warranted greater investigation in the future. Deciding to look into it next time she was bored, she continued floating towards the Shinozaki residence and eventually made it to the front of the mansion, where a surprisingly large number of people were gathered. Naturally, Ayaka Shinozaki was there, as well as Enju, which Yogiri had mentioned, but Ryouko Ninomiya and Carol S. Lane were very much unexpected. There was also a collapsed individual on the ground, so it seemed some kind of incident was unfolding.


      Has something happened here?


      “Oh, you’re here, Mokomoko.”


      People normally couldn’t perceive her presence, but Yogiri was an exception. Once he knew a spirit existed, he would be able to see it plainly.


      “Apparently, someone came to attack, so Ninomiya and Carol fought her,” he explained.


      That is a rather sparse explanation... she said.


      “I wasn’t directly involved, so I don’t know that much.”


      It seemed Yogiri was the one who’d defeated the attacker. Despite having killed her, he claimed not to be related to the incident. He really was nothing close to an ordinary human.


      I am a bit curious, so may I ask you to request additional details?


      “Sure.”


      Though Yogiri didn’t seem that interested, he nevertheless asked the others to sate Mokomoko’s curiosity.


      Ah. So a group with supernatural powers has escaped, and they were pursuing them, she concluded.


      “There were three, so I guess there’re two left now.”


      That sounds rather dangerous. But no matter. I need not involve myself. Putting that aside for now, this is Enju, yes? She seems to have grown a bit since that robot was designed. So what were you doing here with her?


      “It was about the robots. I thought it was a bad idea to leave them lying around forever, so I wanted her to decide how to deal with them.”


      What? You are having them destroyed? Mokomoko had been thinking she’d really struck on a good idea earlier, but if the robots were being disposed of, there was nothing she could do.


      “That’s what I thought would be best, but Enju had a weird idea.”


      Oh?


      “They made the robots without her permission, but I thought she should have the right to decide what was done with them. She said she wanted to sell them.”


      Sell them? Is that even possible? They were made with technology that is very much not public.


      “Yeah. Once they’re sold, they’ll be out of our control, so I think it would be a bad idea. I suggested she change her mind, but then she wanted to find a way to make them work for her.”


      Oh? Is she in need of money?


      “So it seems.”


      Hmm...perhaps that is convenient for both of us. Would she be willing to rent one of them to me? Of course, I am willing to pay.


      “I know you can control those robots, but do you actually have money?”


      Indeed I do. Here, open an app on your phone capable of receiving money by QR code. Tap “Receive,” and...there.


      Using the QR code on Yogiri’s phone, Mokomoko sent him a thousand yen. A quiet tone played from his phone, signaling the receipt of the money.


      “Oh, it worked. How do you get the money?”


      There are no small number of jobs that can be completed entirely within the network, and once you have a bit of money to work with, it is easy enough to put it to work making more for you. I even do a bit of day-trading when I am bored.


      “Hmm. Well, since it’s you asking for this...is it okay?”


      Perhaps I have not shown a particularly reliable side of myself to you in the past. But I wish for this robot only as a means of killing time. I have no intention of doing anything strange with it and am happy to accept any conditions on its use.


      “Enju needs the money, so I guess it’s not a bad idea? Aside from how difficult...or really, how annoying it’ll be to try and explain your existence to her.”


      Perhaps that will be irritating, but I trust you will handle it well.


      Yogiri shared Mokomoko’s offer with Enju.


      “There’s a ghost here?” Enju asked, looking around. She didn’t seem to doubt his claim.


      Does she not have her own smartphone?


      “No, only her mother has one.”


      Poor girl, being trapped in such a tough situation. I wish to speak to her directly. Could you lend her your phone for a moment?


      Yogiri handed his phone to Enju.


      My name is Mokomoko Dannoura. My request is as you have heard. How about it? Would you be willing to lend me one of your robots?


      “Huh? Ghosts can use phones?” Enju replied.


      Indeed they can. Should you agree to lend me one of your robots, I will prepare a smartphone for your personal use. I will handle the necessary payments for it as well, as it will be necessary for us to communicate.


      “Um...oh...but I mean, I don’t really get what those are, so being asked to lend you one so suddenly...”


      Mokomoko could tell the girl was on the edge of toppling. All it would take was a slight push. For each robot, I would offer one hundred thousand yen. So for the three of them together, three hundred thousand a month.


      “It’s a pleasure doing business with you!”


      If money was what Enju wanted, the rest was easy.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Beaten and broken by Mokomoko, the evil spirit was helpless against the Agency, eventually captured and imprisoned. It was trapped in a room layered with spiritual seals. Normally, an evil spirit would have no issue breaking free from such restraints, but after having so much of its power stripped away, it was incapable of doing so.


      Thus, the evil spirit learned anger. Until that point, it had effectively lived with the same kind of awareness as a plant, but its defeat at Mokomoko’s hands had changed it into something worse. A clear will began to sprout: a desire for revenge against Mokomoko. A desire to curse the whole Dannoura lineage. It would haunt and kill anyone related to the family or the land they lived on.


      It began cultivating a curse deep within itself. As that curse and that rage continued to ripen internally, its time imprisoned presented no suffering. It continued to increase its strength, hidden deep within where others wouldn’t notice it. Someday a gap would appear in their defenses. It bet on that future.


      The evil spirit didn’t know how long had passed, but eventually the opportunity came. The room it was sealed in was suddenly sliced apart, freeing it from its numerous bindings.


      “Huh? No one here? It feels like there’s something, though. Hey, want to run with me?”


      A boy entered the room. He seemed to be the source of the commotion. The evil spirit decided to attach itself to him. Following the boy would be the fastest way to get out of its prison. Carried by a bat beastkin, they were conveniently transported to a place quite close to the Dannoura family.


      The evil spirit unleashed its hidden power, absorbing the minor spirits that existed around it. Until now it had never considered attempting to get stronger. For an evil spirit, existence in and of itself was proof of its strength. But now things were different. It needed strength. It needed power. It began to proactively attempt to grow stronger.


      As it did, its abilities rapidly expanded. It quickly grew beyond the height of its previous strength. Drenched in its own curse, its obsession with revenge coagulated into a new level of malicious hatred. It had a feeling of completeness now. This was the true form it should have taken from the start. That was the kind of power it now brimmed with.


      The time was right. It knew it would never lose to anyone in its current state. Though it had been defeated once, it would crush the source of its humiliation with ease. And so the evil spirit moved. It would leave Mokomoko until last. First it would curse the land, which would wither so that no plant would ever grow there again. Every living thing that set foot there would die.


      The evil spirit roared. Darkness spilled from it over the land like a breath of wind, the remains of spirits that had left regrets in this world. The pollution did not dissipate, settling and lingering over the whole area. Countless malicious wills were drawn into proximity.


      The evil spirit flew up into the air. With countless weaker spirits in tow, it filled the sky. Anyone with a sense for the supernatural would no doubt see that the world was ending. The evil spirit found the Dannoura territory and therefore immediately encountered Mokomoko.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Her negotiations with Enju Sumeragi having gone well, Mokomoko was returning home in high spirits when she discovered it—a writhing darkness, a whirlpool of malice, a concentration of curses. Something akin to a black sun hung in the sky over the city. Countless malicious spirits were being absorbed into it.


      Oh my. It seems I have stumbled upon pandemonium.


      It took only a glance for her to realize that what she was seeing didn’t belong in this world.


      Hmm. Have we met somewhere before? No matter. I am in a good mood right now! If you choose to leave immediately, I will let you go unharmed.


      Letting this thing go would no doubt cause an unprecedented disaster, not just for the spiritual realm, but the physical realm as well. Whether that manifested as natural disasters like earthquakes and tornadoes or social issues like widespread despair and melancholy leading to societal collapse, it would no doubt have hellish consequences. But even as the guardian spirit of the Dannoura family, Mokomoko had no obligation to do anything about it. If it wasn’t going to harm the Dannoura family directly, then it was generally out of her jurisdiction. She couldn’t risk leaving the family in danger by going off hunting down evil like a vigilante.


      “Dannoura...Mokomoko...Dannoura!”


      The darkness began to tremble, a palpable malice emanating from it. Though Mokomoko couldn’t tell what was at the center of that black sun, she could see it held something of a grudge against her.


      Oh! It has been quite some time since someone has called my name so passionately. So? What business do you have? Its words seemed clumsy and shaky. Mokomoko could only guess that it was the spirit of some kind of animal.


      “Kill!” The air shook with the spirit’s anger. She couldn’t just leave it to run rampant after all. If she tried to go home, the thing would undoubtedly follow and attack.


      Very well. I shall play with you for a bit. Let us move elsewhere.


      Though they were still a distance away from it, fighting here could have negative effects on the Dannoura household. So Mokomoko headed back down the road in the direction she’d come from. Any place she had moved through in the recent past was her own territory. She could travel across it at an incredible pace.


      Of course, her destination was the Shinozaki residence. The whole location was under the control of the Shinozaki family. If anything strange happened there because of their fight, only the Shinozakis would have to deal with it.


      Whoa!


      The accumulated darkness began to pursue her, something like black whips reaching for her. Though she was able to dodge them, she nevertheless realized she was in a dangerous position. Mokomoko could only move this quickly in a very limited space. Once the enemy realized that, it could use wide-ranging attacks to box her in.


      Dodging artfully around the black whips and numerous minor spirits attacking her, she hurried onward.


      Oh my!


      Being so focused on the attacks coming from behind her, she was caught completely off guard by an attack from the front. Managing to barely dodge it, she came to a stop. The darkness had stretched around in front of her. It was much faster than she had anticipated.


      Heh. Luckily, my running has already come to an end. We have already reached my destination!


      The Shinozaki residence. She hadn’t just come here because of the collateral damage their fight might cause.


      Now, young man! Take down this... Wait, he’s gone?!


      She had made a terrible mistake. Yogiri might have been able to take care of this irritating opponent for her. She had come here with those faint expectations, but there was no one in front of the Shinozaki home anymore. Mokomoko soon found herself surrounded by minor spirits. They crowded around her, leaving no avenue of escape.


      She sighed. Who are you, anyway? I do not remember doing something to earn a grudge like this. Well, perhaps I have, but most of them should be dead. Ah, are you perhaps an evil spirit seeking revenge against me for killing you?


      With no clues as to the identity of her attacker, she couldn’t really narrow down the possibilities any further.


      No matter. I must only defeat you!


      The black whips flew towards her again, but Mokomoko had no need to dodge them any longer. She lifted a hand and blocked them. With a grunt, she pulled on the whips, ripping them apart with her bare hands. A full-frontal assault like this took little effort to deal with.


      Such middling attacks will have no effect on me. Come at me with all you have!


      Though she doubted the enemy would take her words to heart, it nevertheless seemed to understand that its current strategy wasn’t working. The evil spirit stopped creating its whips, contracting in place. The darkness condensed into a single point, revealing the culprit behind the attack.


      So you finally show yourself... But wait, who are you? I still have no idea.


      It was no more than a black silhouette, hatred and curses molded into a human shape. A dark puppet made from a grudge, its face bore no recognizable features. The figure reached its hands forward, darkness accumulating in front of it.


      You intend to fire a beam of some sort?


      Mokomoko glanced backwards. It was hard to see through the minor spirits crowding around them, but the Dannoura mansion was indeed in that direction. It was hard to believe such a powerfully condensed curse would have no effect on it if unleashed.


      Very well. It appears I will have to block, match, or overpower it. Mokomoko lifted her left hand up, then drew her right hand back from it as if pulling a bowstring. It seems you intend to destroy me, but that is a big mistake. Demons, wicked gods, evil spirits, spirits of calamity... Not one of them can match me.


      A bow appeared in her hands. There was no arrow, but she nonetheless had drawn the bowstring tight.


      Dannoura Style Secret Bow Technique: Crying Strings.


      The evil spirit unleashed the condensed curses in its hands as Mokomoko released the string of her bow. A mysterious, haunting tone filled the air as an overwhelming light fired from it. The purifying light filled the world with white, permitting no darkness to survive its passing. The annihilated spirit might have unleashed a cry of pain as it was erased, but the sound of the bowstring drowned out even that.
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      After the light faded, Mokomoko was alone.


      Though Tomochika does not seem to believe it, I am on the level of a divine spirit! An evil spirit like this is no contest for me!


      The spirit had thought too much of itself and been slain during its attack. That was all this was to Mokomoko.


      And now I am late making it home. My goodness.


      She once again began the trip home. With the incident quickly forgotten, she turned her attention to how she would make use of her new robots.

    

  

  
    
      Railblade


      Railblade—that was what Izuna called his own ability. It was simple enough: he could cut things. From the outside, it simply looked like he could slice apart anything he saw at will, but to Izuna himself, it was broken down into two parts.


      The first part was setting an invisible rail, and the second was sending a blade down it. Once the blade started moving, it would travel on its own down the rail until it reached the end, at which point it would disappear. That might sound like a weakness, but in reality he could do both of these actions instantaneously, and since both the rail and the blade were invisible, it made no practical difference.


      That said, Izuna wasn’t so proficient in the use of his ability that he could talk about its application. He had been kept trapped in a cramped little room, afforded the bare minimum for survival. There were no real opportunities for him to make use of his abilities. Slicing apart his own stuff would only make life harder for him.


      He had tried cutting the door and walls just to entertain himself but had only ever accomplished leaving light scratches. He could keep hitting the same place repeatedly to deepen those grooves, but at some point they would repair themselves as if he had never touched them. Something seemed to have been done while he was asleep as well, since the next time he tried to cut the walls, he had even less of an effect. It seemed they had replaced the walls with stronger material.


      If someone entered his room, he might have some chance of escape. He attempted to fake sleeping a number of times to that end, but no one ever showed up while he was awake. It was possible they only ever entered after using a drug to force him to sleep. No matter what he planned, he was always well within the organization’s control.


      Considering his conditions, he was offered a surprising amount of freedom. He could watch TV and even had limited access to the internet for watching videos online. Educational programs had been included, so he was able to gain a minimal education. He was never going to be allowed outside, so he wasn’t sure why they bothered, but maybe it was just to try and teach him his place. Someone left in total ignorance might grow desperate and violent. Being taught how big the world was and how small he was in comparison might have been an attempt to teach him to stay calm and quiet.


      Regardless of how he felt about the matter, Izuna understood there was no real hope of escape. This was a facility specifically designed to contain people like him. They doubtlessly had countless measures in place to keep him there.


      But then suddenly everything changed. One day, he went to sleep, and when he woke up, everything was different. He was in a room surrounded by candles, beyond which were a number of men wearing hoods. The room was dim, with a strange pattern drawn on the stone floor. Beside him lay a rather plump boy.


      Izuna set his rail. With him at the center, it ran through all of the robed men. He then unleashed the blade, sending it slicing through everything around him. Normally someone would be stunned by such a dramatic change in location, but Izuna had long prepared himself for this. He had decided that if he ever saw the faintest glimmer of hope for an escape, he would immediately use his power to kill everyone around him.


      This was the first time he had ever intentionally used his power to harm someone, but it was not much of a stumbling block for him. In the dramas he watched on TV, it seemed like killing another person was a huge deal. It created all sorts of emotions and conflicts, forcing the story to press onward, but to Izuna it was just like any other physical phenomenon.


      “No idea what’s going on, but I guess I better run.”


      At the very least, he wasn’t in the same room he’d gone to sleep in. He wasn’t about to waste the unexpected opportunity, so he immediately ran. It took no time at all for him to run into a wall with a window. Looking out, he saw he was quite high up.


      Izuna drew a rail leading to the ground below. Technically, there was no limit to the length of the rail he could make. It couldn’t be infinite, but it could stretch as far as he could imagine in his head. In other words, going as far as he could see was easy.


      Jumping on the blade, he launched it. Though invisible, the blade still had a physical form, and he could control its speed at will. It was possible to make use of it as a mode of transportation. With all the empty time he had back at the facility, he had given quite a bit of thought to different ways to apply his power.


      Having made good his escape, Izuna came to realize he was in a different world. Though he had been kept isolated from the outside world since he was a young child, the social norms here were just too different. The buildings looked primitive, there were people with animalistic characteristics walking around, there were tons of animals that looked entirely unfamiliar to him, and dragons flew through the sky. There was little to no security for the common people, judging by how he was assaulted by a group armed with swords and axes after only a short walk.


      Such a violent and unforgiving world was exactly the kind of place where Izuna could let loose. At first it was a bit challenging for him; he couldn’t cut things like armor or dragon scales right away. But as he grew and refined his technique, even that became possible. He learned to create multiple rails, and by learning to create blades with varying shapes, he found even more applications for his power. He learned how to send multiple blades at once. He could now cut things from multiple angles, like a pair of invisible scissors. He could use tiny blades to sneak through gaps in armor or target an enemy’s eyes. Though it was hardly an unstoppable ability, it didn’t have any obvious weaknesses. If used well, it could take down any opponent, no matter how powerful they were.


      So Izuna lived out his life in this new world without any particular direction. If he got hungry, he stole food. He killed people and took their homes for a place to sleep. Sometimes he even slaughtered groups of monsters attacking a village to earn the people’s thanks. But as time went on, he started to grow bored. Was this really the freedom he had longed for? Living like a wandering outlaw in this backwater world wasn’t satisfying. Eventually he started looking into the world he’d found himself in as well as the one he had come from. Not that he had any skills useful for such an investigation—the best he could do was threaten the people around him and make them talk.


      Despite his rough manner, with enough attempts, he managed to make some headway. The country he was in had summoned heroes from another world. Once those heroes defeated the Demon Lord, they’d be sent back to their own world. As such, he decided the best course of action was to kill this Demon Lord. If that didn’t work out, he’d look for the royals who’d summoned him.


      He eventually found himself at the Demon Lord’s castle. By the time he arrived, the Demon Lord was already dead, but someone even stronger had taken his place. Even so, they died easily enough in turn. Afterward, Izuna had found himself wrapped in light, and then suddenly, he was back in his own world. Maybe it had all just been a dream...but it definitely felt like his power had grown stronger. He set a rail aimed at the door. The time he’d spent refining his power in the other world had made it so he could tell whether he could cut an object just by setting a rail over it.


      It seemed like the door was penetrable, but it wouldn’t be easy. How many obstructions were there beyond it? If he was slow, the facility would restrain him in no time. If he was going to escape, he would have to do as much damage as possible and run as quickly as he could.


      He had an objective, but he didn’t need to rush. Thanks to his rampage through the other world, he had learned how to improve his power, so he decided that quietly refining his skill and waiting for the best moment to escape was the wisest choice.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I’m going out for some karaoke with my friends. You’re not going anywhere anyway, are you?” Tomochika’s grandfather declared, stepping into her room.


      “Why do you think that’s a given?!”


      “Because you’re a high school student on spring break and haven’t done anything but laze away in your room.”


      Tomochika was lying on her bed, playing a handheld game. She wasn’t in a great position to argue the point. “Okay, so I’m not going anywhere. Why?” She sat up, putting the game down.


      “I was just thinking if I go out, you’ll be home alone, so I should at least let you know.”


      “That’s it? I don’t really mind.”


      “Maybe you should, since you’re a girl.”


      The Dannoura family was an old-fashioned Japanese household. Though they hadn’t ignored the issue entirely, security wasn’t exactly one of their strong suits. It wouldn’t be hard for someone with ill intentions to force their way inside.


      “Oh. I guess so.”


      “If someone challenges the dojo, make sure you deal with them properly.”


      “I thought you were worried about me being a girl home alone?!”


      “I don’t have to worry about you, do I?”


      “I don’t think you could have flipped any faster on that issue if you tried!”


      “Anyway, that’s not important. It seems people going around challenging other dojos has gotten popular recently.”


      “How did something like that get popular?!”


      “Well, rather than ‘popular,’ I should say there’s one guy going around doing it,” he clarified.


      “I know it wouldn’t be the first time someone’s challenged us, but it’s pretty rare for someone to be going around to multiple dojos, isn’t it?”


      For the most part, her brother and grandfather handled that kind of violent stuff. Tomochika only heard stories of it after the fact.


      “Make sure you get him to say it’s fine if he gets hurt or killed. You can just record him saying it on your phone.”


      “Shouldn’t I have him sign something?” she asked.


      “Nah, he’s the kind of idiot who’ll ignore paperwork and just attack you. It’ll be much easier to provoke him a bit to get him to say it out loud.”


      “Is it really that easy?”


      “I doubt he’ll bother coming to challenge a place that practices archery, but if you end up killing him, just throw his body out in the courtyard. I’ll deal with it later.”


      “You’re really not worried about me at all, huh?”


      “It’s not like you’re gonna lose, right?”


      “I don’t know. Depends on the opponent, I guess.”


      “If you lost, then the rest of us probably wouldn’t fare very well either. It might as well be the end of the Dannoura family.” With that, her grandfather left.


      “I mean...it would be nice if you were worried about my well-being instead of just the school’s...”


      In any case, it seemed Tomochika’s grandfather had complete and total trust in her.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After leaving the abandoned hospital, Izuna wandered around town for a while. There was no point in going on a rampage. While that might work in a lawless world, he needed to account for the fact that this society wasn’t like that. Even he could understand the general social atmosphere to that degree.


      “This is way more fun. That other world was boring as hell.”


      Walking through the bustling business district, he was greeted with fresh new sights everywhere he looked.


      “I’m getting hungry...and it doesn’t look like stealing is going to be a great option.”


      He could take anything he wanted. Or at least, that was what he thought at first, but he quickly decided that doing so would cause a big commotion and bring the police down on him. He doubted he’d lose to them, but he didn’t feel it was worth the effort of dealing with them just to get a bite to eat.


      “Maybe I should have taken the money after all. I guess I can just find someone who won’t cause problems if I lift a bit of cash from them.”


      If he tried to mug any random person on the street, it would cause an uproar, but he could probably get away with roughing up some back-alley thugs. So he began looking for a place where security wasn’t so good. Izuna had been in constant battle with thugs and bandits in the other world. He had something like a sixth sense for finding them at this point. Leaving the main street, he started walking down the smaller side roads. As he did, he came across a pretty rough-looking guy.


      “Hey, hand over any money you’ve got.”


      “Huh?”


      Deciding this still wasn’t a great place to be making a scene, Izuna threw the man into a gap between a couple of buildings. He could freely choose whether his Railblade cut or didn’t. Pushing something around without actually cutting was easy enough for him.


      “Wha? Who do you— Huh?!” The man was thrown to the ground, seemingly a bit confused about whether he should be shocked or trying to threaten Izuna.


      “I don’t want to make a fuss. Cleaning up will be too much of a pain.” Stepping into the alley after the man, Izuna grazed his neck with a blade, leaving a shallow cut, just enough to draw blood. Even if he didn’t understand the details, it should be enough for the man to know his life was in danger. “Don’t make me repeat myself. Money.”


      “O-Okay...” The man pulled out his wallet. Though totally confused, he seemed to understand that resisting meant dying, so he moved quickly and carefully.


      “Just leave it there. You can go.” Izuna erased the Railblade. The man obediently left his wallet on the ground and ran. Picking it up, Izuna sifted through its contents. “I guess this is my first time seeing money in Japan. It’s this stuff, right?”


      Pulling out a number of bills, he threw the rest of the wallet back on the ground. Though he knew nothing of this world, he could at least figure out how to get something to eat from his experience in the other one.


      As he made to leave the alleyway, he heard a loud crash as another man fell to the ground beside him.


      “Huh?” Izuna looked up to see a broken window from which the man had presumably fallen. Judging from what he could hear, it seemed there was still something going on up there.


      His interest piqued, Izuna popped up to take a look inside. Using his Railblade to get into a building was easy enough. Stepping in through the window, he saw a large man in a black gi fighting a number of others. His opponents wore similar gi, some still charging him, others lying sprawled on the floor. It seemed this was some kind of martial arts dojo.


      “Ha ha ha ha ha! You can’t handle the one-on-one, so you all attack at once? Guess you’re the same as everyone else!”


      Gliding around the room, the man swung arms and legs as thick as logs. There was easily enough power in his strikes to send the men he was fighting flying, but Izuna noticed something strange: The man’s hands and feet weren’t actually making contact with them.


      “Hm. Seems like you don’t live up to the rumors. You guys were barely anything. Next is...the Dannoura School of Archery? I guess an archery school wouldn’t be much better than this. Oh well, guess I’ll just go get it out of the way.”


      Having flattened the rest of the men in the room, the man in black pulled a notebook from his pocket and began checking something.


      “Hey, you going around fighting different dojos?” Izuna asked.


      “What?! There’s still someone left?!” he exclaimed as he suddenly noticed his presence.


      “No, no, I just came in through the window.”


      “Hm. True enough, you aren’t wearing a gi. And it doesn’t look like you’re about to try anything. Then yes, you are correct! I am going around crushing all of the dojos I can find!”


      “I’m curious. I noticed those guys were sent flying even when you didn’t hit them. What was that about?”


      The man narrowed his eyes. “Oh? You saw that? That is a technique known as Togami of the Kashin Anti-Demon Karate school!”


      “Hey—”


      “You’re just all questions, aren’t you? You may be rather nimble, but I have no time for weaklings! Get out of here while I’m still in a good mood.”


      “That notebook has a list of strong people in it, right?” Izuna continued. “Give it to me.”


      “I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to crush you!” the man yelled, immediately charging Izuna.


      “Okay then, try that technique on me.”


      The man’s brow furrowed slightly, but he launched a fist right at Izuna’s face. It was a purely orthodox straight jab. But it didn’t make contact.


      “What?! You! What did you do?!”


      Izuna had set a blade in front of his face. If the man had continued his punch, he would have sliced his own hand apart. But Izuna had felt a strange feedback from the blade. There was something in front of the man’s fist, something that Izuna’s blade had stopped.


      The man continued with a number of attacks: heel drops, elbow strikes, piercing jabs, knee kicks. Each and every one of them was stopped by Izuna’s blades, but like before, they were all accompanied by an invisible force. The man’s body still didn’t have a scratch on it.


      “Interesting! I’ve never met someone like you!” Izuna exclaimed. “Is that something anyone can learn? If so, teach me. I’ll even call you ‘master’ if you want.”


      “Shut up!” Yet another straight punch.


      Izuna hopped on a blade and retreated, sending another to slice the man’s arm. It easily dismembered the limb, sending it tumbling across the room.


      “Gaaaaah!” the man dropped to the floor, clutching his newly bleeding stump.


      “Oh, it only shows up when attacking?” Slicing off the man’s remaining limbs, Izuna reached into his opponent’s pocket and took out his notebook. “See you later. You can leave this to me, master. I’ll clean up the rest of the schools for you.”


      Though he didn’t know what he wanted to do with this information yet, he at least had a concrete objective now. His first stop would be the place the man had mentioned earlier, the Dannoura School of Archery.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Though the Dannoura household wasn’t all that well equipped, it did have some security. If something happened on their property, the residents would notice and come running immediately. In other words, their security relied entirely on manpower.


      While lazing away in her room, Tomochika noticed that someone had shown up at their place. As a rule, she left that kind of stuff to the rest of the family, so she wasn’t normally on guard, but being home alone had caused her to pay a bit more attention. It didn’t seem like the visitor was a family member or anyone she knew.


      “Wait, did that guy actually show up?” She jumped to her feet, immediately getting a terrible premonition. Then she quickly changed out of her tracksuit and into something a bit more presentable. “Jeez, did grandpa set a flag by coming to warn me?”


      Of course, if he hadn’t warned her, she would have been even less on guard. She felt that maybe she should be a bit more thankful than upset with him.


      “Uh, what was that edgy saying I was supposed to use?” Tomochika tried to remember the code she used to make herself get serious.


      Treat every place as a battlefield. Though easy to say, it was a hard principle to put into practice. Being prepared for battle in every situation might have been admirable in a warrior, but it wasn’t feasible to be so guarded against everything in one’s daily life. So the Dannoura family used a kind of self-suggestion to switch between battle and ordinary-life modes. Of course they could still fight in their ordinary mode, but switching to battle mode made them much more aggressive and better able to draw out their full strength.


      “‘People crazed in the three realms do not know their madness. The blind born by the four modes of birth do not know their blindness. Born and reborn again and again, we are ignorant of the beginnings of life. Dying again, again, and yet again, we are ignorant of the ending of death.’”


      It was a passage from Kukai’s The Precious Key to the Secret Treasury. Tomochika could only assume it had been chosen for their “transformation” because it sounded cool. However, that wasn’t something she had learned from her own training. Mokomoko had taught her that in the other world. There was a lot of depth to the Dannoura School that Tomochika had yet to discover.


      “I don’t feel like anything’s really changed after saying it...”


      Then again, expressing more strength than she was used to would make it harder to fight, as her body might not be able to keep up. Feeling like nothing had changed was probably for the best.


      Stepping out of her room, she went downstairs and out into the courtyard. Their dog finally began barking at the intruder.


      “What’s the point of a guard dog if I noticed the intruder first?” Worse, it seemed more like the dog was excited about a new visitor than responding to an intruder.


      Following the dog’s gaze, she found a young man standing in the courtyard. He seemed unhealthily slim and was wearing gray sweats. She had no appraisal of him based on how he looked. A person’s general atmosphere was little help in determining how strong they were.


      “Do you need something?”


      “Yeah, I’m here to challenge your dojo,” he said.


      “So straightforward, huh?” Tomochika had hoped he was going to say he was at the wrong place. “Then I’ll take you to the dojo.”


      “Makes sense. Can’t challenge a dojo if I don’t go there.”


      The two stepped into the Dannoura family dojo. Tomochika took off her shoes as she did, but the boy didn’t follow her example.


      “Okay, can I get your name, address, and phone number?” Standing in the center of the dojo, Tomochika pulled out her phone.


      “What, you need that crap?”


      “If you end up knocked out, we’ll need to call someone to come pick you up.”


      “Very funny. My name is Izuna. I don’t have an address or a phone.”


      “That doesn’t help very much!”


      “Doesn’t matter if I don’t lose, right?”


      “If you say so. Okay, just to make sure, this is going to be a formal match. You have to accept the risk of harm, injury, loss of bodily function, permanent paralysis, and in the worst case, death. Also, you’ll have to deal with your own hospital bills. We can’t be held responsible for any of it. Is that all right?” She had remembered the formal declaration for the first half but had ad-libbed the rest.


      “Sure, whatever,” he replied. “Are you the one fighting? Does the boss come out if I beat you?”


      “No, I’m the only one home right now, so you can say you beat the whole school if you win.”


      “When do we start?”


      “I guess we already have?”


      Neither of them were particularly nervous about what was happening.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Izuna felt let down. That Kashin Karate guy had been huge and burly, so he had expected something similar here. Instead, it was just a girl. She didn’t seem all that strong, and it didn’t seem like she was ready to do any archery either. She didn’t have anything like a weapon on her.


      “Okay, then. But you guys are an archery school, right? I don’t mind waiting for you to go get your bow.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that. That’s mostly ancient history now. We don’t really use bows anymore.”


      “Is that so?”


      If he just went all out from the start, he’d be cutting down a random girl without her even knowing what was happening. It would hardly be a fight. He decided to give her a bit of a demonstration first.


      “So, I can do stuff like this.” Looking around, he found a number of dummies lined up against a wall. That was exactly the kind of thing he needed. Stretching out a rail, he sliced apart one of the dummies. For some reason, the dummy actually screamed as it was cut, taking Izuna very much by surprise. That had been entirely unexpected.


      “Mr. Target! No!” the girl cried. “What are you doing?! Those things are really expensive!”


      “Well, keep that in mind. Let’s fight.”


      It didn’t seem like she understood the situation. She didn’t get how scary his power was or that it could be used on her, so he decided to just get it over with. If this place was boring, he could simply go to the next one.


      He set a rail aimed at the girl’s neck. Once he released a blade, it would take off her head and that would be that.


      But the girl stepped to the side. She had dodged his invisible rail.


      “What?”


      Chance. A coincidence. Just luck. Any of those were possible. But when he set another rail, she stepped around it yet again. Izuna was in shock. He had never seen something like it before. He had seen people block his attack, and barely dodge, being fatally wounded once the blade actually made contact, and dodge randomly, attempting to avoid an attack they couldn’t see, but he hadn’t seen someone maneuver so precisely around the rails like this. A shudder ran down his back as he realized he had underestimated this girl.


      “No way!”


      He decided he couldn’t afford to hold anything back and immediately deployed thirteen rails, the maximum he could manage at his present strength, layering them together to create an unavoidable lattice. But the girl vanished. If she wasn’t in front of him, that could only mean one thing.


      Barely believing it could be possible, he turned to look behind him. She was indeed standing there. It was impossible. How fast did one have to move to completely disappear like that? And she had immediately hit upon a weakness in the Railblades that Izuna had never had to grapple with before: He couldn’t create rails behind himself. It wasn’t that it was technically impossible, but placing them accurately in a space he couldn’t see was extremely challenging.


      The girl approached. Izuna now realized that it took a small amount of time after setting a rail for him to erase it and create a new one. So he retreated, setting another rail, jumping on a blade, and dashing away.


      “Oh!” the girl blurted out in disappointment.


      Turning to look, he saw she had delivered a chop to the spot where Izuna had been a moment before. A chill ran down his back. If he hadn’t run, her strike would have destroyed the base of his brain. He didn’t know if she had the strength to do that with a bare-handed chop, but there was no hesitation in her movements.
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      He considered fleeing. It wouldn’t be hard. He just needed to set a rail up into the air and fly away. But that would be a hard shame to live with. He had broken out of confinement and attained freedom for himself, and he was going to be sent running by a little girl? Impossible. If he wanted to truly be free, he couldn’t run from this fight.


      Using all of his rails at once was a bad idea. He needed to keep a number in reserve to use defensively. So he set a rail around himself. Even when it was out of his line of sight, it was easy enough if it was just around his own body. Using five rails for protection, he sent another five at the girl. Two were under his feet for mobility, with one left in reserve for emergencies.


      Once again the girl vanished. Izuna immediately spun around, but she wasn’t behind him this time.


      Where is she?!


      Just as he started to panic, something grabbed his throat. She hadn’t gone anywhere. She was right in front of him. Though he didn’t know how, she had slipped past all of his rails and grabbed him. That confirmed it—she could definitely see them.


      At this point, there was nothing he could do. The moment before Izuna’s consciousness snapped off, the image of the girl’s bored expression was burned into his mind.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Since visiting the other world, Tomochika had a sense for the bloodlust of others. She figured it was similar to Yogiri’s ability to read killing intent. As Yogiri saved her over and over, she had gradually learned to recognize those signs for herself. As a result, she could tell that Izuna was trying to do something dangerous. Although she didn’t know exactly what would happen, she knew where it was dangerous for her to stand. In the end, she had handily defeated him, never learning what his strategy actually was.


      For her part, her last “disappearance” had simply been her dropping low to the ground and rushing forward. She could draw her opponent’s attention elsewhere as she slipped into their blind spot. At the moment, she had clenched her hand tight around his throat, cutting off the carotid artery until he passed out, but she didn’t know what to do after that. Of course, she had no desire to kill him, but he’d wake up eventually. It was very possible he would try to use his power to cut her again.


      “All right, then let’s tie him up!”


      Tomochika retrieved some ropes and a jute bag from the dojo warehouse. She tied up his arms and legs and covered his face with a bag. She had a vague sense that blocking his vision would make it harder for him to use his ability. Then she dragged him out of the dojo and threw him into a corner of the courtyard before calling her grandfather.


      “Grandpa! Some guy came by to challenge the dojo!” She was totally out of her element, so she decided to rely on his wealth of experience.


      “Did you kill him?”


      “Of course not!”


      “Oh, too bad. That was a good chance for you to do so.” He sounded truly disappointed.


      “Hurry up and come home. I’ve tied him up for now.”


      “Give me another hour. I’ll come home after that.”


      “You’re choosing karaoke over dealing with this?!”


      Her grandfather hung up.


      “Man...it’ll be a pain if this guy wakes up. Oh, I know!” Returning to the dojo, she sat down in front of the family altar and clapped her hands in prayer. “Mokomoko, what should I do with this challenger?” When things were rough, maybe praying to the gods wasn’t an option, but she could always call on Mokomoko. This shrine was how she was supposed to contact the guardian spirit when she needed help.


      “Is she even listening?” As she thought that, her phone began to ring.


      “Hi, Tomochika!” It was Carol.


      “What’s up?”


      “Takatou just sent me a message! Apparently some weirdo showed up at your place?”


      “Yeah, he did.”


      “That guy might be someone I’m looking for.” Carol briefly explained her search for the escapees.


      “If he’s your responsibility, can you pay for Mr. Target?”


      “Who?”


      Mr. Target was the dummy dressed as an office worker. He looked incredibly lifelike and even blinked and breathed. When he was struck, he’d cry out in pain. Thanks to all of those unnecessary functions, he was quite an expensive target dummy.


      “Hmm. It’s true that it was kind of our fault. I’ll look into it for you. We’ll take the boy from here. Is that okay?”


      “Please do. He’s just a nuisance.”


      “Then leave it to me! By the way, how is he? I don’t want to walk in on a horror scene...”


      “A horror scene? I just knocked him out. He’s not even injured.”


      “Ohhh! But shouldn’t you be a bit flashier when dealing with challengers?”


      “What era are you from?”


      After a while, Carol and her coworkers showed up to retrieve Izuna.


      “Man, that was kind of a convoluted solution, Mokomoko...”


      Mokomoko could have solved the whole problem merely by popping out and telling Tomochika to call Carol. But the ghost had declared that she wouldn’t help Tomochika directly except in extreme emergencies, and it seemed she intended to keep her word.

    

  

  
    
      Otherworld Harem Project


      Hanakawa had the profession of Monk from his Gift. He had plenty of items and material wealth, a healthy helping of modern knowledge from Japan, and his final trump card, the Friendship Counter. That should have been more than enough to live a comfortable life as an overpowered protagonist here in another world.


      But that wasn’t an acceptable attitude. Those who grew arrogant would immediately be cut down. Hanakawa’s experience in this world had taught him that plenty of times. The first thing he needed was humility. Exercise restraint even with those who seemed to like you. It was still likely that their good favor was simply a misconception on your part. Don’t grow complacent, no matter how easy the fight appears. There was always a bigger fish. There were plenty of monsters wandering the world that could crush Hanakawa with the tip of their finger. Don’t stand out. He couldn’t keep saying lines like “Oh, did I go overboard again?” The nail that sticks out gets hammered down. If he stood out, there was no telling when retribution would come for him. Don’t do anything that makes people dislike you. Even if he was reasonably strong, he was far from invincible. He would be at a disadvantage against large numbers and could easily die if attacked while sleeping or poisoned.


      The best course of action was to act quietly and carefully, slowly garnering favor with those around him. He couldn’t bear to fail again. He just wanted to be a little popular, to be pampered a little bit. A harem of three was plenty. Any more than that would make it difficult to mediate between them and threatened to turn daily life into a battlefield.


      Ideally, he wouldn’t approach them proactively, but they’d come to him and he’d reluctantly accept them. That would mean it wasn’t his fault that he had multiple girlfriends. He just had to unwillingly add girls who demanded to be with him to the group as time went on.


      After lengthy consideration, he decided it would be best to hole up in some rural town. Though cities had lots of people and a great deal of convenience, those features would also attract others with cheat-like abilities. That would head off virtually any attempt Hanakawa made at doing what he wanted. But if the town was too rural, life would become difficult again. Striking that balance would be a real challenge.


      “Hmm. The ideal would be a rural village that is still somewhat well-developed, I suppose? In that case, I need only earn their thanks to gain popularity. No, that kind of arrogance is unacceptable! I cannot act as though it is a given that I will earn their thanks! I need to be on the level of a mediocre protagonist. I will need to prepare a number of thickheaded affectations to suit. That is the key!”


      Hanakawa pondered the situation as he made his way to a rural area. There were all sorts of things one could mean by “rural,” but in this world, it referred to any area that wasn’t one of the highly developed cities. In other words, he was effectively wandering at random, looking for any place that seemed pleasant as he went from city to city.


      “Taking on adventurer-like activities should expand my options a little, though I have to wonder, how is the Underworld beneath Manii faring? Since those slain by Sir Takatou did not return, does that mean the Underworld has also disappeared?”


      Hanakawa had broken the seal on Mana, a Dark God sealed deep in the earth below the capital of Manii, but Yogiri had easily killed her. Since the Underworld existed solely to keep her imprisoned, it served no purpose if she was gone. But just because something disappeared didn’t mean everything tangentially related to it disappeared along with it.


      “No matter. Should the Underworld still exist, I have no desire to make a living on combat. Such a path leads one only to overconfidence in one’s abilities until a quick and untimely end. Should I wish to make use of my Gift, I would be better served by becoming a healer than a warrior. Such abilities should be in high demand no matter where I go!”


      Though this world was overflowing with magic and monsters, those capable of using healing magic were shockingly rare. Those who were injured had no choice but to rely on mundane treatment, suspicious herbs, frog extracts, and pastes made of charred lizards—things that were all just as likely to harm the patient as cure them. Someone like Hanakawa, who could heal any wound in the blink of an eye, should have been worth his weight in gold. It would be incredibly strange for someone with that kind of ability to not become immediately popular.


      “For example, if I find a beautiful young woman whose parents are injured, I should easily be able to... No! I cannot think like that! Such motivations will ruin my chances from the start! In such a situation, I need to be the gentleman, offering my services entirely free of charge! That is far more likely to build trust and affection! Then others will come to me in droves! Ah, it appears the first village should be coming into view...”


      Hanakawa walked down the road. If his map was accurate, there would be a settlement just in front of him.


      “So there is...but I sense something foul in the air...”


      There certainly was a settlement in front of him. But it seemed there was fighting going on there. The sound of swords clashing and the smell of blood in the air both reached Hanakawa where he stood. Hiding himself, he approached carefully. It seemed like the village was on the verge of destruction. It was under attack by humans with horns—in other words, demons.


      There were a number of people who looked like villagers lying crumpled on the ground, and there was a group of knights fighting to protect the village, but they were on the verge of annihilation. Three unarmed demons had cut down more than a dozen knights. The last knight grunted as she was thrown backwards, sword wrenched from her hand. She was clearly at the end of her rope.


      “A female knight! In that case, I must lend aid...but, wait, are these knights not of the Kingdom of Iman?” Hanakawa had plenty of bitter memories of that kingdom. He had been put through quite a lot by Iman during his first visit to this world. “Does that mean I am now in Iman? In that case, I feel no obligation to aid the people here!”


      He had never planned on coming to this country, but the maps of this world were poorly made.


      “However...such behavior is exactly what might make me unpopular. I suppose I should be the adult here...”


      His trials in Iman were long past. He couldn’t say he had given up his grudge entirely, but it seemed pointless to be concerned about it now.


      “Ahem. Excuse me!” Hanakawa cleared his throat, stepping out in front of the demons. “Might you be willing to call this fight a draw in deference to me?”


      “Why would we care that you’re here?” one of the demons replied.


      “I suppose that is a good point.”


      “Die.” The demon jabbed at Hanakawa with a bare hand, attempting to stab him in the throat. But the demon’s claws couldn’t even scratch his skin.


      “And here I thought we might be able to resolve this peacefully. Remember that you are the one who attacked first.” Hanakawa lifted a palm towards the demon and unleashed an energy blast. It was a fundamental skill of the Monk profession, the ability to build up and release energy. The blast easily took off the attacking demon’s head.


      Hanakawa had plenty of reasons to be relaxed. The level gap between them was just too much. Seeing the demon’s stats, he knew at a glance that it would be an easy fight for him. Even then, the demonic kingdom near Iman had lost its ruler and was in shambles. He was fully aware that any demons lurking in the area would hardly be a threat.


      “If you had simply retreated, I might have let you go, but now it seems I must withdraw that luxury.” The heads of the remaining two demons exploded. Once he had unleashed a burst of energy, Hanakawa could control it for a while. He had simply used the first blast to take out all three demons. “But no, I must refrain from growing too self-absorbed. This result was caused by no more than the difference in our levels. So, my apologies, but I believe I must excuse myself now.”


      “Please, wait!”


      As Hanakawa made to leave, a voice called out to him from behind.


      “What is it? If you wish to thank me, there is no need. Ah, perhaps I have interfered where I should not have? In that case, my apologies.”


      “Thank you. You saved us... You’re one of the heroes!”


      “Huh? Uh, I believe you may have mistaken me for someone else.”


      “There is no way I could mistake your plump exterior for anyone else!”


      “That does not seem like the most polite thing to say.” But now that he thought about it, it wasn’t so strange that someone might remember him. He was one of the party that had defeated the Demon Lord here. “As I said, you do not need to thank me. Now, please excuse me...”


      “Please, wait!” The knight grabbed him. As she was in armor, there wasn’t anything particularly pleasant about the contact, but having an attractive woman clinging to him wasn’t the worst feeling in the world either.


      “Please save us, hero! There is no way I can complete my mission alone!”


      “I am most sorry, but I am actually in quite a hurry... Well, maybe I’m not.”


      “Please!” The knight looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Please! I’m begging you! Can you not protect these people from the lingering demons?!”


      “Sorry, but I only wish to hole myself up in the countryside and enjoy a slow, harem-filled life.”


      “A harem?! Then by all means, I will join you! If you’re not interested in me, I can find someone else!”


      “Uh...”


      “Please! You’re my only hope!”


      Hanakawa wasn’t sure that this world had the same culture of bowing on hands and knees as Japan did, but nevertheless the knight dropped to the ground, pressing her forehead to it in a way Hanakawa was very familiar with. He couldn’t get full of himself. That style of doing things had already brought him here. Something in his heart warned him that jumping at the very first opportunity that presented itself was dangerous...but it felt so good. Being called a hero...being looked at with respect...being relied on...


      Hanakawa felt like he had died and gone to heaven.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      In the end, Hanakawa ended up accepting the knight’s request to hunt down the remnants of the demons. Traveling around the surrounding villages, he wiped out whatever demons were in the area. They were only stragglers left behind by the end of the demonic kingdom, so they weren’t much of a challenge. He honestly could have taken them down blindfolded, and even considered it once or twice, but ultimately didn’t bother because they were too weak to make even that a challenge.


      Even so, Hanakawa did not get full of himself. If he acted arrogant here, it would lead to people hating him. Combat ability and personality were entirely unrelated. Even if the women hated him for his personality, they might still stick with him to make use of his combat prowess, but that wasn’t what he longed for.


      He also gave thought to being too strong. If he was too strong, people would fear him. It would be a problem if people were constantly dreading his power being turned against them, so he acted in moderation. Even if he could end a fight in an instant, he held back. Supporting the knights fighting alongside him, he made his victories into theirs.


      Apparently, his fame began to spread as his friends increased. For whatever reason, attractive young women were gathering around him of their own accord. It seemed they respected him and even liked him. But if he tried to make a move on them, strange rumors would start to circulate. So as he’d decided from the beginning, he had to act like a gentleman.


      Though things had gotten a little off track from his original plan, they still seemed to be going fairly well. Defeating the demons, he brought peace back to the various villages. In a way, he thought this was all good enough. He spent an awful lot of time working as a warrior instead of a healer, but it wasn’t all that much work, so he didn’t see a big difference.


      And then came the turning point. With the remaining demons more or less wiped out, talks began about visiting the capital of Iman—the place where the royalty that had so abused Hanakawa in the past waited, where the people called him “fatty” and “pig” as he walked the streets.


      But Hanakawa was now overflowing with confidence. There was no curse to restrain him, and he had enough friends who trusted him to not care what the common rabble thought of him. He felt he could argue on even footing with the royalty that had treated him like a slave in the past. He could probably get them to honor their original promise to grant him money, rank, and women. That was precisely what he wanted in this world, wasn’t it?


      “Ah, but it is quite the conundrum! I am currently revered as an upright and just hero! Indulging in this lifestyle seems like an acceptable option, but even so! My desire to build a harem remains unquenched! And besides, it should be no problem for me to build a harem at this stage, no? Such a thing is a given for a hero! That is the kind of atmosphere I feel is brewing!”


      In the closest town to the capital, Hanakawa was agonizing over this in his room at the inn. As he rolled around restlessly on his bed, his mind was racing all over the place. Things were going well now, but he couldn’t expect they’d continue on this path.


      “Sorry for barging in while you’re worrying, but can I talk to you for a bit?”


      “Who is there?!” Hanakawa jumped upright.


      A familiar boy was now standing in the room with him: Kouryu. After everything that had happened, he’d ended up becoming the god of this world.


      “Ah, it is you. A pleasure to meet with you again. What do you need?”


      “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news,” Kouryu said.


      “Are you not supposed to say, ‘I have good news and bad news’?”


      “Normally. But sorry, all I’ve got today is the bad.”


      “For a god to be calling it bad news, I can only imagine it is truly terrible.”


      “Since taking back the Heavenly Throne, I’ve become the manager of this world. I’ve been trying to work out a number of the problems the world is facing, and ultimately it looks like I’m going to have to get rid of the Sages’ lingering influence.”


      “Oh?”


      “So I’m going to have to erase everyone’s Gifts.”


      “Excuse me?” Hanakawa gaped.


      “I mean, it just warps things too much, you know? It throws off the power balance entirely. You can’t have a proper world with something like that around.”


      “Please wait! What does that mean? Are you saying I am going to lose my powers as a Monk?!”


      “Yeah. Not just you. Everyone.”


      “But then how are we supposed to deal with the monsters roaming the world?”


      “Of course I’m doing something about that as well. I’ll make sure things aren’t too one-sided.”


      “Noooooo! This is unbelievable!” Without the Gift, he couldn’t fight or heal anymore. He’d lose his pampered lifestyle, left as nothing but an overweight young man in a foreign world.
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      “Sorry. It’s already decided. But I felt that would be way too unfair to you, since you decided to stay behind in this world.”


      “Oh? Are you perhaps willing to allow me alone to retain my cheat-like powers?!” Hanakawa’s eyes lit up. That would be more than he could ever hope for.


      “No, there won’t be any exceptions.”


      “Then why mention it is unfair?!”


      “You said you wanted to stay in this world because you had the Gift, right? I said you’d never get another chance to go back, but the premise we were working on has kind of collapsed, so it’s not really fair to stick to that now.”


      “No way...”


      “Yeah. So if you want to go home, I’ll send you there now.”


      “Now of all times?!”


      “Life in another world will be no fun without cheat powers, right?”


      Hanakawa did have the accomplishment of wiping out the demons to his name, so there was a chance he’d still have some degree of fame in this world. But an ordinary high school student would have no way of dealing with any situation that might come up in the future. If he set aside his baseless optimism, there was only one answer he could give.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Shortly after the incident with Izuna at the Dannoura dojo, after Carol’s people had come and taken the mysterious young man away, Yogiri showed up to look in on things.


      “Is everything okay? I heard someone was causing you problems.”


      “Yeah, it’s fine. He broke Mr. Target, though.” Tomochika vented a bit of her frustration, talking to him at the front gate.


      “Hey, where are the dogs?”


      “I’m glad you came and all, but could you maybe be a bit more worried about me? I mean, we’re supposed to be friends here.”


      “I was worried, but I can see you’re perfectly fine.”


      It didn’t sound like he was making excuses. Yogiri wasn’t the kind of guy to lie, so he probably had actually been worried and thus quite relieved to see her safe.


      “I guess so. They’re over here.” Tomochika took Yogiri into the yard, where the Dannoura family dogs were free to roam.


      “Can I pet them?”


      “Sure. They’re really friendly. They were celebrating when that guy showed up to challenge the dojo.”


      Yogiri immediately turned his attention to the dogs, who seemed rather happy to see him.


      “By the way, I heard Hanakawa came back,” he said offhandedly while playing with them.


      “Oh, really? Wait... It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it? He didn’t come back as an old man, did he?!”


      “Apparently, he looks the same as when we last saw him. He was found in the same place we were after we came back, up in the mountains. The news is spinning it as a miraculous survival story.”


      “Oh? They’re deciding he survived out in the mountains on his own?”


      “It looks like that from the outside. It seems the time difference between our two worlds isn’t that steady, though.”


      Their class had only been “missing” from this world for a few hours. Spending a lot of time in the other world didn’t equate to a long time being spent in this one, but it seemed the flow of time there wasn’t entirely straightforward.


      “Well...that’s good, I suppose?”


      Tomochika hadn’t felt much of anything about Hanakawa not returning with them in the first place. She couldn’t say she cared much about the fact that he’d come back either.

    

  

  
    
      Clans


      “Thanks for your help, Ryouko! Thanks to you, we managed to catch one of the escapees!”


      The next day, while Ryouko was enjoying the café’s new crème brûlée and double berry sauce on fluffy pancakes, Carol had shown up again.


      “You say that, but basically all we did was get beat up. Also, please don’t sit down at my table without permission.”


      “Oh come on, we’re friends! How about I pick up your tab for today?”


      “You’re just saying that because you know I already paid, aren’t you?” Though she knew saying it wouldn’t help, Ryouko had to comment.


      “You claim we just got beaten up, but if we hadn’t been there to slow her down... Oh, hold on. If Takatou was inside, I guess she would have run into him.”


      “Are you just here to make fun of me?”


      “No, I’m seriously here to thank you!”


      “We only saw the bat beastkin, right? What happened to the other two?” Ryouko asked.


      “Izuna was captured unconscious at the Dannoura residence!”


      “How did that happen? What was his plan?”


      Imprisoned since infancy, finally winning his freedom, and then showing up unconscious at her classmate’s house? None of it seemed to connect.


      “Apparently he went there to challenge their dojo,” Carol explained. “Dannoura just knocked him out.”


      “I thought he could cut anything he could see?”


      “Apparently, Mr. Target was cut in two, but besides him there were no injuries.”


      Ryouko thought that was quite a tragedy until she realized Mr. Target was the name of a dummy.


      “The Dannoura School of Archery is quite terrifying,” Carol remarked. “I could never handle someone with superpowers with my bare hands.”


      “So, what about the evil spirit?”


      “Even we don’t have a great way of keeping tabs on something like that. Of course we captured it once, so we must have some way of perceiving spiritual entities.”


      “Well, it appears that was the spirit I defeated.” At some point, another girl had shown up at their table.


      “Huh? You’re...Mokomoko, right?” Ryouko asked.


      Though the newcomer appeared to be a young girl, it was in fact a robot being controlled by Tomochika’s guardian spirit. Though they knew she’d done that in the other world, Ryouko hadn’t realized the ghost had a robot in this world too.


      “Correct. I have decided to rent some robots from Enju. I am currently practicing using all three simultaneously.”


      Built by some organization or other, the robots were now owned by Enju, who had decided to lend them to Mokomoko. Wandering around town on her own, the spirit had seen Ryouko and Carol sitting in the café and had come to join their discussion.


      “Oh! You’ve got three?!”


      “I feel like this is starting to sound like an urban legend,” said Carol. Seeing the same girl again in a place she couldn’t possibly be... That would no doubt be scary.


      “So, you took out the evil spirit, Mokomoko?” Ryouko asked.


      “Yes. For some reason, it was hunting me in particular, so I annihilated it!”


      “Then all three escapees have been dealt with.”


      “So it seems,” Carol answered. “By the way, I would like to hear that explanation you promised me earlier!”


      “Explanation?” Ryouko asked.


      “About the shikigami! What the heck was that?!”


      “Don’t you know about them? It’s just ninjutsu.”


      “Reeeaaaally?!”


      “You’ve already seen it. What would be the point of lying about it now?”


      “I mean, okay, ninjutsu is ninjutsu, but don’t you have more of a cyber ninja aesthetic going on?”


      As a member of the Agency, Carol should have had at least some level of association with the supernatural. Ryouko found it hard to believe she was so surprised by something like a shikigami, but she seemed to have doubts about how it fit into being a ninja.


      “Carol, look around. No one is wearing kimono or tying their hair up in topknots anymore. We can’t be stuck throwing shuriken and scattering caltrops forever. We even use tablets for our talismans now and electromagnets to speed up our swords.”


      “That’s...true, but...it just doesn’t feel like a ninja...” Carol seemed disappointed.


      “Hmm. I believe I understand your concern, Carol,” Mokomoko interjected. “You feel as though there are no more ninja in Japan, no? There is no need for such despondence. From a rational perspective, there is no real need to continue using swords at all. The fact that they continue to use them is a sign of those old traditions still being maintained. Though the form has changed, they very much still live on.”


      “I guess so,” Ryouko added. “But really, there’s a reason we maintain those old traditions.”


      “Oh? What would that be?” Carol asked.


      “For example, there are some old youkai that can’t be harmed with guns. They don’t understand what guns are, so they can’t understand the idea of a gun harming them. So there’s a need to use weapons that the enemy will understand to some degree.”


      “Youkai... Oh! Are you actually a youkai-slaying ninja?!”


      “No!”


      “What’s going on in here?”


      As Carol and Ryouko began to argue, another person called out to them from behind. Turning around, they saw Haruto Ootori.


      “Oh, right, I forgot. He wanted to talk, so I called him here!” Carol blurted out.


      “I am trying to enjoy some dessert. Could you not randomly show up and start inviting others?” Ryouko replied.


      “What’s going on? That girl is from the Sumeragi family, isn’t she?” Haruto seemed a little flustered by that.


      “Ah, just as when we met in the previous world, this is only a robot I am controlling. There is no need for concern.”


      “What?” Haruto was just getting more confused.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Though Haruto only had business with Carol, it didn’t seem like she had any plans to leave, so he reluctantly joined them at the table.


      “You wanted to ask something?” Carol prompted him.


      “That’s why I contacted you. But you want me to talk about it here?”


      “Oh? Is it top secret?”


      “Not really, but I didn’t think it was something you’d want to talk about in front of others. But fine.” It didn’t seem like she was bothered by the idea, so Haruto went along. “I heard there was some power struggle over who would rule the beastkin. How did that actually happen?”


      When he thought about it later, the conversation they’d had earlier hadn’t told him much about how that conflict had come about. The normal way to pick a successor would be to leave behind a will. The Sumeragi family had held power for ages that way, but for some reason, there was fighting at present. He had to wonder why.


      “How come you’re asking me?” Carol said. “I’m the outsider here. Why not ask your own family?”


      “I’m not on great terms with them right now. That’s kind of my last resort.”


      “Hm... I see. But I don’t really know much about the beastkin...or so I would say if I hadn’t just done a bunch of research on them to learn about this bat beastkin we were chasing! So I guess I can share a bit!”


      “Do you have to be so roundabout?”


      “Just think of it as conversational lubricant! Coming right out and saying it would be kind of boring, don’t you think?”


      “Fine. Whatever.” Haruto sighed. “Explain at whatever pace you like.”


      “It’s not all that complex. First off, each of the clans has something called an emblem. You said you were part of the bird clan, right? Have you seen your emblem?”


      “You mean the magatama? They’ve brought it out for praying at our family gatherings before.”


      The magatama, as its name—meaning “curved jewel”—implied, was a jewel with a C shape. He had seen it at the Ootori head family’s residence, and it had stuck with him for its odd, metallic gleam.


      “I’ve never seen one myself, but that’s probably it,” Carol said. “The rest sounds a bit fishy to me, but the emblems store a kind of energy in them. Whoever’s emblem has the most energy becomes the ruler of the beastkin. Or so I’ve heard.”


      “Can you transfer energy between emblems?”


      “I have to assume. That was why it was so easy for the Sumeragi family to hold on to power for so long.”


      “I see. The beastkin couldn’t fight against them. All they had to do was show the emblem to silence any opposition.”


      “So when the head of the Sumeragi family died, the other families had to decide on a new leader.”


      “And they began fighting over the emblems,” Haruto surmised.


      “Well, to be exact, they were trying to steal the energy inside, not the emblems themselves,” Carol explained. “They’d give them back the empty ones and say, ‘Go ahead and start collecting energy for us again!’”


      “I see. Okay, I understand the situation now.”


      The energy she was talking about was likely the power to control beastkin, which the God of Beasts had bestowed on them. But now that the God of Beasts was dead, the current winners of the power struggle, the Konishi family, still couldn’t use that energy to control anyone.


      “That’s all I know. Well, that and the conflict has left Japan’s underworld in chaos. There’s really no telling how things are going to settle!”


      “That explains how Enju ended up in such dire straits.” The young Enju robot nodded to herself.


      “On that note, who exactly are you?” Haruto asked. He had learned in the other world that she wasn’t the real Enju, but he didn’t know who she actually was.


      “I am Mokomoko Dannoura, guardian spirit of the Dannoura family. I can interact with this world through the manipulation of electromagnetic waves. That allows me to do things such as control robots.”


      “That’s...kind of terrifying.”


      “Aha! I am glad to finally meet someone who understands the implications of this power! So many fail to see what is right in front of them.”


      With such a power, one could destroy the world. Forget runaway beastkin—this sounded much more dangerous.


      What is with this city? So many weird people around.


      And since she was here with them, Ryouko Ninomiya must have had some connection to Japan’s underworld as well.


      “No need to fear. I am simply a guardian of the Dannoura family.”


      “And yet here you are, playing with a robot,” Ryouko added, her face bitter.


      “I cannot argue that I am simply killing time. I must say, after our visit to the other world, I find life here somewhat lacking in stimulation.”


      “Oh? Did you feel that way before going there?” Carol was suddenly extremely interested.


      “Indeed. I have tried numerous ways to keep myself occupied but find myself nonetheless growing a tad lonely. I have never been quite this active before.”


      “In that case, having something to occupy you is probably for the best. It would be better to do that than have you killing time by playing pranks,” Ryouko agreed. Mokomoko seemed like the type to easily get swept along by the powerful.


      “I-I would never do such a thing,” the ghost replied, though the way she had so much control over the robot that it could clearly yet subtly express that she had obviously done that in the past was in and of itself rather incredible.


      “So, does that answer your question, Ootori? I’m only asking now out of curiosity, but what do you plan to do with this knowledge of the beastkin?”


      “I was thinking the lack of cohesion among beastkin was kind of a problem. I’ve been trying to figure out how to resolve that.”


      “That’s a pretty big concern for someone so low on the totem pole.”


      “I expect the families to start making moves independently now that there’s nothing binding them together. That could have an impact even on ordinary life, which would affect me personally, wouldn’t it?”


      Until now, the Sumeragi family had kept a tight rein on all beastkin. They kept them in the shadows, hiding their power and influence from the public eye. But once that yoke was gone from their necks, what would they do? Maybe he was overthinking it, but Haruto couldn’t deny the possibility that they might do something drastic.


      “Are you sure you aren’t worrying over nothing? Even if they don’t have a leader, I can’t imagine them being reckless if it endangers themselves.”


      “That would be great. But beastkin aren’t generally all that smart.” It was probably going too far to say beastkin were animalistic, but they were definitely more loyal to their instincts than ordinary humans. It wasn’t so hard to believe they’d prioritize emotion over logic and act impulsively.


      “Hmm. I cannot say if this is related, but something appears to be happening, no?” Mokomoko commented.


      “What?” Haruto realized things had suddenly gone quiet. Looking around, they realized they were the only ones left in the café.


      “A crowd-clearing technique?!” Ryouko jumped to her feet, with everyone else at the table quick to follow.


      “Oh! Is this another ninja technique?!” Carol cried happily.


      “No, ninja would do it by acting like a bad customer, making the environment unpleasant enough that the other customers left.”


      “That’s pretty mundane!”


      “Anyway, we should get out of here!”


      “Too late, I am afraid. Unfortunately, since I am controlling this robot from a great distance, my perception of the area is not as precise as usual,” Mokomoko said with a grimace, looking outside the café.


      Following her gaze, Haruto saw that despite being the middle of the day, the sky was red as sunset. On top of that, the buildings all seemed shadowy and indistinct.


      “The Interstice, is it?” Ryouko said, voice tense.


      “Oh?” Mokomoko seemed impressed. “It appears that my signals are still able to reach the robot here. So, this is what the Interstice looks like.”


      “This is my first time seeing it. You too, Mokomoko? I would have thought ghosts lived here!” Ryouko cried.


      “I normally inhabit the same realm as all of you. I imagine this place is only slightly out of phase with our reality.”


      “You guys are awfully calm about all this!” Haruto exclaimed, unable to keep his cool in such a bizarre situation.


      “True, we can’t really be that easygoing,” Ryouko added. “It’s pretty hard to get out of the Interstice if you end up there unintentionally.”


      “Someone is coming. I can only assume they are responsible for bringing us here.”


      The café’s automatic door slid open, letting two girls inside.


      “Man, what a pain. Couldn’t we have just scared everyone away?”


      “It would be more of a pain if we started a commotion.”


      “He’s just one of those chickens. You think he can do enough to cause a commotion for us?”


      At first glance, it was obvious they were beastkin. Both had cat ears growing from their heads. That meant they were most likely associated with the Konishi family. Though they could have been twins, one had all white hair while the other had all black, so it was easy enough to tell them apart.


      “Cat ears! Why aren’t they adding meows to their words as well?!” Carol seemed to be getting upset for no reason.


      “Why would we do that? And hey, looks like there’s a bunch of randos here.”


      “See? That’s why we do it this way! Now we can kill them without causing a scene!”


      “Really? If we hadn’t sucked them into this, we wouldn’t have had to kill them in the first place.”


      “Wait, isn’t that the Sumeragi girl? Are we even allowed to kill her?”


      “Who cares?! We’ll just waste them all, okay?!”


      “Okay! Let’s not think too much!”


      The girls continued with their transformation. Fur began to grow from their arms, and their hands became clawed cat paws. Their transformations made it abundantly clear that one was a white cat and the other a black cat.


      “Hold on a second! I don’t know what you’re after here, but if it’s me, can’t we talk about this?” Haruto interjected, though he didn’t have any idea why they would be after him.


      “What, you going to offer to kill yourself or something? No deal. This is cats versus chickens. Obviously, we’ve gotta play with our food a bit.”


      “Yeah, they only told us to bring back your body.”


      Talking it out was clearly off the table.


      “Looks like it’s Ryouko’s turn! Take them out with your cyber ninja gadgets!” Carol shouted.


      “I don’t have anything like that on me.”


      “What?! Why not?!”


      “Why would I carry weapons with me all the time? I can’t unless I get permission anyway.”


      “Fine, I guess we have no choice, then.” Carol smoothly drew a handgun and, without even taking the time to line up the shot, pulled the trigger.


      “What the?!”


      It didn’t seem to have much effect. Though the shot had been dead center on the cat’s heart, the girl had caught the bullet with one of her paws.


      “Yeah, you were saying they’re about as dangerous as a bear, Carol?” Ryouko commented.


      “It’s not like you could take down a bear with a pistol either.”


      “Then there is no other choice. I shall handle one of them,” Mokomoko said, stepping forward.


      “Only one?” Haruto asked. He wasn’t sure why she’d need to limit herself.


      “I have not thoroughly tested the endurance of these robots. I will go all out, but that may result in the destruction of the body itself.”


      “Got it. I’ll take the other one.” As Mokomoko squared off against the white cat, Haruto turned to the black one.


      “Whaaaaaat?! ‘I’ll take the other one’?! You’re kind of underestimating us, chicken man! We’re cats! You’re nothing but food for us! How could you possibly win?!”


      The black cat in question seemed rather angry. Being looked down on by a beastkin so much lower-ranked than herself must have rubbed her the wrong way. And of course, it was true that the Ootori family was low as far as rank went. They could hardly compare to the cats in combat ability, especially since they were stuck indoors. But Haruto didn’t feel that much of a threat from her.


      A low thud drew their attention to the white cat beside them. Mokomoko’s fist appeared to have punched deep into the cat’s stomach.


      “As expected, this form is quite brittle. I am afraid my fist has been destroyed.” Mokomoko withdrew her hand. From the wrist up, the whole thing was mangled. Rather than punching a hole in the cat’s stomach, the hand itself had actually been flattened.


      “Guh...” With a soft groan, the white cat collapsed.


      “Mika!”


      “Don’t move!” Haruto shouted as the second girl stepped over to help her companion. Of course, there was no way she’d obey Haruto’s command, yet it still seemed to have some effect. Her legs tangled up, sending her tumbling face-first to the ground.


      Looks like I still can’t control them, huh?


      The power to control beastkin... Haruto had caught a glimpse of it. Back on his trip to the island, though only vaguely, he’d felt like he had figured out how to use it a little.


      “You! What did you do?!”


      “First, let’s settle this.” Haruto laid a hand on the black cat. Her attempt to stand was interrupted as she was thrown back to the floor, unable to resist the power pushing down on her.


      Haruto’s ability—that of the whole Ootori family—was to control gravity. Bird beastkin could fly. One might assume that to be natural, but realistically, it would be rather strange. Any wings that could grow from a person’s back would be far too small to carry their weight in flight. There must have been some kind of supernatural power at work. Once he’d witnessed the place of his birth, Haruto had become aware of the details of that power. Once he’d begun trying to consciously control it, he’d gotten a handle on it almost immediately.


      “Oh, careful. Do not take her life quite yet. We still need to learn how to leave this place.”


      At Mokomoko’s warning, Haruto relaxed the pressure on the black cat. “Hey, how do we get out of here?” he asked.


      “Wh-Why would I ever tell you?!”


      “Hmm. Glad you are still so energetic,” Mokomoko said. “But can we say the same for your comrade? I see beastkin are quite durable, but I cannot imagine she could take a strike from a Dannoura and emerge unscathed.”


      Haruto looked at the white cat. She was still moving, but barely. It was clear she was on borrowed time.


      “Mika... Mika!” The black cat reached towards her, but Haruto again used his power to hold her down.


      “This body proved too fragile. I was unable to deliver the full force of the blow before destroying my own hand, so she was not killed instantly. But I suspect it is only a matter of time.”


      “Wow! That’s so brutal, Mokomoko!” Carol was all but celebrating.


      “Ha ha ha ha! Lavish praise on me all you like!”


      “Was that really praise?” Ryouko sighed.


      “It’s Mika! It’s her power! That’s how we get in and out of here! Without her, we can’t leave!”


      “Huh?” Mokomoko’s laughter suddenly stopped. “Ah. Well...what do we do now?”


      “How lame, Mokomoko!” Carol exclaimed.


      “I guess we’ll just have to wait and hope she regains consciousness,” Haruto said. “Until then, why don’t you explain what’s going on here?”


      Apparently having lost the will to fight back, the black cat did what she was told.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “So you were just trying to make an example of me...”


      Her story wasn’t that complex. The Konishi family hadn’t given up on the idea of controlling the beastkin, so they were trying to force the other clans to submit. Their first move was to kill Haruto, the least important member of the Ootori family. Effectively it was a threat to keep chopping off the bottom rung of each family until they finally cooperated.


      “I don’t get it. How could we lose to a chicken?” the black cat whined.


      “I never expected someone to come at me like this either,” Haruto replied.


      The black cat had completely lost her will to fight, sitting at her partner’s side.


      “In the worst case, if she’s the one who put us here, we can try killing her,” Ryouko suggested, voice ice-cold.


      “Do not be hasty,” Mokomoko interjected. “I may be able to accomplish something.”


      “Do you have a plan?”


      “My true body is already outside this space, so even in the worst case, I will be perfectly fine,” the ghost replied.


      “That’s way too cruel! Please do something to help us!”


      “That robot is just a rental, though, right?” Carol added. “You can’t just leave it here in the Interstice.”


      “It is already done!” Mokomoko exclaimed suddenly. Apparently she had found a way to help them out of there. After a short time, the space outside the café started to transform, the shadowy buildings returning to normal. “Let us flee! It will create a scene if people see an injured girl on the floor!”


      The black cat picked up her companion as the group dashed out of the store.


      “I feel like you’re kind of taking advantage of me, Mokomoko.” Yogiri Takatou was standing outside, looking a bit put out. The ghost’s solution had been to call him.


      “My apologies! I will not forget this debt. Believe me, I will find a way to repay you!”


      “Whatever, it’s fine.”


      The two cats were already gone, no doubt rushing to get medical help.


      “Um...did you do something to help us, Takatou?” Ryouko asked timidly.


      “Yeah. I didn’t used to be this good at it, but now I could tell there was some kind of spell, so I just killed it.”


      Haruto had no idea how Takatou’s power actually worked. The experience just reminded him how much he needed to avoid getting on his bad side.


      “You’re Ootori, right? Sorry about Mokomoko.”


      “What did I do?!” the robot protested.


      “You’re the one who knocked out the one who cast the spell, right?” Carol teased her.


      “No, it was my situation that you guys got caught up in. I’m the one who should be apologizing,” said Ootori.


      “Precisely! Ootori is in the wrong! Let us leave it at that!” Mokomoko agreed.


      “I don’t know what you guys went through, but I don’t think it’s fair to blame him like that, Mokomoko,” Yogiri replied.


      “Then allow me to explain in detail!” Carol exclaimed, happily relating the events that had just happened.


      “If you want to place the blame somewhere, I’d probably blame the people who attacked you,” Yogiri concluded after hearing the story.


      “Exactly! I have done nothing wrong!” Mokomoko protested.


      “So, now I know why Enju’s family is so poor. Doesn’t that leave her in danger, though?” asked Yogiri.


      “Indeed. Should the conflict among the beastkin grow more intense, it may very well lead to trouble for Enju. Even without the Sumeragi family’s old powers, a new successor might nevertheless consider them to be an obstacle to their pursuit of power.”


      “You said the attackers were from the Konishi family?”


      As offhanded as the statement was, it sent a shiver down Ootori’s spine. He doubted Yogiri would hesitate to use his power if it was to protect Enju.


      “I-I do not think it is so easy to point fingers here! Problems like this are really complicated. Knocking out the people who are most obvious rarely solves anything! Right! We should gather more information and think carefully before doing anything! That would be best!” Ryouko became somewhat frantic. She wasn’t that excited about Yogiri getting involved either.
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      “No problem at all! When it comes to beastkin, just leave it all to Haruto Ootori! He’ll take care of everything for us! Right?” Carol claimed on the spot, evidently getting the same impression that Ryouko and Haruto had.


      “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’ll do what I can to make sure there are no problems for the Sumeragi family. I don’t think you have to get involved.”


      Yogiri stepping into the ring would make things much worse. In the worst case, the beastkin’s influence could be wiped out entirely. Ootori had to resolve these issues before Yogiri felt the need to intervene.


      “Really? Okay, then.” Yogiri didn’t seem to be taking the issue that seriously and left it at that. “By the way, Mokomoko, what did you do to Enju’s hand?”


      “I shall fix it! I promise! Okay, let us head to the Shinozaki residence! I am sure they have the facilities to assist!”


      Yogiri and Mokomoko left. Carol and Ryouko took off shortly after that in another direction.


      “Well. That was certainly strange.” Though he had always known the situation with the beastkin would be a problem, Ootori no longer had the freedom to sit around and wait. “I guess I can’t make a big scene right away, though.”


      First he needed to solidify his position within the family. He could worry about the beastkin as a whole after that.

    

  

  
    
      Beta Test


      The day after Izuna “visited” the Dannoura household, Tomochika was in the dojo cleaning up. The day of the incident had ended up becoming quite hectic, so the cleanup had been put off until now. The fight hadn’t been such a huge thing, so she hadn’t expected there to be much cleaning to do, but the floor was covered in footprints since Izuna hadn’t taken his shoes off.


      “Why would he do something like that?” she grumbled.


      Though she doubted she would take her shoes off if fighting in someone else’s dojo, the fact that it had happened in her home irritated her. She got a dustcloth and began wiping down the floor. The mats used on the dojo floor were made of a synthetic material, so cleaning them was relatively easy.


      “All that’s left is Mr. Target. I probably shouldn’t touch him, though.”


      Next to the wall was the target dummy, sliced cleanly in two. Parts were scattered everywhere, but Tomochika had no idea what it would take to repair it. She felt it was probably best to leave it as it was so her sister could take a look at it.


      Just as she finished cleaning up and started thinking about heading back to the house, she noticed someone behind her. They had appeared suddenly. For someone to be able to sneak up on her like that, they must have been pretty skilled. Guard up, Tomochika turned around to see a rather plump woman standing behind her.


      “Oh, Chiharu... No, wait, Mokomoko?!” Tomochika knew her sister was one to wear bizarre clothing, but the ancient robes Mokomoko wore were too outdated for even her. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?!”


      Mokomoko hadn’t shown herself to Tomochika once since they’d made it back to this world. The spirit’s aid was only for when they were in the other world, so now that they were back home, she didn’t offer help anymore. When Tomochika had no choice but to ask her for help, she had to go through the small shrine in the dojo—or so she thought, but now Mokomoko was right in front of her. That must have meant the ghost had something critical to share with her.


      Yes, actually. I am creating a mobile game, but since I do not have a phone, I am unable to test it myself. I would like to borrow yours! Mokomoko announced.


      “So nothing important, then!”


      That is hardly the case! Testing with no more than an emulator will inevitably lead to future issues! Using actual hardware in the testing process is critical!


      “I thought you said you weren’t going to show up anymore?”


      Yes, well, since you called for me yesterday, I figured it was okay now.


      “I guess you made the rules anyway, so it’s fine. You made a mobile game?”


      Indeed. You remember how we were taken to another world?


      “Of course.”


      I figured that was an invaluable experience, so it should be put to use somehow. It begins with a novel, then becomes a manga, and eventually an anime, yes? But before making it to Hollywood, I thought it would be best to turn it into a video game. So I have begun production on that.


      “Talk about counting your chickens before they’ve hatched! What kind of delusional thinking is this?!”


      You think so? I believe it all sounds plausible.


      “I assume Takatou is the main character?”


      No, there is no specific protagonist. If he were, his instant death powers would render every development irrelevant.


      “I guess there would also be ethical problems.”


      I suppose. There are even some creators on video sites that are beginning to censor the words “die” and “kill.” The world is a brutal place.


      That was because of AI algorithms reacting poorly and restricting monetization to videos that contained such words, leading creators into self-censorship.


      “I guess a mobile game is fine and all, but don’t you think they’re getting kind of overdone?” Tomochika had tried her hand at some of the popular mobile games making the rounds, but she’d given up on them pretty quickly. It felt like all she was doing was running laps through the same events, doing the same thing over and over.


      True, it seems the genre may be in some sort of decline, but I have taken measures to account for that. This game far exceeds those available on the consumer market! It has all the makings of a huge hit! The gacha is sure to trap the hearts of all who play it!


      “Sounds like this guardian spirit is turning into a malicious one. Anyway, you just need my phone, right?” With a sigh, Tomochika pulled it out. She played a wide variety of games in her spare time, so she couldn’t say she wasn’t at least a little interested.


      I have left a test executable on a server...


      Though Tomochika didn’t know what she was doing, by following Mokomoko’s precise instructions, she got the game installed on her phone.


      “For the record, I don’t know if I really have time to give this any sort of rigorous testing.” Though she wasn’t that familiar with the industry, it wasn’t hard to guess that testing more complex games took a lot of work.


      No need to worry. I am not asking you to fill out a complex test sheet. I only need you to check that the game boots up properly, then spend some time with it to ensure there are no glaring issues. That is all.


      “If that’s all, then okay. What kind of game is it?”


      The icon was just a square, and the title simply said “placeholder,” so she had no idea what to expect.


      One of the standard fare. You use the gacha system to collect characters, form a party with them, then use that party to fight your way through waves of enemies.


      “No kidding. You sure something that simple will take off?” Tomochika could list plenty of games that followed the exact same pattern. Never mind being done before, the genre had basically been milked dry already.


      It will be fine, I am sure. It need only display its unique character, then the users will come! At that point, the familiar systems shall become a selling point! The developer is quite experienced in the field, so the game should have no difficulty finding its place in the market!


      “And how did you become a skilled developer?”


      Come, run the game now!


      Tomochika tapped the icon, and the game started with its opening movie.


      We were riding a bus on our school trip, but when we passed through a tunnel, we came out the other side into a grassy meadow.


      “Huh? What’s this?”


      I am using your words to build the setting. By the way, I did all the voice acting myself!


      “That’s annoying!”


      The story progresses mostly through your experiences in the other world.


      The Sage Sion appeared on the bus to explain they had been transported to another world. They were given the Gift, then moved to a nearby town.


      Suguru Yazaki: “We’ve got no choice but to cooperate.”


      Tomochika Dannoura: “That’s right. Let’s work together and get through this!”


      Ayaka Shinozaki: “I guess, if I have to.”


      Avatars appeared on the screen and began talking in front of a cityscape.


      “That’s not what happened, though.”


      Yazaki came across as surprisingly eloquent, and Tomochika and Ayaka, who had been left behind, were now there with everyone.


      The plan to leave some of the classmates as bait would only cause the cast to come unraveled! The city acts as a home base for the player, so getting the player there is the first priority! I had everyone cooperate to get to the city!


      “I can’t say I’m a fan!”


      Deal with it! That is how games work!


      “Fine. I guess it’s fiction anyway.”


      Once you have made it to the town, you can access the gacha system. By the way, the intro cinematic is skippable, so rerolling your account is exceptionally easy!


      “If you’re going to do that, why not just make it so you can use the first gacha an unlimited number of times?”


      I do not believe that is quite the same.


      “Okay. I suppose at that point you might as well just let them choose.”


      Anyway, first is the gacha! You cannot build a party if you do not have characters! Since this is a test, I have supplied you with three hundred thousand star crystals. That should allow you to thoroughly enjoy the gacha without spending anything! Give it a try!


      “Wow, how generous of you.” Tomochika moved to the gacha screen. One summon cost three crystals, or ten for thirty. “I feel like I’ve seen these star crystal things before somewhere.”


      Indeed. They were the ones used by Lynel, whom we met in the tower.


      “Oh, right. I remember him.”


      Lynel was a young man with terrible luck, who’d received these star crystals dubbed “apology stones” from a goddess to make up for it.


      For the record, I am planning a ten-roll to cost approximately three thousand yen. That seems to be the market rate right now. Going as high as six thousand yen would spark an outrage.


      “I mean, if you stop and think about it, three thousand for ten rolls is already extremely expensive.”


      That is the standard for mobile games. One needs to adjust the charges as precisely as possible to squeeze as much out of the customer as they can!


      “I guess it’s free for me, so here I go.” She decided to start with a single summon. Upon pressing the button, Sion popped onto the screen with a big smile. “What’s this? Is she following us around or something?”


      I have decided to use her for the gacha system. I was quite torn between choosing her or the goddess from the tower, but in the end the goddess had so few appearances, I figured Sion would be better.


      “Wasn’t everyone in the class already with us? Why do we need to summon them?”


      Do not sweat the details! All you need is for the animation of the gacha to stimulate the player’s hunger for more!


      “Feels kind of sloppy to me.”


      Tomochika tapped the screen, Sion began to glow, and a card emerged from the light.


      R - [What’s going on?] Tomochika Dannoura


      “It’s me...” The card showed a picture of Tomochika sitting on the bus, talking to Romiko Jougasaki. She sort of remembered saying something along those lines.


      Only a rare, thus effectively a miss!


      “That’s kind of annoying!”


      On top of that, it is only a support card.


      “You mixed the gachas? That just sounds malicious.”


      Very well. Since this is a test, I will give you access to the special gacha. That will massively increase the odds of a hit!


      After following Mokomoko’s instructions, a “Special Ten Summons” button appeared on the screen. She pressed the button and Sion lit up again, filling the screen with cards.


      SSR [You can do it! You can do it!] Tomochika Dannoura


      The card showed a picture of Tomochika in a cheerleader’s outfit. It said SSR, so it must have been a pretty good one. The card frame and background were glittering, giving it a luxurious vibe.


      SSR [Perfect and Ultimate] Tomochika Dannoura


      The picture showed Tomochika wearing something like a pop idol outfit. It looked exactly like the outfit Sora Akino, the actual pop idol, wore.


      SSR [Step Closer and Die] Tomochika Dannoura


      The picture was of Tomochika wearing a samurai’s robes.


      SSR [I Agree] Tomochika Dannoura


      A picture of Tomochika in a business suit. A real career woman.


      SSR [Siegebreaker Formation] Tomochika Dannoura


      A scene of Tomochika in knight’s armor leading an army.


      SSR [Under Cover of Night] Tomochika Dannoura


      Tomochika wearing a black ninja outfit. She was holding a kunai, so probably focused on throwing weapons.


      SSR [Saint Beam!] Tomochika Dannoura


      Tomochika in a white dress. Judging by the caption, it seemed she was supposed to be a saint. She was firing a laser beam from her eyes.


      SSR [Injection Time] Tomochika Dannoura


      Tomochika in a white outfit with a nurse’s cap, holding a needle and syringe.


      SSR [Let Meow Guide You!] Tomochika Dannoura


      Tomochika with cat ears and a tail. She was also wearing a maid uniform.


      SSR [Egoistic Blacksmith] Tomochika Dannoura


      Tomochika wearing the transforming battle suit Furemaru. That was the only one that seemed to be any reflection of reality.
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      “How come they’re all me?!”


      You are the only one in your class who seemed like heroine material.


      “There were plenty of others! Tons of them!”


      But they all died right away.


      “Can’t you just not get them killed in the game?”


      Surely this is fine. There are plenty of games that reuse the same character numerous times.


      “I guess, but can you maybe consider how it makes me feel?”


      Hm? Are you not ecstatic to see how much you are standing out?


      “Of course not!”


      In any case, it is true enough that you cannot be the only character. I intend to add more later.


      “I guess I can’t just complain about the gacha. Can I try some battles? That’s the main content, right?”


      Ah, yes. The main pattern is attempting to clear missions given to you by the Sages. The first mission is to defeat a dragon.


      “Already?”


      In reality your first mission was to escape from a dragon and make it to the city, no? But simply fleeing does not make for much of a game, so I changed it into a battle.


      “I guess you’re right. Winning by running away sounds kind of weird.”


      Tomochika put her party together. She was allowed five characters, so she picked the nurse, idol, cheerleader, samurai, and saint. Then she went to the first meadow stage. Five Tomochikas in their varying attire were now lined up all in a row.


      “What a bizarre sight.” Many games of this type prevented you from using multiple versions of the same character, but this one had no such limitation.


      You think so? I imagine most people would be thrilled to see such an array of cute girls.


      “Too bad they’re all me!”


      Enemies appeared as the battle began. They were translucent blobs, looking very much like slimes.


      “Uh, I don’t think we saw these things in the other world.”


      Of course not! It is standard protocol to include enemies that did not appear in the original work when adapting a work into a game, comic, or anime!


      “Well, I guess we didn’t really run into anything that worked as a weak mob enemy, did we?”


      Most games of this type would simply recolor other enemies to create their generic mobs! I have gone through the trouble of creating all original foes!


      “Calling a slime an ‘original foe’ is pretty bold of you!”


      At any rate, battle is generally carried out automatically, with active skills that have independent cooldowns. In addition, there is also a special meter that will allow you to unleash ultimate techniques!


      “If it’s that standard, I don’t think you need to bother explaining it.”


      The collection of Tomochikas punched, kicked, and beamed their way through the slimes. As expected, the first mobs weren’t much of a challenge.


      “This kind of gives the impression of a trash game, doesn’t it?” She’d passed through a number of stages and gained a few levels, but hadn’t found anything to actually catch her interest yet. In particular, there was no input needed on her part to actually succeed in the battles, so there wasn’t much of a chance for her to get invested.


      That is how all games like this begin. If you bombard the user with complex systems at the start, it will all go over their head! Babies start with baby food!


      “Sounds like you’re underestimating your users quite a bit.”


      You will soon come across the boss of the first mission!


      “No actual story developments, huh?”


      I have been well-mannered in keeping all story elements restricted to short clips at the very beginning and ending of each mission! Besides, no one reads the story for mobile games anyway!


      “You’ve got quite the opinion of mobile game players, don’t you? But doesn’t it get boring with no story?”


      There is a bond system as well! By dispatching certain characters together, their relationships will grow, eventually unlocking scenes between them! Unlike the main story, which is forced on the player, these need only be viewed by those interested in them!


      “How are there going to be bonds between them if they’re all me?”


      That is...something like newfound self-acceptance.


      “Oh, there’s the boss. I don’t think ‘nostalgic’ is the right word, but he certainly looks familiar.”


      After passing through numerous stages, a familiar dragon popped up to face her. It was the first enemy that had attacked them in the other world, and the first to fall to Yogiri’s instant death powers.


      “Takatou killed the real one, but in the game I should be able to handle it.”


      Dragon: “Foolish humans! You dare trespass on my domain?!”


      “It talks?!”


      What is wrong with that?


      “I don’t think the one we saw was that smart!”


      Actually, from the information I was able to gather, that dragon was worshipped by the people of the grasslands. It communicated with its worshippers through words known as the “dragon’s language,” so it likely possessed some measure of intelligence. Of course, such a language would be unintelligible to players, and Atila was capable of speaking in human language, so I had this one do the same.


      Atila was the golden thunder dragon they had met in the canyon. She was capable of both transforming into a human and speaking as one. It might have been perfectly ordinary for dragons to speak in that world.


      “Wow, I thought it was just a wild monster. Anyway, the backstory doesn’t matter much. It’s a boss, so I gotta beat it.”


      She hadn’t used many of them so far, but now Tomochika decided to put her characters’ skills to use. The cheerleader and idol gave attack buffs, while the samurai and saint attacked and the nurse healed. The samurai’s blade and the saint’s beams bit into the dragon. There was no way to measure how much damage had been done, but judging by the visual effects, they seemed pretty powerful.


      The dragon then opened its mouth wide, as if it had been waiting for its turn. The flames of its breath rolled over Tomochika’s team, wiping them out instantly.


      “What?” One hit. She had reached a game over without so much as a chance to fight back. “Whaaaat?! How are you supposed to beat this?!”


      How would a human ever be able to stand against a dragon?!


      “You don’t need to be that realistic! So what am I supposed to do?!”


      Level up and overpower it!


      “What happened to the baby food?!”


      There is no reason to believe a dragon would be a weak enemy! It would be stranger if it was easy to defeat! The flippant way dragons have been treated in modern media is unacceptable!


      “Okay, this game is definitely trash! That’s just your ego talking, isn’t it?!”


      But the boss needs to be one that leaves a lasting impression, does it not? You smoothly progress through the stage, then suddenly come across an incredible challenge! It is the perfect recipe for players to reminisce later about the powerful enemies they unexpectedly faced!


      “You can’t do that for the first boss! It’s still practically the tutorial!”


      Fine, fine! There is still room for minor adjustments!


      “I think it needs an overhaul more than an adjustment. I’d never be able to beat this!”


      Of course you can. Just as you did in the original.


      “The original? Oh, you mean Takatou? What am I supposed to do if he isn’t in my party?”


      Roll that gacha! Or so I would like to say, but that would take all day. There is a party I have developed for testing purposes. You may use that.


      Looking at the party organization screen, Tomochika found there was one lineup already saved.


      “But how is that going to work as a game? Is a character that strong not going to create a balancing issue?” If Yogiri’s power was going to be put into a game, it would probably have to be done as a spell that instantly killed an enemy with one hundred percent accuracy. If it was usable on any enemy at any time, it would wreak havoc on the game’s balance.


      Indeed. Incredibly strong characters tend to be introduced late in the story. Or they remember some business they have to attend to and leave early!


      “I’m really starting to see how much you stretched to include real people we met in this game.”


      Of course I cannot do the same thing, so I needed to be a bit more creative.


      Curious about how he had been implemented, Tomochika swapped Yogiri into the party and started the mission.


      “He’s asleep!” He was snoring away, still standing.


      What do you think? This is how you deal with the most powerful character possible! He is perpetually asleep!


      “Wait, forever?!”


      If he woke up, you would win instantly.


      “I guess...it matches his character? Doesn’t it?”


      He wasn’t accomplishing anything for the party as they chewed through the slimes, but the other Tomochikas were more than enough to handle them, so she still made plenty of progress.


      “Wait, he’s walking around while asleep?!” Even as the characters walked from wave to wave, Yogiri remained asleep the whole time.


      He’s sleepwalking.


      “Jeez, did you even try?!” As Tomochika complained, she made it through the last wave, encountering the same dragon as before. The dragon opened its mouth, ready to launch its fire breath again, but then collapsed. The screen lit up with bright white letters saying “Mission Clear!”


      Yuuichirou Kiryuu: “We did it! We beat the dragon!”


      Tomochika Dannoura: “Yay! We won because everyone worked together!”


      Haruto Ootori: “Looks like my support paid off.”


      Yuuki Tachibana: “Hey, there! Don’t forget how much I did!”


      “Except none of them helped at all,” Tomochika commented.


      What do you think? Since he is asleep, he cannot proactively attack, but when attacked, he has a one hundred percent chance to instantly kill the attacker! It is perfectly in line with real life!


      “Yeah, this game is terrible.”


      Actually, since he cannot proactively attack and enemies pick their targets at random, there is no guarantee he will ever be able to activate. It actually lends itself to a strange sort of balance.


      “What if I just sent Takatou out by himself?”


      That... What a loophole!


      “That’s the kind of trick anyone would think of immediately!”


      It was plain to see this character couldn’t work in a game at all. It seemed Mokomoko had been so smitten with her own bright idea that she had overlooked something quite obvious.


      Very well. It appears I will have to force parties to include five characters.


      “Then I can just fill the party with weaklings who die right away and Takatou will be alone again.” Regardless of how many characters were in the party, if Yogiri was one of them, it made it impossible to lose.


      Then if the party contains only sleeping characters, it is game over!


      “I can understand if everyone was paralyzed, but asleep? Isn’t that kind of weird? Anyone would expect they’d just wake up.”


      Then...but...wait! I will give it some thought!


      With that, Mokomoko vanished.


      “What was that for? Hold on, she told me to wait...”


      Did that mean Mokomoko was planning to appear in front of Tomochika again so casually?


      She was starting to feel a little uneasy.
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      Something Unnecessary


      Hi, welcome.


      I’m guessing you got here through the V Road? Hm? Aren’t I supposed to be omniscient? Well, yeah. I could figure out an answer to a question like that if I really tried, but knowing everything beforehand is kind of boring, isn’t it? Oh, and I’m sure you know already, but in the strictest sense of the words there’s no such thing as omniscience or omnipotence. That’s a pretty famous paradox in your world, right? I don’t think I need to explain it.


      Who am I? You can probably guess, since you could tell at a glance I was omniscient, but I suppose in the closest terms to what a former human like you would understand, I’m a god. Of course, if you were to argue that I couldn’t possibly be a god, I wouldn’t be able to make a very good case. But for now let’s just say it’s true. It’ll make it easier to understand. If I have to qualify everything with “I’m like a god but not quite,” things will get really annoying. So I’m a god, just like you.


      Not that that narrows it down very much. The word “god” can refer to a huge range of things. I’m on one end of that range, and you’re on the other. You’re like a little baby bird that just struggled its way onto the very first step of the staircase of godhood. And since that’s all you are, there’s no telling what you’ll be in the future. So don’t worry. I’m not making fun of you or looking down on you. You might become way stronger than me in no time at all. If that happens, I hope you remember me as a friend. Please take care of your kind senior.


      What’s the V Road? I guess in brief, it’s a process people go through to become gods. What did it used to be called? Something really intense like the “War God’s Ascent.” Anyway, that was a boring name, so I just started calling it “Victory Road” or “V Road” for short. Those humans who have spent their whole lives fighting, finally defeating everyone around them and obtaining nigh infinite power, surpass their limits and become gods. That’s kind of the idea. That’s what you did, right? Exactly! I thought so!


      Yeah, I guess V Road is kind of a casual name, but if the meaning gets across, I think it’s fine. I mean, we aren’t even really communicating with words in the first place. Our thoughts are being transmitted directly to each other. Oh, do you think you’re still using words? I guess it’s hard to distinguish between the two when you’re not used to it. But that’s generally how conversations between people like us work.


      Hm? Are you thinking of fighting me? You think I’m the next obstacle? Don’t be so scary. This isn’t some horror flick. Please, stop. I’m not a fighter. And there’s no fun in fighting someone who doesn’t want to fight, is there? If you want someone who does, there’re plenty of them around. I mean, enough that we needed to name the V Road. People reach this place by fighting for their whole lives. People like you, who only want more fighting once they get here, are a dime a dozen.


      Oh, is that exciting? Wow. Are you the protagonist of some battle manga? I’m so old and decrepit at this point, I doubt I could keep up with you. You’re aiming for the top, huh? It’s good to have goals like that.


      I’ve basically all but retired at this point. But it’s not like I’m totally bored. I’ve still got plenty to do. For example, giving advice to the newbies that show up here every once in a while. I’m not that unhappy with my current situation.


      You want me to introduce you to someone powerful? Take it easy, would you? You made it all the way here, so why don’t you take some time to enjoy the accomplishment? Ah. Fighting is how you enjoy things, is it? You don’t care about anything else?


      I see. I guess I’ll see who I can find. Someone about your level? Don’t be stupid. You want me to introduce you to the strongest from the start? Well, easy for you to say. But if they’re that much stronger than you, they probably won’t even bother to fight you. Maybe you should try searching for them yourself since you seem to have some manner of omniscience?


      Hm. You’ve got some doubts about omniscience and omnipotence, do you? If a god is supposed to be omniscient and omnipotent, there shouldn’t be more than one of them. Yeah, that’s not entirely incorrect, but like I said before, there’s no such thing as real omniscience or omnipotence. But the distinction is kind of a pain to explain, so let’s just pretend it doesn’t exist for now. So basically, there are a bunch of these “all-powerful” people around, and they’re all ranked. A person with a lower power rank will still lose to one of higher rank, even if they’re both “all-powerful.” Kind of makes the term sound cheap, doesn’t it? Anyway, anyone you can find with your current abilities is your limit for now. Any other opponent would be beyond your means.


      Ah, looks like you’ve found a few people. You should just start with those within reach. You might have no chance against them, but now that you’re here, you have all the time in the world. You can study and train as much as you like. Oh, there he goes. Man, talk about impatient. What’s he in such a rush for?


      Oh, you’re back already? Huh? It’s been a while? Oh, has it? I guess my sense of time has gotten pretty fuzzy. The past and the future have all kind of muddled together at this point. Is that okay for someone who’s supposed to be all-powerful? I don’t see the problem. It’s not like it gets in my way or anything. Aha. I see you had some difficulties, but your rank has gone up quite a bit.


      You think I’m the strongest here? Agh, what a pain. I did my best to try and make you think otherwise, but now that you’ve leveled up so much, I guess I can’t trick you. Yeah, I’m probably number one. Number one among whom? Good question. I guess I’d say among all the worlds I can think of. That doesn’t tell you much, though, does it? You should be able to figure it out with your own omniscience, but you only want to fight, right? Well, I’m not exactly busy, so I guess I can explain.


      First, a “world” is basically the range of our awareness. A world with no one aware of it is hardly a world at all. Of course, that doesn’t mean if you don’t understand it, it doesn’t exist. But something that exists but has no influence on anything around it might as well not exist, right? And of course, there could be worlds I’m not aware of out there, just like you didn’t understand how strong I was the moment we first met. Yeah, you could call me the ultimate god.


      What, you don’t think I should say that? I know, I know, it’s embarrassing to say it myself. But after seeing all the worlds out there and having power over all of them, people just started calling me that.


      You think I seem pretty human for the ultimate god? You know, I get that a lot. Shouldn’t the ultimate god exist over all time and space, seeing everything and ruling over everything? I mean, even if such a being did exist, would it be much different? This is just what gods are like. We have feelings and desires and curiosity. We’re not that different from humans. We can just reach a little farther. Okay, sure, that extra distance is pretty significant.


      Oh, you’re feeling motivated now? Man, I was trying to discourage you, but looks like I had the opposite effect. But I guess that’s to be expected. If you want to be the strongest, you have to beat the current number one, right?


      Hm? There’s someone you have to beat before me? I guess you aren’t as reckless as I feared. The fact that you’re smart enough to take it in steps is a big deal. If you attacked people with no regard for your relative strength, you’d just be an annoyance. So, who’s this guy?


      Ah. That one. You learned about that thing, did you? Give up. You don’t stand a chance against it. No, I’m serious. This isn’t a joke. Nothing good will come of it. That’s not something you can fight. It would be like someone living on a planet deciding they wanted to destroy the planet itself. Hm? That’s fine? Ah. You don’t care what happens as long as you win. I guess that’s not a good analogy for you then.


      Listen, we do everything we can to prevent information about that thing from getting around, to stop people from taking an interest in it. Why? There are some gods who will have their whole nature shaken just by hearing about it. I’m guessing you’ve only heard a few vague rumors, right? You want to know more? Hm. Maybe me explaining it to you will be better than making you go around and piece together fiction from bits of isolated information.


      Right now, its personal name is Yogiri Takatou. It’s a pretty weak thing, living on a single planet in a single universe in a single world. I say right now, because at different times it takes completely different forms.


      So basically, it’s invincible. In every sense of the word. I just called it weak? Yep. It’s very weak, but there’s still nothing you can do against it. Anything that threatens its existence as Yogiri Takatou gets erased. Completely removed from the world.


      Oh, not just the world he’s in. I mean the Ultimate Ensemble World. I mean, just the word “world” isn’t quite enough. You’ll have people asking about the area beyond the boundaries of the world, or other dimensions, or parallel worlds. So when we say the “Ensemble World,” we mean literally everything that exists. I hope you understand.


      Hm. So even I, the ultimate god, can’t beat it? Of course not. And I have no desire to either. I very much like being alive. I want to protect the Ensemble World forever! Oh, by the way, some people get bored and tired of living after being alive for so long, but those people are idiots. Poor guys don’t even know how to kill time.


      If you want to fight it, you’re more than welcome to. I’m not going to stop you.


      Oh, you’ve lost interest now that you know it’s a normal human? Huh. I guess that’s an issue too. If you don’t recognize the actual threat it poses, you might end up getting Yogiri Takatou wrapped up in something. It’s fine if you get yourself killed, but I don’t want you dragging others into it.


      To give a rough explanation, its primary characteristic is “constancy.” Instant death, perceiving killing intent, all of those are just side effects that came about to guarantee it would stay constant. It wants to live as a normal person. Anything that threatens that goal is erased, neutralized, or removed. Things it has erased are things it has decided aren’t necessary anymore, so they can never come back. If I were to be honest, I think if it killed something by accident and really wanted to, it could probably bring it back. But it’s pretty careful about what it erases, so for all intents and purposes, once you’re gone, you’re gone. There isn’t a single example of someone coming back from that.


      So there’s a group of people who believe all information regarding it should be hidden. If you don’t know about it, you can’t harass it, right? Well, there are some problems with that strategy too. It just looks like some meaningless, ordinary human. On a human scale, you could think of it like a tiny, single ant. You would never notice it if you went out for a walk, but if you were to accidentally step on it, you would die instantly. There have been people that have died like that.


      Plenty of gods have been erased because they didn’t realize they were threatening it. So those that know about it tend to be pretty careful. They act with quite a bit of restraint. After all, it was summoned to a whole other world without any warning once. In other words, there’s no telling when something we might do could accidentally impact it, getting us erased instead. That being the case, we have to be extra careful if we don’t want to suddenly die.


      That’s the biggest problem with it. It’s impossible to tell just how dangerous it is. It looks like a perfectly ordinary human. There’s nothing special about it, nothing that makes it stand out. Some might disagree, but while it’s smart, it’s not smart enough to develop humanity in any significant way. It’s good-looking, but not so much that it would become famous. And it’s probably below average when it comes to physical fitness.


      When I say it’s human, I mean it. Yogiri Takatou is physically no different from the average human in any way. What about spiritually? No, it’s not that different spiritually either. It can see the souls of the dead now like ghosts, but that’s nothing particularly special. Most people would develop a similar ability if they went through the same experiences.


      So it’s really hard to see how dangerous it is. Someone who didn’t already know who it was would see it as hopelessly average. Those who are particularly observant might notice that a lot of stuff seems to happen around it, though. A lot of people who can see fate end up unable to see their fate when they get involved with it. They’re probably the ones who best recognize how dangerous it is.


      But those who reach the level of godhood can’t really see it as anything but ordinary. To go back to the example of the ant, you wouldn’t pay any more attention to it just because there were a few dead ants lying around it, right?


      Oh, right! It’s been pretty active lately, so the archives should be pretty helpful. There are records of when it went to that other world. It was barely there for any time at all, yet a whole bunch of godly beings were erased. That should be enough to understand how much of a threat it is.


      So you’ve looked it over. Any thoughts? You’re wondering if it’s really invincible? You feel like there should still be some way of beating it? Did you truly understand what you saw in there? There were high-speed area saturation attacks against it, faster than can be perceived by humans. No, you definitely didn’t understand it. This isn’t an issue of it being faster than the speed of light.


      After all, the ultimate speed just means going backwards in time, right? But that wasn’t able to beat it either. It even stopped people from going back and trying to prevent it from being born. That’s why, no matter how powerful the god, they can’t do large-scale rewriting of the past. Any change that big might affect it. Those who didn’t understand that were erased for their hubris.


      Hm? The archive made it sound like taking hostages would work? I mean, you can try, but is that the kind of strategy you’d employ as a god trying to be the strongest warrior? Won’t that cause a bit of an identity crisis?


      Right, I see. You’d have to be weak to lose to a hostage trick. That’s an unforgivable weakness for a truly strong warrior. You don’t have many friends, do you? Oh, sorry. I didn’t think you actually had zero. I guess that explains how you became a god by killing everything around you. I won’t say there’s anything wrong with that, but you’re oversimplifying things a bit. You’re just ignoring the troubles that would be faced by people who have friends. You haven’t seriously considered what it takes to communicate properly with others.


      Oh, we’re getting off topic. For example, you’re thinking of brainwashing one of its friends and having them attack it, right? You’ll be erased the moment you try to brainwash them. That situation would be too inconvenient for it.


      In the end, the only ones that die around it are those it couldn’t care less about. What about when it was a child? It seemed like it was hallucinating. But there wasn’t much difference, was there? If it faces no problems in the end, it doesn’t matter. It’s not trying to be perfect.


      Hm? What is it? What is its true form? I don’t know if there’s really an answer for that. In the same way I’m me, and you are you, it is it. It’s probably been around since the very beginning of the Ensemble World. It’s one of the rules governing the Ensemble World’s creation and a being that helps regulate it. It’s the Ensemble World’s limit, its end, and a stopper for it. It’s only become a single human living on a single planet in a single universe in a single world for now.


      How did that happen? No clue. It’s been around since before I was born, so I know the events that happened, but I couldn’t tell you what it was thinking. Does it have any consciousness outside of its current human form? No idea, nor do I care to investigate. I very much imagine trying to read its thoughts or dredge up its memories is taboo. I’m a pretty curious guy myself, but I can tell when something should be left alone. There’s nothing to do about that thing but leave it be.


      So to repeat myself, it’s not something you should ever consider fighting. Even if you never fight it, you can still get to the top of the totem pole and call yourself the strongest in the Ensemble World. So let’s leave it alone.


      Huh? You don’t care? It doesn’t matter if the Ensemble World is destroyed? I mean, I won’t try to stop you. I’ve explained it to you already. If you still want to challenge it, by all means, go ahead.


      I think you can’t? Of course. In the end you’ll be erased, just like everyone else. Oh, you think I’m provoking you? I’ve only been telling you exactly what I believe.


      Oh, there he goes. And...now he’s been erased. Looks like he tried to destroy the entire universe it was in. That would never work. Looks like he didn’t understand after all.


      I guess those strong enough to affect the whole Ensemble World always end up being arrogant like that. I really want a friend on my own level, but thanks to it, everyone keeps disappearing. What am I supposed to do? Someone else will make their way here eventually, but they’ll just meet the same fate.


      Hm... Hey, you listening to this. Well, whether you’re listening, reading, or watching, I can’t really tell. You definitely understand how dangerous it is, right? So you won’t try to fight it or anything. Could you do me a favor and make your way here, so we can be friends?


      Using the V Road is probably the easiest way to make it here, so that’s how I recommend you do it. Yeah, just start by becoming the strongest person in your universe. Huh? That sounds impossible? I don’t know. I think you’d be surprised.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      This is Instant Death Volume 15. This one was more of a collection of short stories. I expected the original series to last for about ten volumes, but ended up getting to write a full fourteen. The way they made it home in the end was something I had planned from the beginning, though.


      In my estimation, this kind of simplistic conclusion matched the style of the series perfectly, and I was very satisfied with how it all wrapped up. But a lot of people were asking about what happened afterward.


      I figured everything that needed to be explained was done, but since I was given the opportunity, I found a number of things that I could expand upon. Though the idea was for this book to tie up all the loose ends, I feel it actually created more mysteries than it solved. It feels like there could be a lot more written, but even I don’t know if that’ll ever happen.


      It’s possible something like My Instant Death Ability is So Overpowered, No One in the Modern World Stands a Chance Against Me Either! could happen, but that all depends on the demand. If the anime was a smash hit and the novels and manga absolutely flew off the shelves, then it would be possible, but at present I think it’s best you entertain the thought as something that would be nice but improbable.


      Since it’s a collection of short stories, I think it’s standard practice to give an explanation of each one in the afterword, but considering the page count I’ve got, I’ll have to stick to explaining only a few of them. I might do write-ups on the rest on X (formerly Twitter).




      “Beastkin”


      A story about Kurokamijima, the setting of My Big Sister Lives in a Fantasy World. I wanted it to be about exploring the ruins on the island...but then I reread the story and found out the island sank into the sea. I was thoroughly upset with my past self for being so reckless.


      The plot of the beastkin being artificial, having one of the races be their leader, and having their origins in space was all plag— Er, an homage to Bio-Booster Armor Guyver.




      “Robots”


      On the surface, a story about what happened to Enju, but it ended up mostly being about Ryouko and Carol. I didn’t really put any thought into what Ryouko’s third sword did, so feel free to make something up. In fact, if you come up with any good ideas, please let me know.


      I like the idea of Ryouko and Carol being partners, but Carol doesn’t really have much in the way of combat ability. If someone comes up with a good idea for a spin-off series for them and writes it, I definitely want to read it.




      “Railblade”


      I assume everyone forgot about Tomochika’s self-suggestion keyword. In the end it was overlooked in both the manga and the anime, so I brought it out again myself. By the way, the passage used here was something I learned from the manga Lotus Legend Asura. The enemy’s power was explained in such detail because it was something I came up with for a protagonist for a different series.




      “Otherworld Harem Project”


      Leaving Hanakawa in the other world meant it was going to be a huge pain to use him again if I ever wanted to...so unfortunately for him, I had to bring him back. That said, the erasure of the Gift to remove the influence of the Sages from the world is a pretty normal thing that would happen.


      Though he’s back, his future is currently undecided.




      Finally, my thanks.


      For my managing editor. I’m sorry I got everything in at the last minute as always.


      For the illustrator, Chisato Naruse. Thank you once again for the art you provided us with. Last time I said I hoped we would get the chance to work together again, but at that point I didn’t expect we’d be making another volume of this series. So if yet another one somehow happens, I look forward to working with you again.




      And now I say goodbye. Hopefully we’ll meet again someday!


      Tsuyoshi Fujitaka


      藤孝 剛志
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