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  Guns GirlZ Light Novels

  Translated by the coolest kids in the Amaryllis Empire!

  Join us


    Homu Rescue Operation (Part 1)

			It was 2 PM. The trio was walking along Highway T20, fleeing Nagazora City. Kiana led the way while Mei followed behind, holding Bronya's hand.

			Midway through their journey, Mei suddenly realized Bronya's hand had slipped free.

			“Bronya, what's wrong?”

			Mei turned back to ask, seeing Bronya alone behind her, squeezing the ears of her stuffed animal.

			“Ah, she must be hungry! Greedy little thing, we just had lunch. Hey, Mei-senpai, I want hamburger patties for dinner!” Kiana stopped and ran back.

			“I think you're just hungry yourself...” Mei ignored Kiana, who had a bit of drool trickling from the corner of her mouth. She leaned closer to Bronya, bending down so she could hear her clearly.

			“Hm...”

			“Hm?”

			“Hm... it... it's dying...” Bronya's voice trembled slightly.

			“You mean this stuffed animal? Let me take a look~”

			Mei took the stuffed animal named “Homu” from Bronya's hands. There was a tear on the right ear—probably from getting caught during a fight. The wound wasn't too big, only about 2 centimeters long.

			“The ear's torn a bit, but it's okay. With some needle and thread, we can fix it~”

			“Really?”

			“Mhm, let's go back to the school and look for some. I remember the home economics classroom should have sewing supplies.”

			Mei smiled and placed Homu back into Bronya's arms. It seemed Bronya had a childlike side too—after all, she was only a 14-year-old girl.

			“Hey! Wait! The academy is swarming with assassins right now! Going back is suicide! It's just a stuffed animal—we can just throw it away and buy a new one!”

			“No way!” Bronya exclaimed, her large eyes widening as she glared at Kiana.

			“Whoa! I get it! Don't glare at me like that~”

			Seeing Bronya's expression so serious for the first time, Kiana instinctively took a step back.

			“Bronya, where did this doll come from?” Mei asked.

			Bronya hugged Homu and pondered for a moment. “...Bronya doesn't remember, but whether it's during training or rest, Homu has always been by my side. So Homu is something very special—I absolutely can't throw it away.”

			“Seems like Homu is Bronya's most important friend~” Mei nodded.

			“Friend? Meaning unclear.”

			“Well~ You'll understand someday~”

			Mei gently stroked Bronya's hair, and Bronya silently moved closer to Mei's body.

			“I know a shortcut to the academy. Let's hurry!”

			“Hey! Wait up! I'm not about to throw away my youth for a stuffed animal!”

			The moment Kiana finished speaking, Mei turned and glared at her fiercely. Such pure innocence—how could Kiana not understand? It was truly heartbreaking!

			“Kiana, think about it—this doll has been with Bronya since childhood. Now that it's broken, don't you want to fix it? This isn't just a mission to save Homu-chan, it's about salvaging those pure memories from our girlhood!”

			“H-hold on! Why are we suddenly talking about memories from our girlhood?!”

			“Sigh... Kiana, you just wouldn't understand.”

			“Hey! I'm only 16! Don't make me sound like some old lady!”

			“Then didn't you have memories like that in your childhood? Like an important toy you got from your family?”

			“Of course I did...”

			Mei's words struck a nerve with Kiana, who painfully recalled the gifts her father had given her in the past.

			“Kiana, this is your birthday present. Be sure to take good care of it.” Her father's face flashed through her mind, and she could almost hear his voice.

			“Got it!” Kiana finally recalled her childhood and exclaimed excitedly, “The M617 revolver!”

			“Why a pistol?!” Mei nearly stumbled backward.

			Suddenly, an image flashed unconsciously in her mind: a young Kiana, clad in simple military fatigues, training in harsh conditions!

			A look of pity spread across Mei's face.

			“Mei-senpai... What's wrong?”

			“Kiana... I misunderstood you... To fight against the Honkai, Kiana trained relentlessly, tempering her will and skills, but she lost the happiness a girl her age should have... I'm sorry.”

			Mei placed one hand on Kiana's shoulder while covering her mouth with the other, tears welling up in her eyes as she wept, her gaze filled with profound compassion.

			This sudden display left Kiana utterly bewildered.

			“It's... it's fine. As long as you understand. Now, let's focus on how to escape Changkong City.” Kiana said.

			Though she didn't understand the full story, it was a relief that Mei had abandoned the dangerous idea of returning to the academy.

			“No! Kiana! We absolutely must fix this doll!”

			“Huh!?”

			“This isn't just about protecting Bronya's innocence—it's about retrieving your own precious memories from your youth!”

			“My memories aren't precious at all! We should focus on protecting precious lives from the Honkai!”

			“Kiana, this is for your own good. Though it pains me to resort to force... Bronya!”

			“Yes, Sister.”

			“Whoa!? What are you doing?!”

			At Mei's command, Bronya summoned a massive mecha, grabbed Kiana, and hoisted her onto her shoulder. Though Kiana struggled fiercely, she couldn't resist the mecha's strength and was carried away.

			“Help me!! Put me down!!”

			Kiana's cry pierced the heavens, launching an operation to rescue the maiden's pure memories. What awaited them—a horrifying academy infected by the Honkai, or a stage where hope and love converged?

			“Operation Homu Rescue, Commence!”

			

			

    Homu Rescue Operation (Part 2)

			“This is the place!”

			Mei pushed open the door to the home economics classroom, where objects were scattered haphazardly on the floor.

			“Phew~ We've finally arrived... Ahh~ It's been completely destroyed...”

			Kiana followed Mei into the classroom.

			“Let's look for it first.”

			“Got it! Bronya, give me Homu-chan~”

			Mei took the doll from Bronya and began to mend it using the needle and thread she had found under the desk.

			“Mei-neechan is amazing, she even knows how to repair Homu.”

			“Hehe, it's nothing special, just some simple needlework.”

			Bronya, standing to the side, looked on with anticipation, watching intently as the needle and thread pierced the doll's wounds, like a little rabbit.

			Seeing Mei and Bronya completely absorbed in their own world, Kiana suddenly felt a surge of jealousy.

			“Mei-senpai! Let me do it!”

			“Huh!? Sure, I guess… I didn’t expect Kiana to know how to do needlework.”

			“Of course I can do something this simple! Give me the doll now.”

			Mei handed the doll and needle and thread to Kiana. Kiana picked up the doll, examined it briefly, and then quickly began to sew up the damaged area.

			A moment later, Kiana stopped what she was doing and smiled with satisfaction.

			“All done! Here you go~”

			Kiana handed the doll to Mei, whose expression became complicated as she looked at the patch Kiana had made.

			“...Well, how should I put it, the thread is coming undone here, and the fabric is pink, isn't Homu supposed to be yellow?”

			“Ugh! Don't worry about the details~ Anyway, it's sewn up nicely!”

			Kiana maintained a smug expression despite Mei's questioning.

			“Kiana...”

			“Wow~ Bronya, don't be upset. Let me fix it up for you~”

			Seeing Bronya's gloomy expression, Mei quickly stepped forward to help her out.

			“This color doesn't belong to Homu-chan~ It belongs to Homu's crush, Homuei-chan!”

			“Why!?” Kiana and Mei both exclaimed in surprise.

			“Bronya thinks it's necessary to explain the story of Homu-chan to Kiana and her older sister.”

			“Ha...” Two more exclamations came almost simultaneously.

			“Homu-chan is a delinquent at Hoho Elementary School, and yellow represents her rebellious nature. However, although Homu-chan looks bad, she is actually a very kind-hearted child.”

			Homu-chan has always had a crush on Homuei-chan, the school beauty of Houhou Elementary School, but Homu-chan's fierce appearance always leads to misunderstandings from Homuei-chan, making it impossible for him to express his feelings...“

			Bronya was enthusiastically telling the story of Homu. Mei and Kiana had never seen Bronya talk about something so intently before, and they didn't even have a chance to interrupt.

			Suddenly, a commotion arose outside the window, and Mei hurriedly ran to the window to check what was happening. Sure enough, the assassins, following their scent, had already surrounded them.

			“We've been discovered by assassins! Everyone, get your weapons ready for battle!”

			Kiana and Mei quickly got into battle mode, but Bronya was still going on and on about the story of Homuei-chan...

			“To express her feelings, Homu-chan traveled over mountains and across treacherous demon caves to reach a nearby village in search of the mysterious Shiny Cake, because it was Homuei-chan's favorite food. She had only eaten it once when she was a child, but its exquisite taste has remained unforgettable to this day...”

			“This is not the time to talk about this!”

			Clang!

			With the sound of shattering glass, a group of assassins burst through the window and flooded into the home economics classroom, instantly turning the small space into a scene of carnage.

			Mei provided cover for Kiana's assault, shooting down the assassins one by one outside the classroom. Kiana, in turn, led the charge, using a baseball bat to knock down the assassins who rushed into the classroom. However, due to the sheer number of assassins, Kiana's defensive line was gradually compressed.

			“Bronya! Come quick, help me!”

			Kiana shouted and kicked away the attacking assassins, but after a long time, she still didn't hear Bronya's response. Kiana turned around and found Bronya still in the same spot, recounting the story from before.

			“Unexpectedly, Homuei-chan's fiancé, Houku-chan, colluded with other bad guys from the elementary school to attack Homu-chan. At the critical moment, the mysterious masked warrior, Hou Knight, appeared, and a great battle is about to break out...”

			“Huh!? It's not finished yet... And wasn't that a love story?! Why did it suddenly turn into a tokusatsu show!?”

			“It seems Bronya really likes Homu-chan~”

			Mei also stopped providing support and began to listen to Bronya's story with great interest.

			“Can't you guys deal with these assassins properly?!” Kiana cried out in despair.

			“Finally...finally...it's all resolved...”

			As a result, only Kiana took on the responsibility of fighting against the assassins. However, when Kiana walked into the classroom panting, the scene in front of her finally made her collapse to the ground.

			Bronya was telling the story of Homu like a radio, while Mei unknowingly moved a stool and sat down next to her. When she saw Kiana return, Mei waved to her and asked her to sit down next to her.

			“The Great Adventure of Homu-chan is currently serialized in 'Girls' Squat' up to chapter 350 and is about to enter the climax of the plot. However, it seems that the author's city was destroyed and his current fate is unknown, so the series has been temporarily suspended.”

			“That's really bad news...”

			Mei listened and shared her thoughts, and seeing this harmonious scene, Kiana couldn't help but wonder what all her efforts had been for...

			“That concludes Homuei-chan's brief introduction. So, this pink color is Homuei-chan's color, please don't get it wrong. Kiana, do you understand the importance of this?”

			“Hmm... Ah! I understand!”

			Kiana, who had been standing there in a daze, finally snapped out of it. She didn't immediately understand Bronya's question, but in order to get Bronya to end the conversation quickly, Kiana quickly pretended to understand.

			“Bronya is skeptical. To make sure Kiana really knows Homu-chan's background, let me ask you a question. I already mentioned it in my previous explanation. What's the name of the eldest daughter of Homu-chan's rival, Homu-chan's fiancé, Homu-chan's uncle?”

			“Who would know about something like that!?”

			“It seems Big Sister wasn't listening carefully after all. Her name is Houna-chan, and she's a key character in the plot, having a crush on Homu-chan. Bronya thinks it's necessary to explain Homu-chan's story to Kiana-neechan again. Homu-chan is a delinquent at Houhou Elementary School, and yellow represents her rebellious nature...”

			Bronya began to retell the story from the beginning again, this time with a more detailed narration so that Kiana could understand its true meaning.

			“I get it! I’ll change it to yellow, okay? Please stop talking about it!”

			Kiana finally couldn't take it anymore. She grabbed the doll from Bronya's hand and started mending it again.

			“Well, all in all, the Homu Rescue Operation can be considered a success!”

			Mei showed a relieved expression.

			The empty classroom seemed to have returned to its usual warm and cozy atmosphere, and Homu-chan's body now bore a noticeable patch...

			

			

    Honkai Cooking Classroom (Part 1)

			“I don't want to eat emergency rations anymore!!! Die die die! I'd rather chew on zombie meat than eat any more of this!!”

			Kiana's complaints echoed through the empty corridor, as if she were venting all her resentment onto the compressed biscuit in her hand. She raised her arm and hurled the half-eaten biscuit far away.

			“These are difficult times right now, so please bear with it...”

			Mei took a sip of mineral water beside her, forcing the biscuit in her mouth down her throat.

			“Bronya, say something too! We've been eating compressed rations for six months already!”

			“Bronya has no requirements for food. As long as basic physiological needs are met, it's fine.”

			Bronya calmly chewed her biscuit off to the side with a “crunch crunch” sound, not a hint of complaint on her face.

			“AAAAH!!! I wish I could turn into a zombie girl right now! At least they get to bite people — that must taste like crispy fried chicken!”

			“...Alright, let's look around for anything we could use as ingredients. As long as we have ingredients, we can cook in the cooking classroom.”

			Hearing Mei's suggestion, Kiana was instantly full of energy.

			“Really?! I'll go look right now!”

			“Hey! Kiana! Don't run off!”

			Before Mei could finish, Kiana had already sprung to her feet and dashed off. Who knew what a Kiana tormented by the demon in her stomach might do.

			Watching Kiana rapidly vanish from her sight, Mei hurriedly got up to chase after her.

			Crunch crunch...

			Seeing her big sisters rush off in a hurry, Bronya deftly scooped up Homu, stuffed the rest of the biscuit into her mouth in one go, and chewed hard with puffed-up cheeks.

			The group had only returned to the academy for the sake of Bronya's plushie, but what ingredients could possibly still be found in this desolate campus...

			“This thing is edible!”

			“Are you trying to die?!”

			Bronya could hear Kiana and Mei arguing from far away. In the academy's central courtyard, Kiana was gripping a black tree branch while Mei desperately tried to stop her foolish behavior.

			“Calm down... Let's go check the campus supermarket. There should still be usable ingredients there.”

			Hearing Mei's suggestion, Kiana — whose head had been clouded by appetite — finally calmed down, nodding as she followed Mei toward the supermarket. Bronya didn't quite understand what “ingredients” referred to, but she silently followed behind them anyway.

			The Senba Academy supermarket was less a supermarket and more a department store. Even after being abandoned for so long, you could still feel the former bustle of this building that once supplied daily necessities and living resources to the entire academy.

			The shelves inside lay toppled every which way, with masses of merchandise scattered across the floor in a scene of desolation. The three carefully made their way between the shelves, terrified of stepping on the goods underfoot and making the slightest sound.

			“As expected of the busiest place on campus... There's zombies everywhere.”

			Mei quietly poked her head out from behind a collapsed shelf to survey the surroundings. Packs of zombies wandered the cluttered aisles like aunties at a wet market, and a trace of worry couldn't help but show on her face.

			“The food section is right across from us. There should be plenty of usable ingredients there — maybe even canned beef... But the problem is how to lure these zombies away...”

			“Canned... beef...”

			Kiana lowered her head at those words, and Mei immediately noticed something off about her.

			“Wait a second...”

			But before Mei could finish, Kiana shot out like an arrow, sprinting madly toward the food section!

			Instantly a clamor of noise rang through the whole building — Kiana charged ahead recklessly, paying no attention to the merchandise underfoot. The zombies all around heard the racket and began rapidly converging!

			“Kiana! This is bad! Let's retreat first!”

			Mei shouted at Kiana — she couldn't worry about anything else now. The zombies were arriving one after another, in numbers far greater than she'd imagined!

			But Kiana, with her mind set entirely on canned beef, didn't hear Mei's voice at all.

			“Death awaits anyone who stands in my way!”

			Ignoring the massive horde of zombies blocking her way, Kiana swung the bat in her hands and charged straight into the zombie army.

			With her awakening (read: hunger) gauge at MAX, Kiana not only wasn't swallowed up by the zombies — she was actually overwhelming their assault!

			“Yahahaha! Shi-ne~ shi-ne~ shi-ne!!!”[1]

			Kiana's laughter rang through the entire floor as she brawled with the zombies in one big tangle. From Mei and Bronya's vantage point, Kiana's exact position could no longer be made out. All they could see were zombies flying out of the melee one after another like bowling pins...

			“Kiana is terrifying.”

			Even Bronya couldn't help but marvel. Kiana's combat power today was worlds apart from usual.

			“Her desire for food probably unlocked her hidden potential... While Kiana has the zombies' attention, let's hurry and gather ingredients!”

			Mei and Bronya skirted around the battle zone and quietly made their way to the food section. Though it was just as messy as everywhere else, the assorted materials scattered on the floor had everything you could ask for.

			Mei gathered up the scattered food packages while quietly muttering to herself about what dishes these ingredients could make. Bronya, meanwhile, took the ingredients Mei handed her and carefully packed them into her backpack.

			Before long, Bronya's little backpack was stuffed full of vacuum-sealed foods, seasonings, and canned goods. Only when nothing more could fit into the backpack did Mei finally stand up, a thoroughly satisfied look on her face.

			“I didn't expect there to be so many ingredients here~ Looks like we can make quite a few tasty dishes~”

			“Mhm~ Bronya doesn't know what Mei onee-chan is going to make, but Bronya is very much looking forward to it.”

			Bronya shouldered the bulging backpack, which by now was nearly as tall as she was — from a distance, it looked like she was carrying a small mountain. Yet Bronya showed not the slightest sign of strain, walking as steadily as ever.

			“Bronya, you're amazing~”

			“Mei onee-chan flatters me. Back in training, the loads we carried were far heavier than this.”

			“Mhm~ Bronya really is remarkable~”

			Mei patted Bronya's head, and the two left the supermarket laughing together. Along the way, Mei kept introducing cooking knowledge to Bronya, and although Bronya didn't really understand, she kept nodding along, listening earnestly to her big sister's explanations.

			“Ah...”

			Suddenly, Mei stopped in her tracks as if remembering something. She glanced back at the department store now far behind them, an awkward look crossing her face...

			At that very moment, inside the Senba department store, Kiana stood on a floor wrecked beyond recognition. She lifted her head, took a deep breath, raised the can of beef in her hand high above her head, and let out a victorious roar...

			

			
      

				[1] Kiana is saying "die, die, die!" in Japanese here.


    Honkai Cooking Classroom (Part 2)

			The Senba Academy activities building — a facility housing all sorts of indoor activity rooms and home economics classrooms. This time's destination, the cooking classroom, was on the second floor of this building.

			“This is the place~ Let me see...”

			Mei inspected the cookware and stoves. Though a thick layer of dust had settled on their surfaces, thankfully nothing was missing or damaged.

			“All the cookware is still usable — how lucky. Then let's get started right away~”

			“What are we making?!”

			Kiana leaned in excitedly, eyes sparkling, staring fixedly at the ingredients spread across the table.

			“Let me see... First, let's make omurice~”

			“Omurice... what's that?”

			Now Bronya gathered around too.

			“It goes like this — first cook the rice... then heat the pan over here, and pour the beaten egg in evenly... When the edges start turning white but the middle isn't fully set, stop heating... place the rice we just made onto the egg...”

			Mei worked with practiced ease, while Bronya watched Mei onee-chan's culinary magic without blinking.

			“Finally, wrap the rice up in the egg. The key point is the angle of the wrap — that's how you get the perfect shape~ Then draw something cute on it with ketchup and it's done~”

			“Mei onee-chan is amazing~”

			Looking at the golden, adorable omurice on the table, a deep sense of reverence welled up in Bronya's heart.

			“Well then, time to dig in!”

			Just as Bronya was gazing upon the omurice with a heart full of veneration, Kiana carved a gaping hole into the plump omurice with her spoon!

			“Mei onee-chan's omurice has been...”

			“Hm? What's wrong, Bronya? Aren't you going to eat... Whoa!?”

			Kiana suddenly sensed a killing intent from Bronya unlike anything she'd ever felt before.

			“Daring to destroy the sacred omurice made by Mei onee-chan — unforgivable!”

			Seeing Kiana and Bronya at daggers drawn, Mei hurriedly set down her cooking.

			“Bronya, omurice is made to be eaten, you know~ Here~ Say aah~~”

			Mei scooped up a spoonful of omurice and brought it to Bronya's lips. Bronya hesitated for a moment, then slightly opened her mouth.

			“Ah...!? This taste... it's delicious.”

			“Right~?”

			“Hey! Wait! Why does senpai get to personally feed Bronya!”

			Watching the two acting so close, Kiana puffed up her cheeks in displeasure.

			“Then I'll keep cooking~”

			As the ingredients on the table gradually dwindled, one delicious dish after another arrived on the table.

			The main course was nikujaga — braised pork and potatoes — with chawanmushi steamed from chicken and shiitake mushrooms as a side dish, paired with miso soup with salmon, and finally almond tofu for dessert.

			Mei's superb cooking skills transformed compressed rations and canned goods into all kinds of delectable dishes.

			“All done~ Cooking really is such a joy~”

			Looking at the dazzling spread of dishes on the table, Mei nodded in satisfaction.

			By now Kiana's eyes had gone wide, like a starving wolf eyeing a lamb.

			“Well~ Everyone, dig in~ No need to hold back~”

			The moment Mei finished speaking, Kiana began wolfing everything down without a second's delay. Bronya also summoned her mech and seized several dishes for herself. Before Mei could even lift her chopsticks, half the dishes on the table were already gone...

			“I said no need to hold back, but at least leave some for me!!!”

			

			“Phew~ I'm stuffed. It's been so long since I've eaten anything this good~”

			After the whirlwind feast, the dishes on the table had all become empty plates. Kiana sat off to the side, let out a long breath, and rubbed her round belly.

			“There are still some ingredients left — why don't we make bento boxes to take with us~”

			Mei stood at the cooking station, sorting through the remaining ingredients.

			“Hehe! Leave it to me~ I'll show you my cooking skills!”

			“Mm~ I've always wanted to try a dish made by Kiana's own hands~ Then it's all yours.”

			Seeing Kiana brimming with confidence, Mei felt a little flicker of anticipation in her heart too.

			“Hmm... these are the ingredients we have. What should I make...”

			Kiana started to ponder, but after a moment she gave her head a carefree shake, as if giving up on thinking altogether.

			“Meh~ Just throw everything in~ Add some salt, add some sugar... hmm hmm♪~”

			Humming an off-key little tune, Kiana cheerfully tossed whatever ingredients were within reach into the pot.

			Meanwhile, Mei was off to the side with Bronya tidying up the scattered tableware, and didn't notice what Kiana was doing.

			“Oh, there's even cream! In it all goes — then stir it up and add some cocoa powder♪”

			As more ingredients went in, the broth in the pot rose nearly to the brim... and its color slowly shifted to an eerie blackish-purple. The broth boiled up in the pot, belching enormous bubbles like magma, thick black smoke bursting out with each popping bubble.

			“Bronya... do you smell something strange...”

			Mei, cleaning up nearby, couldn't help pinching her nose — only then did she notice an ominous aura wafting over from the direction of the cooking station...

			“Mm, a truly nostalgic smell — just like the mix of machine oil and sulfuric compounds that filled the machinery workshop back then,” Bronya said with a nod.

			Braving the acrid stench, Mei came up beside Kiana. She was about to say something when the billowing black smoke set her off into a fit of sneezes.

			“Don't rush me, Mei-senpai~ It's almost done!”

			Kiana stirred the chaotic pot while grinning at Mei as if nothing were wrong at all.

			“Hmm... feels like it's still missing something. Oh! Let's add some Lao Gan Ma~”

			With that, Kiana dumped an entire jar of chili sauce into the pot — and instantly, like burning sulfur, a plume of dark red flame erupted from within!

			Mei looked at the “dish” bubbling viscously in the pot with a complicated expression. She didn't want to hurt Kiana's feelings, but for the sake of her own life, she absolutely had to find a way to dispose of this hazardous material that had long since left the realm of food!

			“Kiana, run! Look — a huge horde of zombies is charging this way!”

			In a flash of inspiration, Mei lied about a zombie attack, grabbed Kiana's hand, and sprinted out of the cooking classroom.

			“Wah! Stop dragging me! It's not finished yet!”

			Kiana struggled, reaching back longingly toward her beloved dish, but Mei gave her no chance for lingering attachment — she flashed Bronya a “finish it” signal.

			Bronya understood at once. With a wave of one hand she summoned her mech and ordered it to open fire on that dangerous pot of “cuisine.” The laser cannon on the mech's back flared with blinding light, heat waves engulfed the entire cooking classroom, and that pot of dark cuisine was swallowed up in the brilliance of explosion and flame...

			“What a shame we didn't get to taste Kiana's cooking. It's alright — there'll be other chances!” Mei consoled Kiana, while secretly breathing a sigh of relief inside.

			Meanwhile, Kiana knelt outside the activities building, watching the cooking classroom blaze away as heartbroken tears streamed down her face...

			

			

    Brave Homu! Operation Rescue Bronya (Part 1)

			“Phew~ I feel much more refreshed now~”

			Mei walked out of the restroom holding her stomach. Since eating Kiana's cooking, this was already the fifth time she felt such pain.

			“Stop exaggerating. Was the food I made really that bad?”

			“You went to the bathroom several times yourself!”

			“Well~ it's a specialty dish, it helps with digestion~”

			Looking at Kiana's playful smile, Mei could only let out a long sigh. Ever since her dark cuisine was ruined last time, Kiana had an unexpected obsession with cooking.

			“...By the way why hasn't Bronya hasn't come out yet? It's been almost an hour.”

			“Could it be!?”

			“No way!”

			Mei glared at Kiana. Although she didn't know what Kiana was implying, she always felt that Kiana wouldn't say anything normal.

			Just then, Mei noticed a small figure walking out from the entrance of the restroom stall that Bronya had entered.

			“……Isn't that Bronya's plushie!?”

			“I think it's called Homu... wait! Since when can that plushie walk on its own!?”

			Kiana also noticed. The plushie that Bronya usually held in her arms was walking on two legs just like a human!

			“Hey hey, quickly go after Bronya, Homu!”

			“Wow! The plushie talked!”

			Kiana was startled by the talking plushie, unable to believe her eyes.

			“What happened to Bronya?” Mei hurriedly asked.

			“She just broke through the restroom wall and left by herself!”

			Mei and Kiana quickly followed Homu into the restroom. On the wall near the window, a large gap was clearly visible, its edges cut very smoothly—likely the work of the mecha controlled by Bronya.

			“Kiana! Let's chase after her!”

			“Hey! Wait! Do you know which way she went? How are we supposed to chase her!”

			“Follow me, let me take you there, Homu.”

			Homu jumped out through the gap in the wall, pricking up its ears as if sensing Bronya's direction.

			“This way, Homu!”

			Saying that, Homu ran off into the distance. Though skeptical, Kiana and Mei had no choice but to follow.

			“Homu-chan, why did Bronya leave alone?”

			Mei asked while following behind Homu. Although Homu kept running, due to its small size, Mei and Kiana could easily keep up at a walking pace.

			“After Bronya went into the restroom, she looked very pained, then she seemed to change personality and punched through the wall and ran off, Homu.”

			“I see... so it was because of that cooking after all... Kiana, what strange things did you put in there to make it taste like that?”

			Mei recalled the taste of that dish again and shuddered all over. As if the weird flavor was back in her mouth, she couldn't help but stick out her tongue.

			“Nothing strange, I just mixed strawberry jam, seafood sauce, and chocolate sauce together, then added some cumin powder, a little vinegar, and mustard~”

			“……”

			“It's fine~ See, we ate it and nothing happened~ Oh! Before Bronya went to the restroom, didn't you give her some strange drink?”

			“That was just to help her rinse her mouth because she looked uncomfortable after eating, and Dr. Pepper isn't a strange drink!” Mei retorted.

			The two looked at each other and fell silent.

			“Both of your foods are weird, okay Homu! It must be a chemical reaction from mixing them, Homu!”

			Finally, Homu's voice broke the deadlock.

			Mei finally gave up arguing with Kiana—after all, she bore some responsibility too.

			

			However, after a few steps, a swarm of mecha girls suddenly appeared from the sky!

			“Wait! Why are there so many mecha girls!?”

			“No time to worry about these guys!”

			Homu ignored the mecha circling in the sky and kept running into the distance, but the mecha girls gave chase, firing missiles down from the air.

			Kiana quickly pulled Mei to take cover in a low-lying area. A fierce explosion sounded behind them, and the heat wave kicked up dust and smoke, forming a considerable storm.

			“Homu-chan!”

			Mei watched Homu-chan disappear into the flames of the explosion, powerless. Intense artillery fire kept pounding the cover, and the mecha girls closed in. Kiana and Mei gripped their weapons, readying for the impending battle.

			“HOMU!!!”

			Just then, a roar came from the sky, and a huge figure burst out of the smoke. The mecha girls that had been attacking Kiana and Mei immediately shifted their target and swarmed toward this giant!

			“This is... a Homu Gundam!?”

			Kiana gazed in awe at the giant yellow robot that looked just like Homu, shouting out a term she must have picked up somewhere, her eyes sparkling with stars.

			“HOMU!!!!”

			As if responding to Kiana's expectations, the mechanical Homu struck cool poses amid the mecha girls' fire. It raised its arms high and opened its mouth—that had been wearing a creepy smile—and a golden glow gathered inside!

			“BOOM!!!”

			A powerful beam blasted from the mechanical Homu's mouth! The airborne mecha girls turned into fireworks in an instant, and within seconds, the entire mecha army was reduced to ashes!

			The beam gradually faded. The mechanical Homu let out a burp, blowing a big smoke ring from its mouth, then closed its jaws again with a satisfied grin (though it was hard to tell the difference).

			Kiana excitedly ran to the foot of the giant Homu robot and hugged its thick cylindrical leg, rubbing against it.

			“Wow!!! Amazing!!! This cold metallic touch is irresistible!!!”

			“Is this really the same Homu-chan from before...”

			Mei looked up at the towering mechanical Homu, when suddenly a small hatch opened on its chest, and Homu-chan popped out, waving its little hand as if signaling something.

			The mechanical Homu lowered its arm to the ground. Lacking hands, Homu-chan gestured for Mei and Kiana to sit on the robot's arm. Then the mechanical Homu lifted its arm, presenting them with a broad view.

			“This is...”

			In the distance, a massive floating fortress came into view. Its main body was spherical, with two large drills attached to the sides, making it look from afar like Bronya with her twin drill pigtails. Dense swarms of mecha girls emerging from the sphere's center surrounded the fortress like a beehive!

			“Let's go! Homu-chan! Bronya must be over there!”

			“HOMU!!”

			At Mei's command, the mechanical Homu roared and strode forward toward the fortress. The enemy mecha girls also prepared and swarmed in, the tide of war about to crash!

			“Can you not make it so thrilling every single time!!!!”

			

			

    Brave Homu! Operation Rescue Bronya (Part 2)

			“Kiana! The port side barrage is too thin!!”

			“That's because there are just too many mecha girls!!”

			Kiana raised her gatling gun and fired at the airborne mecha girls, sparks of explosions tracing a golden line across the sky!

			The mechanical Homu was besieged from all sides in the hail of gunfire. It opened its mouth again and blasted a hole with its Homu Beam, but the gap was immediately filled by more mecha girls...

			“This is endless! Homu, do you have any area-of-effect weapons!?”

			“Roger, Homu! All ammunition loaded, Homu!”

			A series of rumbles sounded from within the mechanical Homu, dull thuds echoing inside. It slowly opened the panels fixed on various parts of its body, revealing gun muzzles from beneath!

			“Fire, Homu!”

			The mechanical Homu fired all its guns at once, a deafening roar resounding across the heavens. Countless shells and rockets surged toward the target like a tidal wave, brilliant explosions and flames lighting up the entire sky, even outshining the sun.

			Finally, the explosions and fire gradually faded, and the wreckage of the mecha girls rained down like a storm. The sky was now a pristine blue, the clouds evaporated by the heat of the blasts.

			The distant fortress, stripped of its mecha defenders, hung alone in the air. The mechanical Homu took heavy steps toward it.

			Just then, the large drills on both sides of the fortress suddenly activated and rotated 90°, charging straight at the mechanical Homu!

			The mechanical Homu hastily raised its arms to block the drills. A harsh screech accompanied by sparks shot out, as if the very air was about to ignite!

			“Look over there, it's Bronya!”

			Kiana looked in the direction Mei pointed, and there stood Bronya atop the fortress.

			“Nyahaha~ Big sisters, have you come to play with me?”

			Bronya, who usually had no expression, now had her lips curled like a mischievous kitten.

			“Bronya, wake up! You just have a stomachache! Please go back to your usual emotionless self!” Mei shouted at Bronya, trying to call her back to her senses.

			“I don't want to! I want to stay cute like this forever! If you want to stop me, you'll have to defeat me!”

			“Looks like we have to resort to force. Mei, let's go!”

			Kiana leaped onto the outer wall of the fortress and charged at Bronya, swinging her bat. But Bronya simply slid back and sidestepped, easily evading Kiana's attack.

			Kiana spun around and attacked again, but before her bat could connect, Bronya calmly dodged and with a backhand sent Kiana flying several meters.

			“Ugh! She's amazing... This is completely unlike the Bronya I know...”

			“Heh~ Is that all you've got, Kiana~ How disappointing~”

			Bronya looked down at Kiana kneeling on the ground with a contemptuous smile.

			“Tch!”

			Kiana stood up, picked up her bat, and charged at Bronya again.

			While Bronya and Kiana fought, the battle between the mechanical Homu and the fortress continued, the clash of drills and iron fists deafening.

			Mei watched the intense fight with hesitation. Then an idea struck her—she pulled a bag of candy from her pocket and tossed it toward Bronya.

			If Bronya ate the candy, maybe she would break free from Kiana's evil cooking. Even if it didn't work, the candy could be used to persuade her!

			As Mei had hoped, the candy caught Bronya's attention. Bronya wagged her tail and pounced toward the bag like a kitten!

			“Mei's candy is mine!!!”

			Just as Bronya was about to reach the bag, Kiana suddenly darted in and snatched it with her mouth, snatching it away!

			“Kiana, you idiot!! What are you doing!!!!”

			Kiana landed gracefully and spun around, flashing a triumphant smile as if to counter the humiliation she had just suffered!

			While Kiana was reveling in her candy victory, an enraged Bronya had already summoned her mecha behind her, its shoulder cannon aimed straight at Kiana!

			“Oh no! Kiana, dodge!”

			BOOM!!!

			As Mei spoke, the laser cannon fired, and Kiana was instantly engulfed in the explosion...

			“Ki... ana...”

			Mei stared blankly at where Kiana had been. As the smoke cleared, she smiled again, because Kiana was standing not far away, completely unharmed.

			Kiana was holding Homu in her arms. Its bright yellow fur was now scorched black from the blast.

			Mei's smile froze. The area below Homu's stomach was also burned away, cotton seeping out with small embers...

			“Homu!? Why did you protect me...”

			“Ugh... I can only help you this far, Homu... You must save Bronya and bring her back to her old self...”

			“Homu! Don't die!”

			Kiana hugged Homu tightly. At that moment, Homu-chan in her arms used its last strength to reach its hand toward Bronya...

			“I have no regrets in my life... Homu...”

			“HOMU!!!!”

			...

			Mei couldn't help but cry at this heroic scene, tears blurring her eyes. When she slowly opened them, she found Bronya sitting quietly beside her, holding Homu.

			“Big sister, finally awake?”

			Still expressionless, the Bronya before her was undoubtedly the emotionless girl she knew. Mei propped herself up and sat up, feeling her body as heavy as lead.

			“Ugh... my head hurts, feels like I slept for a long time, my whole body aches...”

			“You two have been unconscious ever since we ate dinner yesterday... Bronya was very worried.”

			“Bronya... are you okay! Thank goodness, did you finally return to normal?”

			Mei hugged Bronya and checked her all over for any abnormalities.

			While feeling Mei's touch on her body, Bronya replied: “...Bronya doesn't understand what you mean. Turn back?”

			“Alright, so it was just a dream... Where's Kiana?”

			Mei turned and saw Kiana lying beside her. “It seems Kiana will need some more time to wake up.”

			“Mm... same here...”

			Mei sighed. At this moment, the unconscious Kiana seemed to be in the middle of a fierce battle, beads of sweat on her cheeks, mumbling something...

			“Homu... I will avenge you... Take this, Bronya... This strike contains my very soul...”

			

			

    Crisis! Mei Loses Her Memory!? (Part 1)

			On the dusk-lit streets, gunfire echoed through the empty stairwells. Swarms of Zombies, groaning low, staggered toward the source of the shots.

			“Why are there so many Zombies?! Is there no end to them?!”

			Kiana's arms, gripping her weapon, ached terribly after the long, drawn-out battle.

			Standing beside Kiana, Mei calmly watched the shifting tide of the battlefield. Still directing the others, she ejected her rifle's magazine and pulled a fresh one from her waist, slotting it in.

			“Let's hurry and pull out of this area! At this rate we'll burn through all our ammo!” Mei shouted toward Bronya, who wasn't far off, waving to signal her to fall back from the front line.

			“You go first, Mei — I'll cover the rear.”

			Bronya didn't turn around; instead she charged alone into the horde of Zombies!

			Behind her, a kendo girl suddenly lunged out.

			“Bronya! Look out!” Seeing this, Mei rushed after her and shoved Bronya out of the way.

			Thwack — the bamboo sword struck the back of Mei's head!

			“Mei!” “Mei!” Those were the last two words Mei heard before she lost consciousness.

			

			“Let's rest here for now…”

			Bronya spread a blanket on the ground, and Kiana carefully laid Mei down on it.

			“I'm sorry… Mei got hurt because she was protecting me…” Bronya murmured.

			Kiana, meanwhile, watched over Mei without blinking — nearly four hours had passed since she'd been injured…

			“Mmn…”

			Suddenly Mei let out a soft groan and slowly opened her eyes. The first thing to greet her was Kiana's anxious face.

			“Where am I…”

			“Meiiiiiiiii~~~~~~~~~~”

			Seeing Mei awake, Kiana pounced on her in excitement. Mei, who had just tried to sit up, was shoved right back down.

			“Wah!! Who are you?! Why are you hugging me out of nowhere?!”

			Panicking, Mei hurriedly pushed Kiana away, her face full of shock and confusion.

			“Huh—?! Mei, quit joking around~ It's me, Kiana~”

			Ignoring Mei's resistance, Kiana clung to her tightly, rubbing her cheek against Mei's over and over.

			“Who's Kiana?! And let go already! You're strangling me!”

			“Aw, come on~ Mei, don't tell me the Zombies knocked your head loose~ How could you forget even me…”

			Suddenly, as if realizing something, Kiana sprang up off of Mei!

			“Don't tell me your head really did get knocked loose?!”

			“What the heck are you talking about…” Mei looked utterly lost, as if her life-or-death fight with the Zombies had been wiped clean from her memory. “You mean like the ones in The Walking Dead?”

			“Why do you remember a TV show's zombies but not the Zombies[1]?! …Well, they are pretty much the same thing!”

			“It seems Mei suffered memory damage from the head injury.”

			Bronya recalled the scene from earlier. Though her face stayed expressionless, the subtle shift in her tone betrayed the worry in her heart.

			“So you're saying she doesn't remember who any of us are now?”

			Kiana plopped down onto the ground, as if a bolt of lightning had struck through her mind!

			“Yes.” However reluctantly, Bronya could only answer truthfully.

			“…This is just…”

			Kiana's face darkened. She hung her head, her body trembling from emotion…

			“This is perfect!”

			Like a volcano erupting, Kiana's expression did a complete 360° turnaround! She grabbed hold of Mei, her eyes brimming with excitement and undisguised glee! The suddenness of it left even Bronya frozen in place.

			“Mei, I have something extremely important to tell you! The truth is, we're married!”

			“…Don't think I'm uneducated. We're both girls — how could we be married?”

			Damn it! Didn't she lose her memory?! Why is her common sense still intact?! Kiana thought, but there was no backing down now! This was the best chance she'd ever get to seal the deal with Mei!

			“Actually, Japan legalized same-sex marriage a few years back. And look — this is our daughter!”

			Kiana pointed at Bronya. By this point she was past caring about anything; her head was already full of thoughts of taking Mei by storm!

			“I am not—”

			Bronya clearly couldn't keep up with Kiana's pace and was slowly sinking into confusion. Just as she tried to deny it, Kiana's rapid-fire offensive forced her right back down.

			“Bronya! Don't you want to leap into your mama's embrace?!”

			The utterly nonsensical question stumped Bronya. Just as she was about to say something, she looked at Mei's chest and, for the first time, felt a stirring emotion called hesitation…

			“…I do.”

			In the end, she quietly climbed aboard the pirate ship…

			“Hold on! I'll let everything else slide! But why am I the mama?!”

			Mei was clearly stunned by the chaotic scene too. Having only just woken from unconsciousness, her still-groggy head only grew more muddled.

			“Bronya, who would you rather have as your mama — me or Mei~”

			“Mei… Mama Mei.”

			“See?! I wasn't making it up!”

			Kiana's relentless, gapless offensive gradually brought the whole situation under her control. If not for Mei's everyday knowledge still being intact, she'd have been conquered long ago!

			Watching Mei fall into confusion with an “I'm at a total loss for words” look on her face, Kiana silently clenched her fist.

			Mei was quiet for a long while. She glanced at Kiana's expectant face, then turned to look at Bronya's little face peeking out from behind Homu, and finally let out a sigh, putting on a look of surrender.

			“Well, since the child says so, let's just go with it…”

			Perfect!

			Kiana nearly shouted it out loud, but she managed to suppress the impulse in her heart, straightening her posture and putting on a perfectly serious face.

			“In that case, let's have a little smooch to make up! Mwah~ Ow, that hurts!”

			Mei shoved away Kiana's puckering face as it leaned in and chopped a hand-knife down onto her head.

			“I only admitted that Bronya is my child. Your case still needs further deliberation!”

			“In that case… heh heh heh…”

			Kiana let out an eerie laugh, her eyes clouded over with desire, casting a dark shadow across her face. Sensing the shift in the atmosphere at once, Mei nimbly got to her feet.

			Kiana slowly closed in on Mei. Her posture now was exactly like a Zombie's, and Mei suddenly seemed to remember just what a “Zombie” was — instinctively snatching up the weapon propped against the wall!

			With a rapid burst of gunfire, the world abruptly fell silent…

			

			
      

      [1] In Retrospective zombies were called something closer to "Deadwalkers" or "The Fallen" or "Dead Apostles" but this was changed to regular old zombies later on. In this story they're using the old term.


    Crisis! Mei Loses Her Memory!? (Part 2)

			“Bronya, say ahh—”

			“Ahh—”

			Mei slipped a bite of food into Bronya's mouth and smiled at Bronya's blissful expression.

			“Is it good~”

			“Mm.”

			In the glow of the nighttime campfire, the peaceful scene shimmered with warmth, as if they truly were mother and daughter… And yet, over in another corner, an entirely different aura of dark resentment was radiating out!

			“Why am I the one shut out of this cozy, harmonious picture?! Aren't I the papa?!”

			Kiana, tied up in the corner, wore her grudge plainly on her face.

			“About that — I already confirmed it with Bronya. Bronya says she has no papa; she was raised by her mama alone ever since she was little. What a pitiful child…”

			Paying no mind whatsoever to Kiana's protests, Mei gazed at Bronya with loving eyes. And just then, Bronya, basking in the halo of Mei's motherly love, curled up in Mei's arms like a little rabbit and soaked it all in.

			“Bronya doesn't need a papa. Having a mama is enough.”

			“Why you little…”

			Kiana glared at Bronya through gritted teeth, the flames of jealousy piling up in her heart like a volcano, ready to erupt at any moment!

			“It's getting late. Bronya, let's go to sleep~”

			“Okay.”

			Mei took Bronya's hand and stood up.

			“Mm-hm~ Untie me too~ Let's all sleep together, mwah~”

			The moment she heard “sleep,” Kiana perked up again, as if a shot of adrenaline had hit her, instantly bouncing back to life.

			“Kiana, you stay and keep watch. Didn't you say this world has zombies and such? It'd be dangerous with no one on watch, wouldn't it?”

			“Me keeping watch is even more dangerous! And why are you making me keep watch again?!”

			Kiana protested with all her might, but her earlier antics had already made Mei's trust irrecoverable.

			“You're the papa, right~ A papa has to shoulder that responsibility.”

			Tossing out those words, Mei walked into the tent with Bronya, leaving Kiana all alone outside the campsite.

			“Untie me already! Mei! I want to sleep too!”

			Kiana made a huge fuss alone outside the tent, but not a single reply came from within.

			Kiana puffed out her cheeks. Then, as if struck by an idea, she took a deep breath…

			“Eeeek~~~ It's the zombies!!! Help!!!!!!”

			Sure enough, hearing Kiana's cry, Mei and Bronya rushed out of the tent — but the moment they saw it was just Kiana yelling by the campfire all alone, they instantly understood, turned around, and went back inside.

			“Hey! Wait a sec! Untie me!”

			No matter how much Kiana shouted, Mei and the others never reappeared. At last Kiana gave up. She sat quietly before the campfire, as if waiting for something…

			The night grew deeper, and the campfire slowly dimmed. At that, Kiana smiled knowingly, as if she'd seen through it all.

			“Hmph hmph! How naive! Did you really think I'd give up that easily…”

			Twisting her body, Kiana wriggled like a caterpillar over to the campfire and stretched her rope-bound wrists over a glowing ember. She nearly set her own clothes on fire, but in the end she succeeded.

			Having freed herself from the ropes, Kiana flexed her stiff wrists, the look on her face growing more fiendish by the second…

			“In the dead of night — now's the perfect time to sneak in and share a bed with Mei!”

			By now the light inside the tent had gone out; the silent night carried not a single sound. It seemed Mei and Bronya had already drifted off to dreamland.

			Kiana seized the moment, tiptoeing toward the tent.

			“Quietly~ quietly~”

			Crack!

			“Hm? What was that sound?”

			A crisp snapping sound reached Kiana's ears, yet there was nothing beneath her feet. Kiana tensed every nerve, scanning her surroundings.

			Suddenly, she felt a stir of air against her neck — as if something were breathing right behind her!

			Kiana instantly realized what was happening, but she still feigned calm, taking a few steps forward at the same pace as before — then abruptly sped up, dashing toward where the weapons lay!

			“Grooooar!!!!”

			A roar came from behind Kiana, and as if answering a comrade's call, a huge swarm of zombies suddenly poured out from all around!

			“Why are there so many zombies?! Mei! Bronya! Wake up!”

			“Honestly! Kiana, can't you settle down for one night?!”

			“I'm not joking! This time it really is zombies!!”

			No matter how Kiana shouted, the two inside the tent didn't budge an inch… until the zombies gradually closed in, and, sensing that the commotion outside was somehow different, Mei finally poked her head out of the tent, bleary-eyed.

			“Oh my~ It really is zombies~”

			“So hurry up and help already!!”

			

			“Phew… finally wiped them all out. What a clingy bunch.”

			After the brief battle, the attacking zombies were at last repelled. Mei wiped the sweat from her brow and let out a long breath.

			“Mei, the way you fought just now — could it be your memory has returned?” Bronya asked.

			From the fight just now, it was clear that Mei's responses and combat movements held not a trace of confusion or hesitation, showing the same composure as always.

			“Well… the truth is it came back a while ago. It just felt kind of fun, so I kept pretending to have amnesia~ By the way, where's Kiana?”

			“Kiana took a tumble during the fight just now. She's lying over there.”

			“Ahh… what a careless one she is.”

			Mei walked over to Kiana and lifted her onto her lap.

			“Hey, Kiana, wake up~”

			“Ow ow… it hurts…”

			“Well… that earlier bit was my fault… so I'll make it up to you with a lap pillow. Sorry~”

			Blushing, Mei looked down at the dazed, glassy-eyed Kiana. At a moment like this she should have been bouncing up in excitement, yet she was unexpectedly quiet…

			“Where is this… and who are you?”

			Kiana looked up at Mei, utterly lost, a flicker of fear even showing in her eyes.

			“Come on, Kiana, quit messing around~”

			“It seems Kiana has also suffered memory damage from a head injury.”

			“Ehh?!”

			“Waaah~~ Why are there so many bodies on the ground? I'm so scared… Miss, I'm hungry~ Got any candy?”

			Mei lowered her head and looked at Kiana lying on her lap with tears glistening in her eyes, curled up in her arms like a child. Seeing Kiana like this, Mei couldn't help but swallow hard…

			“You've got to be kidding me…”

			

			

    The Great Search for Hot Springs! (Part 1)

			The battle just over, Kiana kept watch on her surroundings, and only after confirming it was safe did she finally let out a sigh and pat the dust off herself.

			“We finally shook off those annoying things… Mei, you're not hurt, are you?”

			Kiana cast a considerate, caring look at Mei beside her, trying to boost her favorability rating. But at that moment Mei was holding her sleeve up to her nose, her brow furrowed in dismay.

			“Mei, what's wrong? What are you sniffing at?”

			Kiana couldn't help asking, watching Mei's odd behavior.

			“Ah! No… it's nothing…”

			Noticing Kiana's gaze, Mei hastily pulled her hand back, feigning composure.

			“Mei does smell a little bit like zombies, but Bronya doesn't mind at all.”

			“Ngh! So there really is a smell!”

			Just as Mei was about to cover it up, Bronya's remark blew her disguise. She hurriedly grabbed Bronya's clothes and asked in a fluster.

			Sensing something off, Kiana curiously leaned her face close to Mei's body and gave a tentative sniff.

			“Ngh!”

			She'd barely taken half a breath before Kiana sprang back as if electrocuted, pinching her nose shut tightly…

			“Is it really that bad?!”

			“Mm… well~ it's still bear… bearable~ Did you get splattered with zombie blood during that fight just now?”

			Kiana hurriedly forced out a smile to console Mei.

			“Please, don't say any more…” Mei hugged her knees and sank into a shut-in mode. “If only there were somewhere to bathe right now — I feel like my whole body's about to rot…”

			“Mm-hm! Come to think of it, we really haven't bathed in ages… I'd love to soak in a hot spring!”

			Seeing how listless Mei looked, Kiana hurriedly changed the subject to try to cheer her up. But to Mei, that kind of comfort only deepened the grudge in her heart, and her expression grew even gloomier…

			“What's a hot spring?”

			Bronya, however, hadn't picked up on any of this and simply asked away.

			“Put simply, it's a water source that bubbles up from underground, but because of geothermal heat its temperature is a bit higher than normal water.”

			“An underground high-temperature water source. Bronya understands.”

			With that, Bronya stood up.

			“Bronya, where are you going?”

			“To find a hot spring.”

			“Huh?!”

			Kiana was thoroughly confused by Bronya's sudden move, and just then Mei stood up too.

			“Hot springs aren't that easy to find. We should get a move on and keep going.”

			“Huh?!”

			Bronya and Mei stood back to back, like two children in a sulking match. Squeezed between them, Kiana still hadn't grasped the situation and could only keep letting out startled little yelps, at a total loss.

			“Mei doesn't want a hot spring?”

			Bronya stood with her back to Mei, hugging Homu. Though nothing in her tone sounded off, the atmosphere had turned somehow delicate.

			“Of course I want one! But how could there possibly be a hot spring here?!”

			Huh?! What is going on with this situation?!

			Kiana felt a pressure she'd never experienced before. She wanted to do something to ease the mood, but she wasn't good at this sort of thing, and now she was caught in an unbearably awkward spot.

			“Mei's wish is Bronya's wish. Bronya's mech is equipped with a geothermal detection device. Using this device, we should be able to find a hot spring very quickly.”

			Bronya laid out her idea. Mei instantly fell silent, her body trembling faintly, as if something were about to erupt.

			Kiana hurriedly stood up. For the first time she felt how crucial her position was — compared to the situation now, that earlier horde of zombie felt as light as a feather.

			“Mei, calm dow—”

			“Bronyaaaaaaaaaa!!”

			Just as Kiana was trying to smooth things over, Mei spun around and flung herself onto Bronya, hugging her tightly and rubbing her cheek against Bronya's. Bronya, startled by Mei's action, stood frozen on the spot.

			“Bronya, you're just amazing!!! Then let's hurry and go find a hot spring~~ okay~ okay~~~”

			Mei was as happy as a child. Kiana stood dumbly beside the two of them, dark lines streaking across her forehead, as if all her earlier inner turmoil had suddenly become dirt cheap…

			Wait!

			Kiana suddenly realized something!

			“Don't tell me we're actually going to go looking for a hot spring?!”

			And one hour after Kiana let out that exclamation, they had already set out on their journey in search of a hot spring…

			“Geothermal reading detected ahead.”

			Bronya stopped in her tracks. This was the tenth time she'd issued such a warning.

			“Is this detector of yours really reliable? Why is it always either a biogas pit or a natural gas line?”

			Kiana stood off in the distance with an impatient look, not wanting to get caught up in any more mysterious out-of-nowhere explosions. Incidentally, the process of these so-called mysterious explosions went like this—

			“Target confirmed…”

			A dazzling glow shone from the shoulder of the mech Bronya had summoned, its laser cannon's muzzle aimed at the high-geothermal bearing shown on the radar.

			“Fire.”

			A beam of intense light shot out, and amid a huge blast and a sky full of smoke, an enormous crater appeared at the target point.

			But that seemed to be about all…

			“See? Nothing here this time either… Well, at least it's a blessing it didn't blow up a gas main or something.”

			Kiana spread her hands helplessly and turned to leave. But just then the ground beneath her feet gave off a dull rumble and began to shake as if in an earthquake!

			“Huh?! What's going on?”

			Kiana lost her footing and plopped down on her behind, and only then did she feel the surrounding ground giving off the same rumbling.

			Rumble, rumble, rumble…

			BOOM!!!

			With one huge crash, a thick column of water gushed up from underground, bursting through the earth like a great dragon!

			“Wahaaa~~~~~ It really is a hot spring!!!! Amazing!”

			Seeing the water burst from the ground, Mei leapt up in delight! But the next second her enthusiasm was doused…

			The column of water wasn't a hot spring — it was ordinary tap water. Or rather, the earlier cannon blast had ruptured the underground water main, which was why it had produced such a massive gush…

			“So basically, finding a hot spring in a city like this is just impossible…”

			Watching the dejected Mei, Kiana couldn't help patting her on the shoulder. Mei watched the crater they'd just blasted slowly fill with cold tap water, then crouched on the ground, saying nothing…

			“There's still a way.”

			At this, Bronya showed no sign of giving up. She walked over to the big water pit and ordered the mech to crouch down.

			“Minimum output. Fire.”

			The mech's muzzle glimmered faintly, and with a “pong,” a ball of deep-blue light emerged from the laser cannon's mouth, glowing like a flame.

			“Output increase, 10%.”

			The blue light at the muzzle gradually brightened. The mech aimed the muzzle at the pool and fired the beam straight into the water, producing a series of sizzling sounds, and layers of steam began to fill the air.

			Watching the scene before her, Mei's dejected expression gradually broke into a smile. The whole water pit became like a natural bathtub, the water inside slowly heating up, and in a few moments a man-made hot spring had formed!

			Mei danced about in delight, taking Bronya's hands and spinning her in a dance, while Kiana buried her face in her hands where she stood…

			“So if we were just going to do that, what was the point of searching everywhere for a hot spring…”

			

			 

    The Great Search for Hot Springs (Part 2)

			The crisp sound of flowing water trickled amid the curling mist. Neatly folded girls' clothes set beside the “hot spring” gave off an air of youthful freshness.

			“Ahh~~ so nice, I haven't enjoyed myself like this in so long~~”

			Mei stretched out both arms, letting the warmth spread through her whole body. Crystalline droplets slid down from her neck, and the water's warmth seemed to melt the fatigue from her body.

			“Mm-hm! This temperature, this water quality! It's the best~~”

			Kiana broke into a mischievous grin.

			“Stop staring at weird places!”

			“It's fine~ In a fanservice scene like this, with the Paladins and Monks standing guard, I'm the only one who gets to see it~”

			Kiana slowly stood up, her fingers locking onto Mei and wriggling like an octopus's tentacles.

			Sensing danger, Mei hurriedly hugged her arms across herself and turned to the side.

			“Honestly~ Mei, don't be so shy~”

			“That's enough… Oh, right — Bronya, aren't you going to come in and soak? It's really nice~”

			Mei hurriedly changed the subject, turning to look at Bronya on the bank nearby, who was holding Homu in her arms and seemed to be hesitating over something, deliberately keeping a distance from the water.

			“It's all right… Bronya's functions are currently in good condition. No dust-removal operation is needed.”

			Bronya buried her head behind Homu and said quietly.

			“Dust-removal operation…” Hearing that phrase, Mei couldn't help frowning, and her tone turned serious. “Bronya! You're not a machine — you're a human. A girl should take good care of her own body!”

			“…Bronya will go patrol the surroundings and make sure the area is secure.”

			But Bronya didn't relent at that. She turned around and walked off into the distance.

			“Bronya…”

			Mei watched Bronya's retreating back, wanting to say something but stopping herself. Just then she suddenly felt a tightness at her chest and realized Kiana had seized the opening! Mei shot up as if electrocuted and shoved Kiana away, her face as red as an apple!

			“Kiana, what do you think you're doing?!”

			“Aw, come on~ It's such a rare, relaxing moment, so don't make that stern face~ Honestly, I think that kid just plain hates bathing, don't you?” Kiana let out a few dopey giggles. “It's fine — once she comes back, I'll help her get a good scrub~”

			“You really are…”

			After all that fuss Mei's expression had, in fact, eased up. She let out a soft breath and sank back into the water — and just then a huge sound came from the distance!

			“BOOM!”

			“That sound—?! It must be Bronya running into the zombies!”

			Mei, who had just sat back down, shot right up again. In a few strides she leapt out of the bath and dashed off in the direction Bronya had gone!

			“Hey! Mei, wait! At least put your clothes on!!!”

			

			Not far from the hot spring, drawn by the earlier blast, the surrounding zombies had gathered together and were moving toward the hot spring.

			Bronya stood alone before the large horde of zombies, using her mech's cannon fire to force back their line by sheer power. But there were too many of them, and Bronya was gradually being drawn into their encirclement!

			“I absolutely won't let you disturb Mei.”

			Enduring the zombies' attacks, Bronya controlled the mech's greatsword in a sweeping arc, carving a bloody path out of the encirclement!

			The zombies' bites had torn several rips in Bronya's clothes, and thin trails of red ran down her fair skin…

			“Bronya, are you all right?!”

			The voices of Mei and Kiana rushing over came from nearby. Bronya turned and reported in her usual tone.

			“Targets cleared. Bronya's damage is minor, no cause for concern.”

			“Whoa~ so impressive, taking down that many zombies all by yourself.”

			Kiana couldn't help marveling at the battlefield strewn with zombie bodies. But Mei's expression was far from relaxed. Watching the battered Bronya, her worry was written all over her face.

			“You silly girl! You're not a machine! You have to take good care of yourself!! Honestly… covered in wounds head to toe and still saying your damage is ‘minor’…”

			As if the pain left on Bronya's body had transferred to her own, Mei hugged Bronya tightly.

			“…I'm sorry.” Bronya lowered her head.

			“Well~ this works out perfectly then~ You're all filthy, so let me give you a good ‘dust-removal’!”

			Kiana said, patting Mei on the shoulder.

			“Mei… Bronya requests a dust-removal operation. A bath.”

			“Mm-hm~ Let's go~ Let big sis wash your hair for you~”

			Mei took Bronya's hand and headed off toward the hot spring, leaving Kiana stranded where she stood.

			“Hey! Wait, I want to bathe again too!”

			Watching the two of them walk off, Kiana hurried after them.

			“Kiana, be a good girl and patrol the area~”

			“Huh?!”

			

			The hot spring's warmth wreathed her skin, and shampoo suds slid across her cheeks as Bronya instinctively squeezed her eyes shut.

			Mei gently stroked her hair, combing out strand by strand the locks that had gone a little dry from all the fighting, then rinsing them clean with fresh water.

			“Splash~”

			As a stream of water washed over her, Bronya's hair took on a lustrous shine. Bronya instinctively shook her head, flinging droplets from her hair onto Mei like a little animal.

			Mei let out a silvery laugh and dried Bronya's hair with a towel. Her normally spiral hairstyle, once let down, turned into natural curls.

			“Bronya, next time don't face danger all by yourself, okay~ Aren't we comrades? Lean on everyone's strength a little more.”

			Mei combed through Bronya's hair as she murmured gently in her ear.

			“But it's so rare for Mei to be this happy, and Bronya didn't want the zombies to disturb you…”

			Bronya answered quietly too, like a child who'd done something wrong.

			Could it be that Bronya had already known the zombies would attack, and wanted to stop them alone? Mei suddenly understood something. Looking at the wounds all over Bronya, her heart ached, and she hugged Bronya tightly from behind.

			Their bodies pressed close together, as if the warmth in their hearts had passed between them too…

			“Thank you, Bronya…”

			

			 

    			The Claw Machine and Homu's House (Part 1)

			“Oh! Could this place be a department store?!”

			Turning a corner in the corridor, a vast space opened up before the group. Rows of shelves stood arrayed as neatly as dominoes, stacked with all sorts of goods.

			“I didn't expect there'd be a mall this big…”

			Mei wore a look of amazement too, and just then Bronya, as if sensing something, suddenly took off running into the distance.

			“Bronya? Where are you going?”

			Mei reached out to grab her, but Bronya's figure darted in among the shelves and vanished.

			“Let's hurry and follow her — a place like a department store is bound to be hiding lots of zombies!”

			Kiana and Mei hurried after her. Bronya's small frame wove between the shelves, and it took the two of them a great deal of effort just to barely keep up with her pace.

			“Phew, finally found you. Bronya, what's the matter?”

			“Here… so many Homu.”

			Accompanied by cheerful music, Mei looked ahead. Rows of brightly decorated claw machines flashed with colorful lights, and in the glass cases, Homu of every color sat quietly on the racks, striking all kinds of cute poses.

			“Wow, a UFO Catcher[1] full of Homu! How wonderful, Bronya~”

			Seeing such a lovely sight, Mei's mood brightened too. She briskly walked up to the claw machine and gazed longingly at the plushies inside, her heart seeming to return to childhood as an innocent smile spread across her face.

			“Heh heh~ this one's easy! This is my specialty! Leave it to the pro!”

			At this Kiana stepped forward, walking up to the machine with a confident grin.

			“Oh~ I didn't know Kiana had this skill~”

			“Hmph hmph! Of course!”

			Seeing how self-assured Kiana was, Mei took out her wallet and pulled a stack of coins from it, ready to hand them to Kiana. But to her surprise, Kiana was crouched by the base of the machine, fiddling with something!

			“Wait! Kiana, what are you doing?”

			“Setting a detonator~ To blow this box open, obviously~”

			“Stop that right now!” Mei hurriedly yanked Kiana away. “This is a claw machine! You put money in and win by grabbing them with skill!”

			Mei hurriedly explained to Kiana how a claw machine worked, and only then did Kiana understand, pulling out the detonator she'd stuck under the machine's base.

			“Oh~ so that's how it is. You use this joystick to control the claw inside and grab these Homu…” Kiana looked at Mei with an “ah, I see” expression.

			“Kiana, have you never played this before?”

			“Of! Of course I have!… This kind of thing is a piece of cake!”

			Kiana took the coins from Mei's hand and fed them into the coin slot. The machine's music suddenly quieted, and the colorful lights turned into plain illumination.

			Kiana gripped the joystick, and the claw slid along with a whir as she worked the controls.

			“Now!”

			A flash sparked in Kiana's eyes, and she raised her hand high and slammed it down on the grab button!

			Clatter, clatter…

			But the claw touched nothing at all, swiping through empty air a couple of times before rising back up…

			“Ah! That was a fluke… Again!”

			Clatter, clatter… snap!

			Another empty-handed return, but at least this time it had brushed the plushie's body.

			“Ha… ha ha… what a naughty little thing~”

			Kiana gave a bitter smile but didn't give up. As if in a fit of humiliated rage, she jammed the coins into the machine…

			Clatter, clatter… snap!

			“‘snap’, my foot! Screw this!”

			Finally, after three failures, Kiana could no longer contain the fury in her heart and blew up!

			“Kiana, calm down!” Mei hurriedly grabbed the baseball bat Kiana had already drawn, certain that the next second she'd smash it into the machine without hesitation.

			“This really is hard. Kiana, you should just give up — that's the last of the money…”

			“…Impossible. I actually got beaten by a thing like this?! I can't accept it!”

			Under Mei's soothing, Kiana finally settled down, but the fury in her heart turned into deep frustration, and she knelt dejectedly before the machine… In the end, though, that dejection only darkened further, and Kiana once again chose her original method, sticking the detonator back under the machine.

			“In that case, the only option left is to use the ultimate measure and blow it open!”

			“I said stop! If you blow it up, the Homu inside will get wrecked too!”

			Mei hugged Kiana tightly, trying to stop her from doing something stupid, and the two of them tussled back and forth in front of the machine — when suddenly the machine started up again on its own.

			“System activated. Calculation commencing…”

			“Bronya?”

			Mei and Kiana both turned around at the same time. Bronya stood beside the machine, calmly studying the Homu inside, and as if drawn by some force, she placed her hand on the joystick.

			Clatter, clatter…

			“Deviation-bias calculation, 16° UP.”

			Clatter, clatter…

			The claw moved slowly along as Bronya muttered something to herself without stopping, operating the joystick meticulously, as if by precise calculation.

			Kiana and Mei stared unblinkingly at Bronya, watching her movements in rapt absorption, until at last the claw came to a stop directly above one Homu's head.

			“Deviation calculation complete. Success rate 98.45%. Final stage commencing.”

			Bronya pressed the grab button, and the mechanical claw slowly descended, closing down over the Homu's head!

			Once the claw had a firm grip, it swayed as it lifted the Homu up. In that tense moment even Kiana and Mei couldn't help swallowing hard…

			“Roar roar roar!”

			Just then, several zombies suddenly burst out from the side of the machine. Mei hurriedly shoved Bronya out of the way, narrowly avoiding their attack, while the zombies slammed heavily into the claw machine with a huge crash.

			“Argh! I knew it! Every time something like this happens, the zombies show up to ruin it!!”

			Kiana raised her bat and charged in too, flailing wildly through the zombies as if venting all her earlier resentment. Luckily there weren't very many of them, and under Kiana's fury they were wiped out in an instant.

			After the battle, Bronya silently looked at the machine. Because of the zombies's collision, the Homu she'd grabbed had been shaken loose and dropped — and that had been her very last chance…

			

			
			

			[1] A UFO Catcher is a popular type of claw machine made by SEGA Sammy. Many arcades in Japan have these specific claw machines. They're so ubiquitous that they've essentially become the standard claw machine.

			

    
			The Claw Machine and Homu's House (Part 2)

			Seven-colored lights and soothing music echoed through the empty mall as Bronya hugged the plushie in her arms and silently watched the Homu inside the machine.

			“Don't be sad~ Since that's how it turned out, all we can do is treasure the Homu we have now~”

			Mei stroked Bronya's hair as she comforted her.

			“Mm…”

			Bronya gave a small nod, then looked up once more at the Homu in the case.

			“See, that's why blowing it open is the simplest way! Why go to all that trouble.”

			Kiana still hadn't let go of her earlier idea, looking at Bronya and Mei in confusion.

			“Rather than destroy these Homu's home, it's better to let them live here in peace. Let's get going — that battle just now will probably draw even more zombies.”

			Mei patted Bronya on the shoulder. Bronya understood Mei's meaning too, and turned to leave.

			“Ahh~ I've really had enough of these sudden, forced battles…”

			Seeing Mei and Bronya's dejected faces, Kiana started to feel conflicted too. She glanced back at the machine, and the frustration from her earlier failure welled up again.

			Just then Kiana noticed she still hadn't removed the detonator she'd stuck under the machine, and hurried to turn back and clean it up. Mei, walking ahead, noticed Kiana's action and looked at her in confusion.

			Suddenly, a batch of zombies surged out from behind Kiana, but Kiana was still absorbed in removing the detonator's fuse wire. Seeing this, Mei rushed over, shouting for Kiana to watch her back!

			By the time Kiana noticed the zombies, they were only a step away! Kiana hurriedly drew her pistol and fired, but she was a beat too slow — a zombies pounced on her, jaws gaping wide to bite down.

			Kiana stepped back, lost her balance, and sat down hard on the ground. At the critical moment, a bullet punched through the head of the oncoming zombies — thankfully Mei had arrived in time. Bronya immediately joined the fight as well.

			Finally, after a short while, another wave of zombies corpses lay on the ground, and Kiana wiped the sweat from her brow.

			“Phew! That was close… I almost got hurt.”

			Just then, Kiana suddenly felt as though her hand were pressing on something. One thought and she instantly realized what it was…

			“Get down!”

			Kiana lunged, dragging Mei and Bronya down to the ground with her!

			An instant later a violent explosion rang out behind them, and a wave of heat rushed over Kiana!

			“Kiana! What's going on?!”

			“Ahaha… when I fell over just now I accidentally hit the detonator's trigger button~”

			“‘accidentally’ my foot…”

			And at that, Bronya just hugged Homu and stared silently at the blown-apart claw machine…

			“The Homu…”

			Seeing Bronya's dejected look, Mei fixed Kiana with a reproachful stare.

			“It's not my fault! It was all those zombies…” Suddenly Kiana seemed to spot something in the wreckage of the machine and hurriedly changed the subject. “Look, isn't something glinting in the debris?”

			Kiana ran up and found a metal doll among the rubble.

			“What is this thing… it's heavy!”

			Kiana lifted the metal doll and immediately felt the weight of it in her hands… But upon seeing this metal doll, a subtle change came over Bronya's eyes.

			“This is… a limited-edition metal Homu…”

			“Limited edition… huh?! You mean it's something rare?”

			Kiana looked at the Homu doll in her hands in surprise. What an inhuman design — how could an ordinary child ever carry something this heavy, like an iron ball!

			“They say that because the craftsmanship and cost are extremely complex, only three exist in the whole world — a super-rare variety…”

			Kiana stared at it dubiously. However you looked at it, it seemed more like a design error that couldn't sell and was forced out of production — but since Bronya believed in it so firmly, she'd just let it be so…

			“Well~ I guess we did get a metal Homu out of it… I really don't know whether to thank these damn zombies…”

			“But the other Homu…”

			Bronya looked back at the other Homu plushies scattered on the ground. Because of the explosion's impact, most of them had suffered fairly severe damage to their limbs. Kiana seemed to feel a twinge of guilt too, and started to say something, then swallowed it back.

			“This place is the Homu's home. Let's build them a new home so they can live here together again.”

			Mei gathered the Homu one by one into her arms, carefully collecting the broken pieces. She had Bronya take out the needle and thread left over from the home-economics classroom — originally meant for mending the Homu in Bronya's hands, but now unexpectedly put to good use.

			Kiana and Bronya were sent off to find materials to build the Homu's new home. Though Kiana looked thoroughly unwilling, thinking it was her own fault, she had no choice but to comply.

			“Let's find some useless packing boxes or cardboard. This mall's so big, it'll be easy.”

			Watching the silent Bronya, Kiana awkwardly forced out a remark, but Bronya paid her no mind and went off searching on her own.

			Ahh… what a prickly little girl!

			Kiana thought this, glancing around boredly at her surroundings.

			“This mall really is strange. It's so big, yet there are hardly any zombies around, and the power system is even running this smoothly…”

			Kiana muttered to herself, and just then a metallic clang came from not far off, followed by a powerful explosion and clamor!

			“That direction—?!”

			Kiana's heart lurched, and she ran toward the sound — that was exactly the way Bronya had gone!

			Sure enough, after rounding a few shelves, what appeared before her was the mall's main entrance, with a huge wave of zombies pouring in. At the entrance hung large promotional banners and grand-opening streamers. It turned out the Honkai had struck before the mall even opened, and the crowds outside had turned into zombies!

			Kiana clicked her tongue. Right now Bronya was fighting off the huge wave of zombies all alone. Kiana rushed forward and grabbed Bronya to pull her back and retreat, but there were too many zombies, and their retreat path was gradually being blocked off.

			Seeing they were about to be surrounded, Kiana came up with a plan on the spot and shouted at Bronya: “There's no way we can wipe out this many zombies! Bronya, use the mech to blow the ceiling down and block them off!”

			As she advanced, Kiana toppled the shelves on either side to form barriers blocking the zombies's path, while Bronya summoned her mech and aimed it at the ceiling, readying a cannon blast.

			But at the very instant of firing, a zombies suddenly leapt out from behind Bronya and pounced. Bronya's small frame couldn't react in time and she was knocked to the ground, the Homu doll in her hands flying loose!

			At the same moment, the fully charged mech unleashed an intense beam. The beam struck the ceiling with a huge blast, and the entire department store shuddered!

			The instant the mech finished firing, it grabbed the zombies off of Bronya and hurled it several meters away. Bronya scrambled up, wanting to retrieve the Homu, but it was too late!

			The concrete blocks of the ceiling and several floors above came screaming down onto the surging horde of zombies. At that moment Kiana threw herself toward the Homu and snatched it up. But there was no time to escape the danger zone!

			“Rrrumble!”

			Amid the deafening roar, part of the department store collapsed, and the massive reinforced-concrete blocks sealed off the zombies's path completely.

			“Kiana! Bronya!”

			Mei rushed over and froze at the scene before her. Just then a loosening sound came from among the nearby rubble, and a huge mechanical arm reached out from the concrete.

			“Ahh~~ so close! We almost died!”

			Through the opening the mechanical arm had dug out, Kiana climbed up pulling Bronya with her. It turned out that in the moment of crisis, Bronya had used the mech as a shield to block the falling debris…

			

			“Mm-hm~ that's just about it~”

			Mei looked at the Homu's new home with a look of accomplishment. Built from cardboard boxes and decorated with ribbons of every color, it now held the mended Homu, with the limited-edition metal Homu resting quietly among the others.

			“Isn't this something really valuable? Are you sure you're not taking it?”

			Kiana looked at Bronya with a “what a waste” expression. But Bronya just shook her head and hugged the yellow Homu in her arms tightly.

			“This one is enough.”

			

			

    Otherworld — Chapter One

			People came and went through the bustling city. Amid the surging crowds, Kevin walked hand in hand with Mei along a corner of the metropolis.

			“Kevin, do you like this world?”

			Mei asked gently. In her expression Kevin saw a woman full of tenderness — it was precisely this tenderness and warmth that had drawn him in so deeply and kept him by Mei's side.

			Facing Mei's question, Kevin nodded. He gripped her hand tightly and made a vow there on the dazzling, bustling street.

			“I like this world, because in this world you are here beside me. In the name of the head of the Kaslana family, I swear I will protect this world that has you in it.”

			“Is that so…”

			Mei smiled and quietly lowered her head.

			Just then, a bolt of lightning suddenly burst out from behind Mei! The deep-blue electric light crystallized and gradually joined together, forming a pair of wings!

			In that instant, the scenery around them began to crumble. The city lights and the clamorous streetscape shattered like building blocks, and behind the falling shards, what was revealed was a desolate, ruined wasteland.

			Amid the broken walls and rubble, Mei held Kevin tightly, and Kevin heard a whisper by his ear—

			“Then choose which to destroy: this world, or me.”

			

			Kevin opened his eyes. At this moment he was on the rooftop of the main academic building of Senba Academy in Nagazora City. He shook his head, casting the dream just now out of his mind.

			Kevin stood up, running a hand carelessly through his wind-tousled silver-white hair, and looked down at the tranquil campus below.

			This was an all-day girls' school. Girls in gym clothes were pouring out their sweat on the field, and from the building beneath his feet came the soft sound of recitation now and then. The whole academy was suffused with a peaceful, serene air.

			Kevin yawned and pulled a white phone from his pocket. On its screen a string of numbers was counting down at a rapid pace.

			“It's about time to begin…”

			Kevin murmured to himself. With a flick of his hand, the phone spun in his palm like a pistol and slid back into his pocket — and in that very instant, a mournful shriek rose from the campus.

			As if it were the opening note of a performance, scream after scream came like drumbeats from all directions. The girls on the field fled in panic, and in an instant the whole academy seemed to plunge from heaven into hell, filled with terror and shrieking.

			Yet Kevin didn't seem to mind this near-mad scene. As if long accustomed to such infernal sights, he casually stepped onto the rooftop railing, then leapt down, streaking toward the ground like a silver meteor.

			Kevin landed steadily on the field before the building. He glanced around. The lively, lovely girls who should have been there had turned into hideous zombies, and the instant he touched down, these zombies seemed to catch the scent of life on him and came lurching toward him.

			Kevin scratched his head with a helpless look, and just as he took a stance to meet them, a series of muffled gunshots rang out from nearby. The zombies who had been advancing on Kevin all turned toward the sound in unison, then surged off in droves in the same direction.

			Kevin looked toward the source of the gunfire. A girl with white hair like his own was striding swiftly toward him, gunning down the zombies blocking her path one by one with the pistol in her hand.

			“Idiot!! What are you standing there for?! Do you want to get eaten by the zombies that badly?!”

			The white-haired girl wore an agitated expression, but there wasn't a trace of panic in it. As if she'd been through scenes like this countless times, there was nothing wasted in her movements, and with agile grace she cut down every zombie that stood in her way.

			The girl's figure shot to Kevin's side as fast as a fired bullet, and she grabbed him by the necktie!

			“I'm talking to you! Still standing there like a fool!!”

			With that, the girl dragged Kevin along at a dead sprint. Kevin, his neck cinched by the tie, was suddenly unable to breathe, feeling his body hauled off by an enormous pulling force before slamming hard into a wall.

			Kevin hurriedly loosened the tie around his neck and touched his throat — it had already been chafed into a red welt.

			“Are you trying to kill—”

			Just as Kevin was about to complain about her rough treatment, his mouth was pressed shut by a soft palm.

			“If you want to live, don't talk!”

			The girl in front of him said this while peering out to look around.

			Kevin glanced about. It turned out he and this girl were crammed into a small, cramped space. The light around them was dim, and from the cold metal touch at his back, he guessed he was in something like a storage locker.

			Because the space was so small, Kevin's body was already pressed against the girl's. Her warmth and soft touch carried through their clothes onto him.

			Kevin shifted, trying to put a little distance between them, but to his surprise, the moment his leg moved it slid along the girl's skirt and right between her legs!

			Kevin froze, and couldn't help lowering his head. At that moment, he saw the girl also turning to look back at him.

			Facing the girl's furious expression, Kevin gave an awkward smile — and what awaited him was a crisp sound—

			SLAP!!

			After the sound, Kevin walked out of the locker clutching his hot, red cheek.

			“Tch! Who'd have thought it'd be some gross pervert. If I'd known, I'd have let you die back there!”

			The girl brushed off her clothes as if she'd caught bad luck, muttering with a look of disgust. When she saw the tear that had been scraped open on her clothes, she cursed even more furiously.

			“Damn it!! You even ruined the uniform Mei mended for me!! You! How are you going to make it up to me?!”

			The girl glared at Kevin imperiously. But Kevin was unmoved — in what she'd just said, one name had caught his attention.

			“Mei? You mean Raiden Mei?”

			“Obviously! Who else but Mei!”

			The girl answered without a shred of doubt. She strode up to Kevin, rose on tiptoe, and sized him up.

			“Hmph! I've heard Mei used to be called the Lightning Empress at this academy, the object of thousands of boys' longing. Looks like you're another toad lusting after swan's meat.”

			With that, the girl jabbed a finger at Kevin's nose.

			“I'm warning you! Mei is mine! If you dare have any funny ideas, I'll put a bullet in you just like those zombies!”

			Facing this domineering, overbearing girl, Kevin gave a helpless, wry smile. “What a hot-tempered little thing. Who'd have thought someone this cute would have such a rotten temper — really a shame.”

			Hearing that, the girl's face darkened even further, and she stamped down on Kevin's toes, the pain making him lose his footing and fall to the ground.

			“You think I want anything to do with you? If I hadn't inexplicably ended up back at this crappy academy, I'd have escaped this Honkai outbreak with Mei by now!”

			Kevin stood back up, gritting through the pain in his foot. A good man doesn't quarrel with a woman. Faced with the girl's rudeness, he chose the more rational course — because Kevin knew that before long, an even greater disaster was about to strike this academy.

			“The Honkai has only just erupted; there's still time to flee. You have two choices now: one, come with me and let me protect you; two, leave this academy at once, and I'll draw the zombies away for you. As long as you—”

			“Who asked you to protect me?! Go do whatever you want!”

			Before Kevin could finish, the girl cut him off and turned away angrily. Seeing how rude she was, Kevin finally lost his patience and was about to go and set her straight. But just then, a muffled peal of thunder came from outside the window!

			Kevin looked out. The once-brilliant clear sky had, at some point, been blotted out by dense black clouds. Threaded with violent flashes of lightning, these clouds hung over the academy like a giant inverted funnel, forming a terrifying supercell storm in a matter of moments!

			Seeing this, Kevin hurriedly shouted at the girl beside him: “Get out of here now! This academy holds something hundreds of times more terrifying than the zombies! If you want to live, then—”

			Kevin's words cut off again, because the girl hadn't heeded his warning. When she saw the storm cloud outside, her expression suddenly turned agitated, as if the thing she'd been searching for lay at the very center of that cloud. Ignoring Kevin, she dashed straight toward the storm.

			“Hey! Stop! Didn't I tell you to stay away from there?! Tch! What a troublesome girl!”

			Kevin clicked his tongue and hurried after her fleeing figure, a sudden unease rising in his heart—

			And the source of that unease also lay within that storm cloud.

			

			The enormous storm cloud swept over the entire academy like a tide. Kevin chased the white-haired girl to Senba Academy's main building. Throughout, the girl moved without hesitation, as if she'd known from the start what was going to happen here, heading straight for the rooftop.

			Kevin followed close behind, his misgivings mounting. As he passed through the rooftop door and stepped onto the roof, a bolt of lightning flashed before his eyes. But its target wasn't him — it was the girl standing before him!

			“Look out!”

			Kevin lunged and knocked the girl down. A fierce bolt of lightning streaked past them, blasting a huge crater into the rooftop floor!

			“Mei! Don't you recognize me?! It's me, Kiana!”

			The girl in his arms desperately broke free of Kevin's protection and shouted toward the sky. Above the rooftop, another girl in a black uniform floated in the air, wings of lightning spread like crystal, gazing down upon the earth like an angel of destruction from myth.

			Kevin knew who this girl was — or rather, he knew her better than anyone. The figure that lingered in his memories kept surfacing before his eyes — Raiden Mei. That was the girl's name.

			The girl called Kiana got to her feet and charged toward Mei again. Kevin hurriedly grabbed her arm to stop her.

			“She's no longer the person you knew. The Herrscher form has already stripped her of her human will.”

			“The Herrscher form?! Something like this happened to Mei before too! Is it the same as that time?!”

			Hearing Kiana's words, a flicker of surprise crossed Kevin's face, but it didn't last long — because at that moment several more bolts of lightning shot down from the sky, aimed straight at the two of them.

			Kevin hurriedly shoved Kiana aside. The lightning streaked between them, splitting the rooftop with a fissure.

			“You vermin! Let me burn you all to ash!”

			Mei wore a manic expression as she roared and stretched out her hand. The storm cloud churned violently, spinning like a vortex, and the flickering lightning gathered within the rotating clouds, forming an enormous ball of lightning.

			Watching the scene, Kiana scrambled up to look for somewhere to take cover — and just then, Kevin's body moved to stand in front of her.

			“Don't move. Get behind me.”

			“What are you doing?! Get out of the way! Do you want to drag me down with you?!”

			“Trust me.”

			Kevin's voice was low and calm. Kiana was so struck by his confidence that she froze.

			In the instant of their exchange, the lightning ball in the sky had grown even more massive. Kiana gritted her teeth — on this open rooftop, forget finding cover; when that blast came down, the whole roof would likely collapse.

			Looking at Kevin standing in front of her, Kiana couldn't help but mock herself. To think she of all people would be protected like some little girl — if her father found out, he'd laugh himself silly.

			Just then, Mei brought her hand sweeping down, and the enormous lightning ball hurtled toward the two on the rooftop!

			Kiana stood up. Rather than rely on this guy in front of her, she'd figure something out herself!

			Kiana reached out to pull Kevin back, when suddenly she felt a chill on her face, and the air around her fogged white as if freezing over.

			Before Kiana could react, the lightning ball came screaming down into the rooftop! A deep-blue explosion, crackling with electricity, engulfed the entire building! With one violent roar, the whole structure collapsed like a heap of scattered blocks!

			Moments later, a huge crater had been blasted into the once-imposing building. Where the lightning ball struck had become a field of ruins, and among the rubble faint currents of electricity still coursed!

			Kiana climbed up from the debris, and was stunned by what she saw. In front of her, a thick wall of ice stood in the way, and from the scalding steam rising off it she could tell it had taken the full brunt of the lightning strike, leaving broad scorch marks.

			Everything beyond the ice wall had already caved in. The spot where she now stood jutted out in midair like a lone island!

			“What on earth is going on…”

			Kiana looked up. The ice wall beside her was slowly melting, and Kevin still stood before her — but his posture had changed to that of someone throwing. Kiana watched a cold mist condense in Kevin's hand, gradually taking the shape of a long, slender ice spear!

			Before Kiana could grasp the situation, Kevin hurled the ice spear from his hand, sending it flying toward Mei in the sky!

			The silver spear pierced the black clouds like a bolt of light and struck the wings behind Mei! The instant the Honkai-forged lightning wings made contact with the spear, they released an enormous surge of energy!

			The flying spear drove into the middle of the wings, and cracks gradually spread through the lightning feathers, shattering under the spear's impact. Mei's face twisted in pain.

			“What is this energy?! The Honkai's power is being suppressed?! Aaaaah——!!!”

			After a heart-rending scream, Mei descended from the sky onto the ruins of the rooftop. And now, the madness had left her face, replaced by a face streaked with grief-stricken tears.

			“Mei! Is that you?! Mei!”

			Kiana rushed toward her. The Mei before her now was, without a doubt, the person she knew best!

			“Don't come near me! I can't control myself right now… Get away from here! While I still have my own mind…”

			Mei fought with all her strength to suppress the Honkai within her, backing step by step toward the rooftop's edge. She lowered her head, looked at the academy she'd destroyed, and wore a look of anguish.

			“I'm sorry, Father…”

			Seeing this, Kiana's heart burned with panic! Yes! This same scene had happened before, this same image! She knew exactly what was about to happen the next second, and she dashed toward Mei!

			“At least when I die, let me keep my own heart…”

			Mei murmured softly, then stepped off the edge of the rooftop and fell. At the same moment, Kiana threw herself forward, reaching out toward Mei… but this time, a gap of a few centimeters remained between their hands.

			“Mei!!!”

			Kiana failed to catch her in time, and could only watch helplessly as she fell. In that moment Kiana's face was filled with despair and helplessness — she couldn't believe Mei would just die like this.

			Just then, a white figure brushed past Kiana and leapt off the rooftop together with the falling Mei — and that figure was Kevin!

			In midair, Kevin caught the falling Mei. Timing it perfectly, he grabbed a jutting rebar in the rubble with one hand and braced his feet against the crumbling wall, and in an instant the two of them came to a stop against the broken wall!

			 
			Mei felt the warmth from the body against her own and slowly opened her eyes. When she realized she was in Kevin's arms, a look of surprise crossed her face.

			“Let go! Let go now! If you keep stalling, I'll be taken over by that thing again! I'm begging you, let me die!”

			Mei said, weeping, weakly pushing at Kevin with her hands, trying to make him let go. But her arms had no strength left, striking his chest as feebly as a sponge.

			“People don't live for others' sake — they live for themselves. Look at those who've had their lives taken by the Honkai and turned into walking corpses. Don't you think your own life is precious…”

			“And if you really want to die — then at least go on one more date with me first.”

			Kevin said the latter half very quietly, and Mei didn't seem to hear what he'd said, only weeping on and on.

			Kevin kicked hard off the wall and jumped back up onto the rooftop. Seeing Mei safe and sound, Kiana rushed over at once and threw her arms around her.

			“Why… why did you save me… Without Father I'm nothing… Just let me die like this!”

			“Mei…”

			Lying in Kiana's arms, Mei sobbed uncontrollably. Kiana held her but couldn't find any words of comfort. Watching Mei's anguished face, her own heart felt as if it were being cut by knives.

			“The cleanup unit will arrive before long. To avoid trouble, we'd better leave here quickly.”

			Kevin watched quietly from the side, then silently turned and walked away.

			“Just who are you?!”

			Kiana called out to him from behind. Kevin stopped, turned, and gave a faint smile.

			“My name is Kevin. I'm nothing more than a simple weapon.”


    Otherworld — Chapter Two

			Late at night, in the silent academy.

			The old baroque-style campus buildings gave off a weathered air under the moonlight, and from one unremarkable classroom, a trace of warm light shone out.

			On the old, decaying classroom's lectern, an alcohol lamp gave off a faint glow. By its flickering light, Kiana was bandaging Mei's wounds, while Kevin leaned against the wall nearby, resting with his eyes closed.

			“Mei, it's just a scrape, don't worry.”

			“Thank you. May I ask your name? Seeing that you're wearing our academy's uniform… a girl as pretty as you, and yet I have no memory of you.”

			Kiana's hands, carefully bandaging, suddenly trembled.

			“Come on~ I'm Kiana! Mei, are you still not yourself yet?”

			“I'm sorry, I really don't have any memory of you… have we met somewhere before?”

			At this, Kiana's hands stopped, and she gripped the bandage tightly, as if about to tear it apart.

			“Mei… don't tell me you lost your memory in that accident just now!!”

			Kiana sprang up with a start and shouted. Mei jumped, and even Kevin opened his eyes and cast a puzzled look at the two of them.

			“Mei! You don't remember me?! We swore we'd be together forever!”

			Kiana grabbed Mei by the shoulders and said, agitated.

			“…I'm terribly sorry, I really don't have any memory of that…”

			Mei wore an awkward expression. At this Kevin came over and pulled Kiana away.

			“Quiet down. This may be the old campus, but there's no telling whether zombies are lurking about. Being that loud will draw them here.”

			Kiana shook off Kevin's hand hard and dumped all her resentment onto him.

			“It's all your fault. You hit her way too hard back there! Mei must have lost her memory in that attack! You brainless idiot! Moron! Dolt!”

			Facing Kiana's barrage, Kevin wore a helpless look. Then he sighed and went back to lean against the wall again.

			“I'm not sure what's going on, but Raiden Mei really has never met you — that much I can be certain of.”

			Kiana turned and glared at him suspiciously, but Kevin was oddly calm. He pointed at Mei sitting in the chair and said,

			“Because I've been watching her at all times.”

			“Wh…”

			“…”

			At Kevin's bombshell, both Kiana and Mei froze on the spot. Yet Kevin seemed not to notice their expressions and simply went on talking.

			“Raiden Mei is an extremely dangerous existence, so her every move must be watched at all times. To that end I've installed surveillance cameras in both her dormitory and her classroom, and even follow at a distance on her way to school, to prevent an unexpected Herrscher transformation from triggering the Honkai early. This has been going on for a year now.”

			“That must have been quite a hardship for you… impressive that you weren't discovered this whole year…”

			“Of course. I'm a specialist in dealing with the Honkai, professionally trained, and in any situation I—”

			Before Kevin could finish, that familiar sound rang out again—

			SLAP!!

			After the sound, Kevin opened his eyes. What met his gaze was a red-faced, furious Mei, and beside her, Kiana looking at him with disgust.

			Clutching his hot, red cheek, Kevin gave a wry smile at Mei's retreating back.

			“Women really are hard to understand…”

			He sighed helplessly and turned his head toward the window.

			Kiana, on the other hand, grew even more interested in him. Ever since she'd met Kevin, one thought had lingered in her mind, and to confirm it she paced over in front of him and fixed him with a serious look.

			“That ability you used in the fight just now — what exactly is that? Materializing Honkai energy and using it as a weapon. As far as I know, only one family's people have such an ability!”

			“You mean the Kaslana family? Kiana Kaslana.”

			“So you already know who I am… Just what are you?!”

			At Kevin's calm reply, Kiana warily reached for the pistol at her waist.

			“I told you before, didn't I? My name is Kevin. Kevin Kaslana.”

			The moment Kevin finished, Kiana instantly drew her pistol and aimed it at him.

			“Cut the nonsense! I've never heard of having any older or younger brother!”

			Facing the muzzle pointed at him, Kevin turned and said to Kiana without changing his expression, “Your father took you and left the Kaslana family many years ago. There's a great deal you don't know.”

			“You…!”

			“Now's not the time to discuss this. We'd better think about how to escape this Honkai zone. If we die here, none of it will mean anything.”

			“…”

			Kiana fell silent for a moment, then reluctantly holstered her gun.

			“Once we reach somewhere safe, I'll get to the bottom of this! You just wait!”

			Kiana turned around. Behind her, Mei's face wore a nervous expression. Seeing how uneasy Mei looked, Kiana patted her own cheeks, put on a bright smile again, walked over to Mei, and kept comforting her.

			“Mei~ once we escape, make me omurice again~ I still remember exactly how your omurice tasted yesterday~”

			“Um… I don't think I've ever made you omurice, though.”

			“Uh… anyway, it's a promise! You have to make it for me later~”

			“Mm… all right.”

			As the night deepened, the conversation in the classroom faded away. The alcohol lamp had gone out, leaving only the faint moonlight resting lonesomely in the run-down classroom. Kiana and Mei lay on a bed made of pushed-together desks, and only Kevin sat by the window, watching the night alone.

			“You can't sleep?” Kevin said softly, as if to himself. As though hearing him, Mei quietly sat up in bed behind him.

			“In a state like this, how could I possibly sleep…”

			Mei's tone was very low. She stood and walked over to Kevin's side.

			“Please, tell me — what exactly am I? Did this terrible disaster come about because of me…”

			Through the dim moonlight, Kevin glanced sidelong at Mei's face, as delicate and lovely as in his memories.

			“It's not your fault, and you don't need to blame yourself. The true culprit behind all this is the calamity called the Honkai, and my mission is to sever that calamity.”

			“Then… can I still go on living like an ordinary girl?”

			Mei looked up at Kevin, as if hoping to draw a sliver of hope from his lips. But after waiting a moment, all she received was a flat reply from Kevin.

			“Get some rest.”

			

			

			The next day.

			On the outskirts of Senba Academy, against the magnificent backdrop of the academy city's buildings, three figures walked along the light-rail tracks, their cluttered footsteps striking crisp sounds off the metal rails.

			Kiana walked in front, listless, seemingly still not recovered from the blow of Mei forgetting her. She glanced back at Mei and Kevin behind her, a flicker of displeasure crossing her face.

			“Someone back there — isn't your mission to sever the Honkai? Is it really all right for you to just tag along idly like this?”

			It turned out Kiana hadn't slept the night before either, but had lain there quietly listening to Mei and Kevin's conversation.

			“The priority of my task has changed. As the primary target of this Honkai, my mission is to protect this lovely lady. I wouldn't want to give up such a fine assignment.”

			Watching Kevin say such cheesy things without batting an eye, Kiana grew even more irritated.

			“I'll protect Mei just fine on my own! Why don't you go feed yourself to the zombies! Hmph!”

			“I have to say your judgment is quite sound. If we keep going forward, we may really end up feeding ourselves to the zombies.”

			With that, Kevin raised a finger and pointed ahead. Not far off, a derailed tram was billowing thick black smoke.

			Amid the tram's wreckage, wriggling black shapes emerged from the smoke, some with flames still licking at their bodies, staggering step by step toward the three of them.

			“Tch! Just like before! Which means that little girl should be somewhere nearby too!”

			No sooner had Kiana spoken than a huge shadow roared overhead. The three looked up to see a silver-white mech diving toward them, firing several missiles!

			Seeing the danger, Kevin scooped up Mei beside him and dodged the missiles' blast at incredible speed. The smoke and heatwave from the explosion instantly swallowed the narrow rail line!

			Kiana climbed up out of the rubble, wiped the soot from her nose, and coughed a few times.

			“Cough! Cough! Mei, are you two all right!”

			Kiana looked up and saw Kevin holding Mei not far off. Her cheeks instantly puffed up.

			“You! Who said you could touch Mei?!”

			Just as she was about to run toward Mei, the huge mech slammed down in front of her, its thrusters kicking up a violent gust that forced her back several steps.

			On the mech's shoulder, a girl with a double-helix hairstyle looked down at the target before her.

			“Target found. Commencing elimination.”

			The girl's voice was as emotionless as a machine's. Receiving its master's command, the mech below raised its steel arm, a large-bore cannon aimed straight at Kiana.

			“Bronya! You brat, don't you recognize me and Mei anymore?!”

			“Bronya does not know what you are talking about.”

			“So it's not just Mei — you've lost your memory too…”

			Kiana muttered, but the situation left no room for further negotiation. Within the mech's deep muzzle, a beam of intense light was rapidly gathering!

			Cold sweat beaded on Kiana's brow — on this narrow track, dodging a cannon of that caliber was all but impossible!

			Just then, from the mech's other side, a volley of sharp ice blades came flying, striking the outer wall of the cannon barrel at the very instant it fired!

			The powerful laser burst from the muzzle, but the impact of the ice blades had thrown off its angle considerably. Kiana hurriedly dropped flat, the laser searing past over her head. She felt a scalding wave of heat press across her back, her clothes nearly catching fire!

			The tremendous laser struck the tram wreckage not far off, and with a violent explosion, the tram car was blasted several meters into the air! The surrounding zombies were instantly reduced to ash under the beam!

			Watching the scene behind her, Kiana couldn't help swallowing hard. She'd always thought Bronya's cannon packed quite a punch, but only after narrowly escaping death from its muzzle this time did she truly understand how terrifying it was.

			“Attack failed. Changing tactics. Recharging.”

			The mech's muzzle swiveled again, this time aiming at Kevin, who stood on the other side of the tracks — the ice blades a moment ago had undoubtedly been his handiwork.

			“Bronya! You've been controlled by someone again!”

			Kiana shouted at Bronya. But facing the same deadly weapon, Kevin showed surprising composure.

			“Talking to her is useless. She's just a humanoid weapon developed by ME Corp. Not a very strong model. Destroy her within thirty seconds and we'll keep moving.”

			As Kevin spoke, white mist rose in the air around him again, and sharp ice blades condensed before him.

			“What a cute child. She'd surely grow up to be a great beauty. A real shame.”

			The ice blades shot out again, straight at Bronya on the mech. But the instant they neared, a huge shield blocked their path.

			The ice blades stabbed into the mech's shield. The mech's arm swept hard, and shards of ice scattered to the ground.

			Bronya reached out, and from the missile ports on the mech's back a barrage of missiles gushed forth, trailing flames straight at Kevin!

			“Missiles are just a heap of fire-spitting scrap metal once they lose their thrust.”

			Facing the incoming barrage, Kevin raised his hand with a crisp snap of his fingers, and in an instant the flames at the missiles' tails all went out at once. Robbed of power, the missiles dropped like lead weights, tumbling along the tracks and exploding.

			Facing the scalding heat, Kevin didn't budge an inch. Behind the smoke and flame, Bronya's mech fired its main cannon again, a fierce beam cutting through the fire straight at Kevin!

			“You just won't learn…”

			An instant before the laser reached Kevin, a thick wall of ice rose abruptly from the ground! The moment the laser struck it, great gouts of steam gushed out like a waterfall! The whole rail line was wrapped in an enormous white void!

			Watching this, Kiana was astonished. Her earlier fight with Mei must have looked much the same. Kiana hurriedly dropped to the ground, the heatwave and steam sweeping over her — the second time today she'd experienced such a thing.

			The moment the cannon stopped, Bronya's mech instantly drew a sharp lance from its other hand, its rear thrusters igniting again as it charged at Kevin through the drifting smoke.

			CLANG!!!

			With a huge crash, the lance drove into the ground, and the entire light-rail line began to shake!

			But the strike hadn't hit Kevin. As the smoke cleared, where the mech had pierced were only broken rebar and scattered concrete.

			“Target lost. Commencing search.”

			Bronya drove the mech again, wrenching the lance from the tracks, ready to locate Kevin for the next assault.

			Suddenly the mech's arm shuddered, giving off a grinding creak as if caught on something. Bronya looked down. What was stuck wasn't the mech's arm, but the lance embedded in the ground.

			Where the lance met the pit in the ground, a faint mist had risen, and a thick layer of ice had formed at their junction at some point!

			Bronya looked around. As the mist spread, the entire mech was coating over with white frost. She tried to steer the mech out of the mist's range, but it moved as if bearing a mountain on its back, barely able to budge.

			Just then, from beyond the mist, dozens of ice blades came flying at Bronya again! The mech gave a muffled sound, its right-hand shield barely shifting in time to block the attack.

			Standing in the mist, Bronya could scarcely pinpoint Kevin's position. She tried to locate him with thermal sensors.

			Just then, ice blades came flying from every angle!

			The first drove into the sensor on the mech's head!

			0.1 seconds later, the second blade pierced the wrist joint!

			0.2 seconds later, the third stabbed into the shoulder joint!

			Then the fourth! The fifth!

			Blades launched from all directions struck the mech's shell like a downpour, and in moments its vital points bristled with dense ice blades, the whole mech curled up like a hedgehog shielding the girl at its core.

			“Warning! Warning! System overload imminent! Recall imminent! Warning!”

			The mech's shrill alarms rang ceaselessly in Bronya's mind. Her brain was tightly linked to the mech's systems, so she understood her situation clearly: if she didn't get clear of danger soon, once she lost the mech she'd be nothing but an ordinary human.

			But Kevin gave her no such chance. The ice blades mercilessly pierced the mech's shell. Shrill screeches of tearing metal came from every corner of it.

			At last, when the final volley of blades struck the mech — by now nearly an ice ball — the whole thing vanished in a flash of white light, leaving behind only the girl kneeling helplessly on the ground amid heaps of ice shards.

			“It's time to set you free.”

			Bronya looked up. Before her, a sharp spear-tip was already leveled at her. Kevin raised the ice spear in his hand and thrust it down toward Bronya's throat!

			“Stop!”

			When the tip was only millimeters from her throat, Mei's voice rang out.

			“She's the same as me! She's a victim of this disaster too! We should save her!”

			Kevin's hand hung in the air; he showed no intention of withdrawing the spear.

			“This girl likely has a mind-control implant in her brain, and we currently have no means to remove it. If we let her go, she'll just keep attacking us under someone else's control.”

			Kevin said calmly, his expression as devoid of any emotion as the girl he was about to kill. Watching Kevin like this, a chill ran through Mei's heart. Trembling, she raised her gun and aimed it at Kevin.

			
			“If you're going to kill her… then I'll…”

			“Then you'll kill me?”

			Still that calm tone.

			“I know this girl is the same kind of existence as me! So I can feel the pain and struggle in her heart… You said people don't live for others' sake, but for themselves! Then this child should have the right to live for herself too!”

			Mei shouted at Kevin, her voice all but choked with sobs. Kevin looked at Mei with a cold expression, yet the ice spear in his hand rose again and stabbed toward Bronya without hesitation!

			“No!!!!!”

			“Move!!!”

			Just as Mei tried to fire! Just as the tip was about to pierce the throat! Kiana lunged and knocked the kneeling Bronya aside, pinning her to the ground.

			“I have a way to snap Bronya back to normal! I did it once before!”

			With that, Kiana yanked open Bronya's clothes and reached for her chest.

			“This kid's chest is still as flat as ever… let me see, I think it's around here… uh, guess I misremembered…”

			Behind her, Mei held her firing stance, staring blankly at Kiana's frankly perverted behavior. Kevin, meanwhile, silently withdrew his spear and walked over to Kiana.

			“Need a hand?”

			“Buzz off!”

			Kiana fumbled around on Bronya for a good while, then finally pulled her hand out from the clothes, clapped her hands together, and flashed a confident grin.

			“Done~”

			Hearing this, Mei hurried to Bronya's side and gathered her into her arms.

			“How do you feel?”

			Bronya slowly opened her eyes. “Bronya does not know how to answer that question…”

			“It's all right! From now on, big sis will protect you!”

			Looking at the excited Mei before her, Bronya paused a moment, as if pondering something, then after a while raised her head as though she'd found the answer.

			“Bronya is willing to obey your command.”

			“No, no~ From now on, no one will command you anymore, and you don't have to carry out anyone's orders. Just follow the thoughts in your own heart!”

			Mei hugged Bronya tightly. The words she spoke seemed to be for herself as much as for Bronya. At this moment her face brimmed with happiness — not only the joy of saving another, but the peace of being saved herself.

			“No fair! Mei gets all warm and fuzzy the second she sees Bronya! I want a hug too!”

			“Kiana, what exactly did you touch to break Bronya's control?”

			“Heh heh~ that's a secret~ Right, Bronya?”

			“Bronya does not understand what you mean.”

			The three girls' cheerful voices echoed through the ruined tracks, becoming the most precious thing in this Honkai-stricken world.

			Watching the three girls play, Kevin pulled the phone from his pocket.

			“Mm, it's me… understood… If that situation arises, I'll annihilate Raiden Mei myself.” 


    Otherworld — Chapter Three

			“Here~ Bronya, this is pudding~”

			Mei peeled back the wrapper of a boxed pudding and held it up to Bronya's mouth. With an “ahm,” Bronya swallowed the pudding in one gulp.

			“Bronya! You can't just swallow pudding whole!”

			Mei hurriedly crouched down and patted Bronya's back, only relaxing once she was sure she hadn't choked. Just then Kiana flopped onto Mei's back, nuzzling her cheek against Mei's hair like a spoiled child.

			“Mei~ I want pudding too~”

			Mei pushed Kiana's face away, stood up, and handed her the pudding in her hand.

			“Here you go.”

			“No, I want Mei to feed me too!”

			“Honestly! You're not a little kid anymore!”

			The girls' merry chatter and laughter echoed through the deserted passage, casting four long shadows in the dim light.

			This was an underground emergency passage beneath a shopping plaza in Nagazora City. To avoid the areas where the zombies gathered, the group had chosen the fastest, safest route based on Bronya's navigation system. But from the marks of battle on the girls' clothes, it was clear the way hadn't been smooth — though in the face of this life-or-death disaster, that already counted as tremendous luck.

			The three girls walked ahead, chatting and laughing as if on an outing. Only Kevin followed behind in silence. Watching Mei's back ahead of him, he reached into his collar and pulled out a pendant from around his neck.

			It was an emerald-green chameleon pendant. By its texture it seemed to be made of metal, and the faded patches on its surface showed it had some years on it.

			Kevin clenched the pendant in his palm, wearing a thoughtful look — and just then, the footsteps of the three ahead suddenly stopped.

			The passage ahead had caved in, the collapsed floor from the level above blocking the way completely. Through the gap overhead, a dazzling light shone down into the corridor.

			“Looks like the only way is up. I'll go check it out. Mei, wait down here.”

			Kiana stepped onto the broken concrete slabs. The gap was only a little over four meters high, and she nimbly clambered up a few steps, reaching the top in no time.

			Kiana carefully poked her head out to survey the level above, and suddenly her eyes lit up with excitement. She lowered her head and called out,

			“Mei! Come up, it's safe up here~”

			Kiana slid down a few steps and reached out a hand to Mei.

			As the three girls made their way up, Kevin leapt onto the ledge too. At once a flood of bright light filled his vision — this was an indoor amusement park!

			Though limited in space, with no large rides, its colorful cartoon-style attractions gave off a special charm under the seven-colored lights, like stepping into a fairy-tale world. Every one of the three girls before Kevin had their eyes captured by the sight.

			But Kevin didn't let down his guard. He carefully scanned the area. This amusement park sat at the center of the shopping plaza, topped by a glass pyramid skylight. Strangely, in such a busy spot there wasn't a zombie in sight, and the facilities were all intact — only the place they'd climbed up looked as if something had blasted a hole in it, jarringly out of place.

			Yet just as Kevin was pondering this, a silvery peal of laughter reached his ears. He shook his head helplessly — these young ladies really were carefree.

			Mei took Bronya's hand and strolled once around the park, cheerfully explaining amusement-park trivia to her. Halfway through she was dragged off by an impatient Kiana to ride the carousel, and the whole scene brimmed with a relaxed air.

			Kevin, on the other side, stood off like a bodyguard, still perfectly at ease.

			The girls' laughter rang endlessly through the empty park. After such a tense, oppressive journey, coming upon a patch of paradise like this, no wonder they released the stress in their hearts onto these simple amusements like children.

			Fortunately, this was only a small amusement park. Had it been the size of Disneyland, they'd probably have wasted a whole day here.

			Kevin thought this, watching the girls' satisfied smiles after they'd tried every ride in the park, and decided to suggest they leave.

			Just then, he saw Mei waving him over. Puzzled, Kevin walked to Mei's side and found that they'd discovered a photo-sticker booth and wanted to take a group photo with him.

			Seeing how eager the girls were, Kevin sighed and said,

			“I'm not interested in this. You three hurry and finish so we can keep—”

			Before Kevin could finish, Mei grabbed his hand and yanked him over.

			“Stop dawdling! Three pretty girls are inviting you~ This is the kind of thing you'll never get a second chance at in a lifetime!”

			Mei held Kevin's hand, wearing a relaxed, delighted expression. Sure enough, the amusement park's atmosphere had drawn out her truest self.

			Looking at Mei's smile, that warm feeling couldn't help stirring the fragments of memory within Kevin. By the time he came to his senses, he'd already been pulled into the cramped photo booth.

			“Honestly! Mei, why'd you have to drag this jerk in with us!”

			Kiana glared at Kevin with a look of disgust, and Kevin tactfully turned his head aside.

			“In that case, I'll just step out.”

			“Don't be so distant!”

			Mei grabbed hold of Kevin as he tried to turn and leave, then looked back at Kiana.

			“Kiana, you too! It's a rare chance — wouldn't it be nice for everyone to take one as a keepsake?”

			“Well, if Mei says so…”

			“Mm-hm, then let's begin~”

			Mei happily scooped up Bronya and faced the lens.

			“Here~ Bronya~ look at the camera~ hold up your index and middle fingers~”

			“Mei, is this some kind of ritual?”

			“It's the etiquette of taking sticker photos~ Kevin, get closer too! Standing over there, you won't be in the shot!”

			“Ah… okay.”

			“Here we go! 3—2—1”

			“Meow~”

			Click!!

			

			 
			

			“Hmm~ hmm hmm hmm♪”

			Mei held the strip of sticker photos to her chest with both hands, her delight plain to see. Beside her, Kiana cradled her own photo, not forgetting to needle Kevin.

			“This dead-fish-eyed guy on the edge is such an eyesore!”

			Kevin, unbothered, tucked the photo into his pocket and said,

			“Young ladies, if you've had enough fun, I think it's about time we set off.”

			Hearing Kevin's words, the smile faded considerably from Mei's face. She pinched a corner of the photo and nodded.

			“But before that, I have a piece of good news for everyone.”

			Kevin pointed at the glass skylight.

			“On top of this building there's a platform. If I'm not mistaken, it should be a helipad. If there's a helicopter up there, we'll save a lot of time.”

			“Really?! That's wonderful!”

			Hearing this, Mei seemed to regain her spirits — but the next second, Kevin's action shocked her again.

			An ice spear condensed in Kevin's hand. He raised it and aimed the tip at Mei!

			“But before that, I need to deal with a troublesome pest first.”

			“Kevin! What's gotten into you now?!”

			Kevin lunged at Mei. Seeing this, Kiana hurried to stop him, but Kevin was far too fast! In an instant he was upon Mei, the ice spear raised high in his hand thrusting out without hesitation!

			Mei let out a scream and stumbled back several steps. A tremendous crash shook through her whole body, but she felt no pain. She opened her eyes to find Kevin's arm around her waist, and beside her cheek, a metal lance held fast in midair by Kevin's ice spear.

			Mei turned her head. Behind her, a huge shape loomed in the air — Bronya's mech! And not far off, Bronya stood with her head down, controlling the colossal machine!

			“What on earth is going on…”

			Mei froze on the spot, and Kiana, who'd been charging toward her, stopped short as well. Kevin's move a moment ago hadn't been an attack on Mei, but a block against Bronya, who'd tried to attack Mei from behind!

			“Task update complete. Control-authority transfer commencing.”

			Bronya's emotionless voice muttered on like a machine program.

			The mech's lance drew back, and it stood at Bronya's side like a sentry.

			Moments later, Bronya seemed to regain consciousness and lifted her head again.

			“As expected of Schicksal's strongest weapon — able to sense the trap the very instant I attacked.”

			The revived Bronya seemed like a different person, her tone vastly different from before.

			“I never trusted her from the start. I merely turned the plan against you, following the safe escape route you'd charted to draw out your true aim. But it seems the aim has been achieved. Just who are you?”

			“You can call me C. I created this girl.”

			Bronya gave Kevin a bow, and a faint smile even appeared on her face.

			“Impossible! I already broke Bronya's control!”

			Kiana hurriedly retorted, unwilling to believe her efforts had come to nothing.

			“That crude little trick of yours could only lift the most superficial hypnosis. Bronya's subconscious is still firmly in our grip, and we can reclaim her body at any time.”

			With that, Bronya raised her hand, and the cannon on the mech's shoulder bared its vicious fangs again.

			“My demand now is simple. Just stay here obediently and wait for my forces to come collect you, and we'll guarantee your lives.”

			“And if we decline your hospitality?”

			Kevin countered.

			“Then I'll just have to make you suffer a bit!”

			“Do you think this puppet you're controlling has the ability to stop me?”

			Kevin's expression turned cold too, the earlier calm gone from his eyes.

			“How would I know without trying?”

			Just then a low rumble suddenly rose from all around! One after another, humanoid weapons of a build similar to Bronya's rose up and closed in on Kevin and the others!

			These weapons resembled girls in appearance, and from the look of them belonged to the same model as Bronya's mech. They hovered in the air like wasps, some armed with missile cannons, others wielding katana.

			“No wonder the zombies all vanished from the area — they were wiped out by these things.”

			“Correct. But this is merely a bit of entertainment. It's my honor to let you experience your last taste of joy in this amusement park.”

			Bronya swept a hand, and the mech-girls in the air, receiving their master's command, swarmed at Kevin and the others!

			Seeing nowhere to hide, Kiana hurriedly threw her arms around Mei, trying to shield her with her own body.

			Just then, a thick wall of ice condensed up around Kiana, forming a shield that enclosed both her and Mei.

			“I'll leave Mei to you to protect!”

			“You don't have to tell me that!!!”

			The airborne mechs poured fierce fire down at the ground, dense missiles screaming in and bursting into balls of flame against the ice wall.

			Kiana held Mei tightly. The din from beyond the ice wall was deafening. She couldn't imagine what state Kevin was in out there amid the hail of fire — right now she had only one conviction: she absolutely would not let Mei be harmed!

			Beyond the ice wall, Kevin used ice blades to strike down every missile flying at him, his agile figure weaving through the blazing explosions. His hands swung the ice spear, cleaving the katana-wielding mechs in two!

			By now not a trace of humanity could be seen in Kevin's eyes — only the innate instinct to kill and destroy!

			Explosions mingled with the shriek of tearing metal, filling the empty amusement park with clamor. Mei buried her face against Kiana's chest, unable to believe that the peaceful paradise of a moment ago had turned into a scorching hell!

			Mei's mind went blank, her ears deafened by the violent noise, feeling the whole world shaking — unable to tell whether it was her own body trembling or the ground quaking beneath her.

			At last Mei's consciousness gradually blurred, until she could feel nothing at all…

			She didn't know how much time had passed when Mei seemed to hear a voice calling her. She slowly opened her eyes, and Kiana's blurred face came into view.

			“Mei! You're finally awake!”

			Kiana threw her arms around Mei, and the warmth from her body gradually brought Mei around. Then she remembered where she was and bolted upright!

			Mei looked around. The explosions had stopped, leaving only sunken craters, the air thick with the acrid smell of gunpowder and machine oil.

			Just as Mei tried to stand, her foot slipped on something. Luckily Kiana caught her in time before she fell. Mei looked down and found she'd stepped on something round — and that something was the head of a humanoid mech!

			In that instant, Bronya's face flashed through Mei's mind, and her stomach lurched. She hurriedly covered her mouth and struggled to compose herself. After a moment, she lifted her head again and cast her gaze farther off.

			Mech wreckage and severed limbs littered the ground, smoke and firelight obscuring her view. Mei stumbled forward a few steps, searching for the figures of those two—

			Bronya and Kevin!

			At last, Mei made out their silhouettes through the drifting smoke. A smile returned to the corner of her mouth, and she hurried toward them. But as the scene before her gradually cleared, Mei's expression froze…

			Kevin stood with his foot on the mech's wreckage, the slender ice spear in his hand now a thick ice pillar run clean through the mech's body. The whole mech lay slumped on the ground, like a shield covering the master beneath it.

			Mei's gaze followed the ice pillar down. Its base, once transparent, had been stained dark red with blood, and at the pillar's end, a sharp spear-tip had pierced Bronya's slender body!

			Even now, Bronya remained expressionless, her eyes open, looking up at Kevin above her as she parted her lips slightly.

			“What a… pitiable creature… this power so close to destruction… it's exactly like the Honkai… you can no longer be called human…”

			Bronya's voice came in fragments, and her eyes slowly closed.

			“It seems… to oppose Schicksal… we'll have to develop an even stronger weapon…”

			As her voice faded, the ice spear was pulled from Bronya's body, and a cruel snapping sound tore through her. Kevin's cold eyes watched Bronya in silence as the weapon in his hand dispersed into mist upon the air.

			Kevin turned around and saw Kiana supporting Mei not far off. He gave them a faint smile.

			“The obstacle's been cleared. Let's keep moving.”

			Kevin's voice was so calm, his expression restored to its usual handsome ease. But in Mei's eyes, the Kevin before her was nothing more than a monster desperately playing at being human!

			“You bastard… you actually killed Bronya…”

			Mei's voice came out as if forced through her teeth, which chattered ceaselessly, her face already twisting with rage.

			Electricity began to crackle around Mei, the mech wreckage on the ground sparking under the violent current. Kiana noticed the change coming over Mei and hurried to stand in front of her, shouting.

			“Mei! What's wrong?! Mei!!”

			But Kiana's efforts had no effect. Now Mei's eyes held only Kevin. Roaring thunder wrapped around the whole amusement park, lightning lashing the rides and throwing off sprays of fire!

			Honkai patterns surfaced on Mei's arms, and the raging thunder gathered onto them, forming a translucent wing of lightning!

			Facing the transforming Mei, Kiana was frantic! Current flowed past her, scoring red welts across her skin, but Kiana paid it no mind, desperately trying to call Mei back.

			“Heh heh heh heh!!! Hahahaha!!!!!”

			Mei suddenly broke into mad laughter. By now the Honkai personality had seized her heart and taken control of her body once more.

			“Free at last. This girl's body is mine now!”

			“!”

			With a violent crash of thunder, Kiana's vision went stark white. A dazzling bolt of lightning punched through the glass skylight and struck straight down. Before Kiana could react, the current racing through her had already numbed her limbs!

			“Move!”

			Just then, a tremendous force shoved Kiana clear!

			Kiana fell to the ground and hurriedly looked back at where she'd been standing—

			Amid the dazzling light, a sharp bolt of lightning had pierced clean through Kevin's body…


    Otherworld — Chapter Four

			The white-haired boy stood quietly on the charred, blackened stone paving, expressionless, not a trace of life in his eyes.

			Before him lay the ruins of a town laid utterly to waste. Among the broken walls, huge black shapes moved slowly through the churning smoke.

			“Trial No. 132 commencing. ‘K,’ annihilate all Honkai Beasts within the designated area.”

			Hearing the command through his earpiece, the boy slowly stepped forward, walking toward the ruins.

			As the dust swirled beneath his feet, a huge black shape burst through a crumbling building, its silver-gray metallic armor gleaming amid the flying rubble, dark red spots across its towering body glowing with menace.

			This was a monster born of the Honkai, which people had named a “Honkai Beast”!

			The enormous Honkai Beast swung the blade in its hand, spreading its limbs in a roaring stance, poised to kill.

			It leveled its blade at the boy before it, ready to charge forward!

			But just then, a huge ice spike drove head-on through its armor! In an instant, sharp ice spears rained down from the sky like a downpour! In mere seconds, this swaggering monster was buried in an icebound grave!

			Beside the ice-shattered beast, the white-haired boy walked slowly past, a thin cold mist wreathing his body.

			The boy walked without hesitation into this town — a place of death razed to nothing by hundreds of Honkai Beasts.

			Three hours later—

			“This trial took 3 hours, 12 minutes, 44 seconds. Total Honkai Beasts annihilated: 274, including 54 Grendel, 79 Mimir…”

			A handsome young officer stood with a cigarette dangling from his lips as his adjutant reported the results at length. But the officer had no interest in this. Looking at the town ruins turned nearly to ice sculpture, he broke into a fascinated smile.

			“Where's that kid now? Let me see what sort of brat is this impressive!”

			“Your Highness! Contact with ‘K’ requires approval from the upper echelons. Approaching him rashly would…”

			“I've been appointed that child's guardian — put plainly, we're father and son. Are you telling me I need the say-so of those old men upstairs just to see my own son?”

			“That… as you command…”

			Led by the adjutant, the officer came to a heavily armored transport vehicle, ringed by a squad of fully armed soldiers. The adjutant stepped forward and waved a hand. The guards exchanged glances, then hesitantly opened the door.

			The light inside the compartment was dim. In its deepest corner, the white-haired boy sat hugging his knees. The officer walked to his side, but the boy remained motionless as a statue.

			“Yo~ kid!”

			The officer greeted him in a light tone, but again to no effect.

			“What's your name?”

			“…”

			“Sir, his experiment codename is ‘K.’ He has no name.”

			The adjutant behind him hurried to answer.

			“K, huh… K… Then from now on you'll be called Kevin! How about it — good name, right?”

			The officer said cheerfully, but the boy before him paid him no mind from start to finish, leaving him to scratch his head awkwardly.

			“Anyway…” The officer crouched down and reached out a hand to the boy. At that, the boy's gaze, through his own hair, caught sight of hair the same color as his.

			“My name is Siegfried. From now on, I'm your guardian.”

			

			Five years later—

			“Kevin, I've got a new assignment for you.”

			Siegfried tossed a file to Kevin, who was seated in a chair.

			“This one's a real sweet job~”

			Watching Siegfried's grinning face, Kevin opened the folder. A girl with ultramarine hair came into view, dressed in a black uniform, an air of elegance radiating from her bearing.

			“This girl is the target this time. Quite the beauty, isn't she~”

			As Siegfried spoke, Kevin kept a poker face while reading the girl's file: Raiden Mei, 16, first-year at Senba Academy, daughter of the president of Massive Electric…

			Suddenly, a subtle change came over Kevin's eyes. A line at the very end of the report had caught his attention.

			“Third Herrscher host…”

			Kevin read the words aloud in a low voice. He looked up and found that Siegfried's expression, too, had shed its earlier levity, his face gone grave.

			“That's right. According to our investigation, this girl is very likely to become the newest Herrscher to trigger the Third Honkai. So you should understand the purpose of this mission.”

			“Kill this girl.”

			Kevin answered at once.

			“Wrong!”

			Siegfried smacked Kevin on the head, then sighed at his puzzled look.

			“The primary objective this time is to recover the Third Herrscher — to bring her to Schicksal before she undergoes the transformation. But the 'ME Corp' this girl belongs to is a problem. This company may be deeply connected to the organization secretly obstructing us, and acting rashly could trigger the Third Honkai ahead of time.”

			Siegfried sat down across from Kevin and struck a thoughtful pose.

			“So your task is to watch over and protect this girl, to keep that organization from getting to her, and then, when the Third Honkai erupts, to recover her for Schicksal!”

			“Protect…”

			“What is it?”

			“All this time I've only ever been given tasks of annihilation and cleanup. Protect… what exactly does that mean?”

			Kevin looked up at Siegfried. Though his expression scarcely changed, Siegfried sensed the wavering in his heart. He smiled and ruffled Kevin's hair.

			“Kevin, tell me — what is your ability?”

			“Ice?”

			“That's right. Your ability has absolute destructive force, overwhelming force, a dominating force above all else. But have you ever wondered why, when your ability takes form, it becomes ice — and not rock, or flame, or some sharper metal?

			The Kaslana family's abilities all carry their own meaning. Kaslana blood flows in your body too, and though for now it's cold ice, one day you'll discover the true power it holds.”

			With that, Siegfried stood and pointed proudly at the Kaslana family crest over his chest.

			“That is the Kaslana family's most glorious mission — to protect!”

			Kevin looked at Siegfried in silence. Siegfried held his grandiose pose for a good while, until at last he felt the awkwardness and reluctantly dropped it, looking at Kevin with a scheming expression.

			“Well then, let's begin your special training.”

			“Special training?” Kevin was baffled again. “Are we conducting combat drills against a Herrscher? But a Herrscher's power is said to utterly surpass a Honkai Beast's. I doubt even a thousand Honkai Beasts could match the intensity of fighting one.”

			“You really are a blockhead…” Siegfried stood up and planted a foot on the desk, looking down at Kevin. “Obviously it's training to pick up girls!”

			

			Nagazora City, a key economic hub of the Far East region, had on its outskirts an academy city no smaller in scale than the downtown, home to dozens of prestigious schools, its surrounding commercial districts bustling with traffic.

			And at this moment, atop a towering apartment building, an unremarkable tent was pitched beneath a water tank. Beside it, Kevin held a pair of binoculars, observing the situation on the street.

			In the focus of his binoculars, a girl of graceful bearing walked slowly through the crowd — Kevin's target, Raiden Mei. Right now Mei had reached the apartment entrance and was turning to go inside.

			“Target has reached the apartment. Switching to indoor surveillance.”

			Kevin lowered the binoculars, picked up the laptop beside him, and pulled a can of instant food from behind him. Eating his dinner, he continued his all-angle, round-the-clock surveillance.

			Three months had passed since the surveillance mission on Raiden Mei began. Kevin had repeated this routine day after day, keeping his consumption to the bare minimum, tuning himself to a state of readiness to deploy at any moment.

			Suddenly, watching the screen, Kevin frowned. After several minutes, Mei's figure still hadn't appeared on the indoor cameras. He quickly cast aside the can in his hand, leapt from the apartment roof to a slightly lower building nearby, used the drop to reach the ground swiftly, and pressed himself into an alley between buildings, peering out.

			“Miss~ care to do me the honor of a drink?”

			On the steps before the apartment entrance, several men had surrounded Mei, swaying on their feet, reeking of alcohol as they spoke.

			“Sorry, I'm not interested.”

			Mei answered calmly. Paying the drunks no mind, she skirted around them and headed straight into the building.

			“Hey! You stuck-up little— don't be so ungrateful!”

			Seeing Mei ignore them, the drunks stepped forward and reached out to grab her. Sensing it, Mei was about to turn and take them down, when a figure appeared between her and the drunks — and that figure was Kevin.

			Kevin gripped the drunk's wrist tightly. The controlled drunk twisted his face, straining to shake Kevin off, but Kevin's grip only tightened, nearly crushing his wrist — until Mei grabbed hold of his clothes.

			“That's enough.”

			Kevin let go, and the drunks, seeing they were outmatched, staggered off in a hurry.

			“Thank you.”

			Mei glanced at Kevin and said coldly. Wariness filled her eyes, as if to her Kevin were no different from those drunks.

			“Is there something else you need?”

			At Mei's question, Kevin met her gaze for a moment, the atmosphere unbearably awkward, as he hurriedly recalled the methods Siegfried had taught him for handling such a situation.

			Just as Mei, looking exasperated, was about to turn and leave, Kevin suddenly remembered something.

			“I am deeply in love with you.”

			“Huh?”

			This was the strategy Siegfried had told him: once spotted by the target, simply recite this passage to the end.

			Kevin grabbed Mei's hand, dropped to one knee, and looked up as he spoke.

			“I am deeply in love with you — whether in winter or in spring, whether the flowers bloom or fall. If this love could become the stars, I would be a meteor falling for you; if this love could become grass and flowers, I would be a green vine growing by your window; if this love could be only a fleeting dream, I would be a passerby in your dreams; and now, I wish only to remain by your side, only for time to stop at this second, only to hold your hand until the world's end.”

			Delivered entirely in the tone of reading off a script.

			Mei froze on the spot. Watching this stranger recite such syrupy words with a blank expression, she didn't know how to respond. Looking at the utter lack of feeling in Kevin's eyes, she couldn't help pressing a hand to her forehead and letting out a helpless sigh.

			“So this is what you're after too…”

			Mei shook off Kevin's hand, her gaze suddenly turning as contemptuous as a haughty queen's.

			“I meet several guys like you a day. No idea where you copied that line from, but next time you confess, try putting a little more feeling into it.”

			Mei turned and left, leaving Kevin only a solitary retreating figure. And at that moment Kevin looked up, studying the terrain near the entrance, thinking he'd better set up a camera here too.

			This was Kevin and Mei's first encounter — full of misunderstandings, but thankfully without rousing Mei's suspicion. And so Kevin passed more than a month in this ceaseless, day-and-night surveillance.

			Today, Kevin crouched atop the apartment as usual. But unlike other days, the crowd below was several times larger than before, TV vans and news reporters packing the apartment entrance to the point of bursting. Kevin scanned the crowd for Mei's figure. Right now Mei was being escorted through the crowd by a group of black-suited bodyguards, moving in a daze.

			On this day, Raiden Mei's father had been arrested by police on suspicion of financial fraud, and as his only daughter, Raiden Mei had been thrust into the eye of the media storm. Though Kevin didn't quite understand what this meant, from Mei's grief-stricken, helpless expression he sensed the situation was far from good.

			That night, Mei sat blankly in her room, staring vacantly ahead. Watching Mei on the screen, Kevin seemed to see a reflection of himself — that little boy who had once sat alone in a containment cell.

			Suddenly, Mei stood and walked toward her desk. At the same moment, static flickered across Kevin's screen, as if disrupted by something, the image beginning to blur.

			Kevin felt a faint trace of Honkai energy emanating from the apartment beneath his feet. He pulled open the tent flap. Under the clear night sky, only the apartment's roof had a strange thundercloud gathering above it.

			Kevin turned back to the monitor. In the blurred image, Mei sat gripping a blade in her hand — and she had shut her eyes, on the verge of hurting herself.

			Just as she was about to, Kevin slammed the door open and rushed in…

			

			“Kevin! Kevin, wake up!”

			At the crisp sound of a call, Kevin slowly opened his eyes. Before him, Mei was leaning over him with a smile, her ultramarine hair falling to brush his forehead.

			After that fairy-tale-like rescue, Mei had developed special feelings for the white-haired boy before her. Upon learning that Kevin lived on the apartment's rooftop every day, Mei would come up to see him from time to time.

			Mei sat beside Kevin, utterly unlike the icy beauty from their first meeting — an expression she'd never once shown even throughout Kevin's surveillance.

			It was a smile carrying a warm, sweet air, and for some reason, Kevin found his eyes captured by it. Though he'd watched her for so long, in this moment Kevin felt as if he were meeting the girl anew.

			As Kevin's gaze lingered on Mei, he felt a cool touch at his neck. He looked down to find an emerald-green chameleon pendant hanging on him.

			“This is a gift to thank you for saving me. Thank you.”

			Kevin picked up the green chameleon pendant, and a strange vision suddenly surfaced in his mind—

			Amid fire-swept ruins, he sat powerless in a crumbling world, holding Mei, her blood dripping onto him, her body so cold it chilled him to the bone!

			A piercing pain spread through his whole body. Kevin clutched his chest, feeling as if his entire body were about to be run through!

			Kevin struggled to lift his head. By now Mei had risen and was walking toward the rooftop's edge. She looked back at Kevin, wearing a smile the exact opposite of the one before — a heartbroken, bitter smile…

			“Well then, goodbye, Kevin…”

			With those words, the entire apartment rooftop collapsed with a roar, and Kevin, clutching his chest, plunged from the air!

			In the instant before darkness took him, Kevin struggled with all his might, then forced his eyes open—

			Before him, Kiana was watching him with an anxious face.

			

			 

    Otherworld — Chapter Five

			Pale lightning flickered across the pitch-black sky.

			Kiana crouched beside Kevin, wrapping his chest thickly with cotton cloth she'd found somewhere. Even so, a faint trace of blood seeped through.

			“Hey! Pull yourself together!”

			Kiana's anxious face filled Kevin's vision, her voice sounding faint and far away. Kevin didn't know what expression he wore now — perhaps blankness, perhaps pain.

			Right now he only lay there calmly, watching through the shattered glass roof of the amusement park, coldly looking on as the world teetered on the brink of collapse, thrashing amid the lightning.

			“Kevin! Get up! If we don't think of something soon, Mei will…”

			Kiana shook Kevin's body hard, as if to drag his soul back into his flesh. But Kevin only gazed indifferently up at the sky.

			“Raiden Mei's Herrscher power has fully awakened. There's no other way now but to destroy her.”

			Kevin said coldly, not a shred of emotion in his tone.

			“Bullcrap! I'll find another way! You just lie there! I'll definitely find a way to save Mei!”

			Watching Kiana's agitation, Kevin suddenly broke into a faint smile.

			“You really are a simple one…”

			Bracing a hand against the ground, Kevin sat up with effort.

			“This Raiden Mei you see is not the Mei of your world. She isn't even… the Mei of my world. She's nothing but a phantom.”

			“A phantom?”

			“That's right. Haven't you had doubts about the world you're in now? Why you returned to Senba Academy, why everyone you meet has forgotten you as if struck by amnesia…”

			Kevin leaned back against the broken wall behind him, a faint cold mist wreathing the wound at his chest. To staunch the bleeding, Kevin had frozen his own blood, forming dark red ice crystals over the wound.

			But Kiana didn't notice this grim sight, for in her mind, a more important matter had seized all her attention.

			“You mean… this world is a fabricated world created by the Honkai?”

			Facing Kiana's question, Kevin shook his head.

			“In regions of intense Honkai source, the natural laws are thrown into disorder, and even space-time is distorted. But this world isn't a counterfeit made by the Honkai — it's a world that truly exists in the universe.”

			“You don't mean—?!”

			“That's right. With every different choice, a new parallel world is generated in the universe.” As he spoke, Kevin turned to look at Kiana. “And this place is but one of the vast branching world-lines spreading out from the choices of Kevin Kaslana—

			Everything you see is nothing more than a fleeting bubble in the tiny universe.”

			Violent bolts of lightning rolled down one after another, buildings sliced apart like tofu and reduced to blackened scorched earth. The ground began to quake violently, glass and rubble crashing down from the ceiling, the whole shopping center on the verge of falling apart in the storm!

			“But no world can escape the fate of destruction, and so the Kaslana family appears, taking up the mission of saving the world.”

			Bracing one hand against the wall, Kevin slowly rose to his feet. In his other hand, a sharp spear of cold ice condensed once more.

			“So what of it!”

			Just as Kevin stepped forward to carry out the Kaslana family's mission, Kiana's voice cut him off.

			“Are you saying that in countless choices, Mei has only ever had one path — death?! I will never accept that!”

			Kiana strode to Kevin's side. “Isn't the Kaslana family's mission to protect the world?! If Mei absolutely has to be sacrificed — then I'll find an option that saves her too!”

			Hearing Kiana's naive words, even Kevin's face showed a flash of anger. Having lived through thousands of worlds, he'd been left with no choice but to kill Mei; through countless cycles he'd tried with all his strength to protect her, yet the final answer had always been nothing but blood staining the muzzle of his gun.

			“An option like that cannot possibly exist!”

			Kevin gripped the ice spear in his hand, forcing the words out almost through gritted teeth.

			Just then, the phone in Kevin's pocket rang, and his face darkened at the sound.

			He shook Kiana off in a few strides and charged toward the center of the storm!

			“Hey! Are you even listening to me?!”

			Kiana hurried after him. Though she didn't know what was happening, an ominous premonition welled up in her heart…

			

			The shopping center's rooftop plaza stabbed straight into the belly of the storm cloud, the towering floors seeming swallowed by a great black maw, only the base left exposed.

			Kevin stood on the roof, roaring thunder streaking past him, the whole plaza tottering under the lightning's assault.

			Kevin held the phone in his hand. Before him, Raiden Mei was watching him coldly.

			“Hmph~ Just as I was about to set out and deal with you, you came to throw your life away on your own. Saved me quite a bit of trouble.”

			Raiden Mei wore a ferocious grin, the lightning wings at her sides grown immense, currents gathering on the translucent feathers linking to the churning storm cloud, vast Honkai energy pouring into Mei's body through the medium of lightning!

			“The Herrscher power has fully awakened. I am the Honkai itself now! All things shall turn to ash in my thunder!”

			A fierce bolt of lightning shot from behind Mei at Kevin! A wall of cold ice sprang up before him at once! But the instant it touched the lightning, this immensely hard wall was smashed to pieces!

			The tremendous impact blasted Kevin away! Yet the attack didn't stop there — along Kevin's flight path, several more bolts of lightning flashed in, striking at him!

			Kevin hurriedly conjured several ice walls around himself in midair, but under the fierce shocks his body was batted about like a rubber ball by the lightning! Then he slammed hard into the ground!

			The force of the impact drove a deep pit into the plaza, the floor beneath Kevin caving in, and he fell through with the collapsing floor, crashing heavily onto the level below with a muffled roar!

			“Heh heh heh! In the end just a human — before a god, nothing but an ant.”

			Mei reveled in her own power, looking down contemptuously at the world beneath her feet.

			Amid the collapsing floors, Kiana, who'd chased after Kevin all this way, found him slumped in the rubble. Kevin was just then climbing up out of it, the wound at his chest seeping blood again from the impact.

			“You're hurt this badly and still showing off?!”

			Kiana caught the staggering Kevin. Just then she faintly heard a murmur from his lips.

			“In the end, no matter how I struggle, the ending still can't be changed…”

			Kevin bowed his head, and Kiana couldn't make out his expression. Only the sound of a call came from the phone in his pocket to her ears.

			“Kevin! I order you to annihilate the Third Herrscher at once! Do you hear me?! Kevin! Tch! That traitor Siegfried's protégé can't be trusted after all! Dispatch an S-rank Valkyrie to annihilate the Herrscher immediately!”

			Hearing Siegfried's name, Kiana's body suddenly stiffened, but she quickly shook her head and remembered her promise with Kevin.

			“You'd better hold on! I'm still counting on you to tell me about my old man!”

			“Old man… you mean Siegfried.” Kevin's voice was very low. “It was Siegfried who taught me how to live as a human, who told me the weight of life, who taught me how to win a girl's heart…”

			Kevin lowered his head, the pendant at his neck swaying before his eyes. “But there was one thing he never told me — how to protect them, once I had them.”

			Kevin coughed several times and brought up a trace of blood. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a case of capsules, the Kaslana family crest engraved on its lid.

			Kevin opened the lid, slipped a black-glinting capsule into his mouth, then slowly lifted his head toward Mei, transformed into a demon in the sky.

			“Ha ha… the destruction of the world, is it…”

			Kevin laughed as if mocking himself, warm scenes of his time with Mei surfacing in his mind — the two of them holding hands, strolling through bustling streets amid laughter, watching the neon lights illuminate each other's forms.

			“As the heir of the Kaslana family, how could I abandon protecting this world!”

			Looking at the chaotic world before him, a terrifying killing intent surfaced on Kevin's face. As if he'd made up his mind, he bit down and crushed the capsule in his mouth, turning himself into an asura!

			SLAP!

			At the crisp sound, Kevin felt a burning sting across his face. He turned to find Kiana glaring at him with a furious expression.

			“I refuse to accept this idea that protecting the world means killing Mei! Snap out of it right now!” Kevin held his cheek, looking at Kiana with a bewildered expression. “If it were my old man, he'd definitely find a way to use every ounce of his strength to protect what matters to him!”

			Kiana's expression was one of utter fury, but through that fury ran a thread of sorrow, tears welling in her eyes, held back by force.

			“My old man once said… even if it costs your own life, you carry your convictions through to the end! That's the Kaslana family's mission, isn't it?! A guy like you, only ever bent on destroying the Honkai, never once thinking about how to protect — I refuse to accept that you're a Kaslana!”

			Kevin stared blankly at Kiana. In her bearing, he seemed to see the shadow of Siegfried, and he couldn't help scratching his hair.

			“Honestly… you really are exactly like your father…”

			In this moment Kevin recalled the words Siegfried had once said to him — why, when your ability takes form, is it ice, and not rock, flame, or some sharper metal? Now he seemed to grasp some of the reason behind it.

			Just as Kevin was thinking this, several roaring bolts of thunder came at him again. Yet Kevin didn't dodge, and the thunder struck his body head-on!

			But as the lightning flashed by, Kevin stood there unharmed. Before him, a wall of cold ice had been seared with a great crater, water trickling down its face.

			“Because ice can melt into water…” Kevin sighed softly. “So it was that simple a principle after all.”

			Because of the lightning just now, the rooftop plaza overhead had caved in entirely. Mei looked down at Kevin from on high in the sky, wearing a savage expression.

			“Hmph! Still clinging to life!”

			Mei reached out a hand, and the storm cloud in the sky instantly condensed. In a flash the vast storm cloud gathered into a pitch-black ball of lightning, the compressed electricity crammed together, releasing devastating energy!

			At Mei's command, the condensed black lightning ball surged toward the ground. At this the whole air stirred into a raging hurricane, the tremendous pressure blasting the surrounding buildings down in an instant!

			Facing the overwhelming pressure, Kevin lightly snapped his fingers, and in that instant the lightning ball in the sky halted its descent — and even began to rise back the way it had come!

			It turned out that beneath the lightning ball, a thin wall of ice was bearing it slowly upward, this ice wall melting away and forming anew without cease, held at the critical point of vanishing yet always present in the air.

			The melting ice turned into droplets falling from the sky, drifting down like a fine, misting rain.

			Watching the scene, Kiana was captivated by the raindrops amid this apocalyptic landscape, without noticing the faint mist rising around her.

			“Go back — back to the time where you belong, to protect the things that are yours.”

			Kevin wore a look of release as he walked up before Kiana. Only then did Kiana notice she'd been enveloped in mist — but the mist rising around her wasn't cold; it carried a warm air, soft to the touch as spring rain.

			
			“Wait!”

			Kiana reached out to grab Kevin, but her hand passed straight through his body. By now Kiana no longer belonged to this world; her body had begun to shift toward the world that was hers.

			“Thank you — for telling me the words your father always wanted to tell me. If I'd heard them sooner, I wouldn't have had to repeat these thousands of cycles.”

			Kevin watched Kiana gradually vanish, his expression utterly at ease, smiling happily as if a burden had been lifted from him. Amid the fine raindrops there was a trace of melancholy, and yet an unbounded freedom.

			He turned to look at Mei in the sky. The ice walls all around had wrapped her in the air like an oval egg. Mei fought fiercely against the mist surging toward her, unleashing rolling currents, yet unable to disperse it no matter what.

			Just as the Herrscher Mei struggled madly, an ice spear pierced through her body!

			“How… how could this be…”

			Before Mei's eyes, Kevin looked at her with a tender expression and drew her into his arms. The currents around her cut off abruptly with the spear's thrust, and only the ceaselessly gathering mist gradually wrapped the two of them together.

			“This time I won't go anywhere. I'll stay by your side always. In the name of the head of the Kaslana family, I swear I'll protect this world that has you in it…”

			Kevin looked at Mei in his arms, the lightning wings behind her fading away in the shimmering light, her expression returning to its former tenderness. As if feeling the warmth in his embrace, she broke into a happy smile.

			Kevin slowly closed his eyes. The mist around them had condensed into a thick layer of ice, wrapping the two of them together, sleeping like a great snowball amid the ruins of Nagazora City.

			If you really can't find a reason to be with a girl, then just go on a date with her! A date is a date! You don't need a reason at all!

			In this moment, Kevin remembered the girl-chasing secret Siegfried had told him, and couldn't help smiling—

			“Once the Honkai is gone, go on one more date with me.”
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