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INTRO


“Nothing is finished yet. Nothing—”


Leaving those words behind, the girl turned her back on the vampire aristocrat.


She was a small girl, one who appeared to be in her mid-teens. She did look young for her age, but it was nothing extreme. If one had to name things about her that stood out, all that really counted might be her long hair’s quirky style and her friendly face. In other words, she was a common, everyday middle school girl.


She was wearing a black one-piece dress with a tail attached. On her head, she wore a headband with what looked like kitty ears. No doubt it was a costume meant to evoke a black cat. It was a showy and cute outfit for a girl to wear to a festival.


However, the girl’s scarlet, wide-open eyes reflected no emotion whatsoever. Only her lips formed the slightest traces of a smile. The expression she wore seemed somehow…inhuman.


It felt like the body of a very ordinary girl was being shared by an inhuman monster.


On one level, it was a fitting image for a resident of that city to have: that of a Demon Sanctuary, home of the bizarre. A metropolis of everlasting twilight, where humans and demons lived side by side.


A handsome, blond, blue-eyed man called out to the girl as she walked off.


“—Where do you think you’re going, twelfth?”


The girl quietly came to a stop and sent a cold scowl back at the man.


His name was Dimitrie Vattler, a nobleman and envoy from the Warlord’s Empire. He was a pureblood vampire, a direct descendant of the First Primogenitor, the Lost Warlord.


Served by nine fiendish Beast Vassals, the handsome monster was rumored to be “the closest thing to a primogenitor.”


However, the white, three-piece suit he wore was singed and tattered; his entire body was covered in countless scars, as if it had once been ripped to shreds. In other words, the wounds he’d suffered from the girl’s attack had still not fully healed.


His blood, boiling from the heat of friction, emitted a foul odor; bones and tendons were still exposed through the cracks in his half-regenerated skin. Even so, a ferocious smile came over him as he pointed behind him.


The surface of the sea glimmered, bathed in the light of the sun. A tiny island, surrounded by bare rock, floated upon it. Atop the land stood an ancient stonework cathedral. This was the sealed land where fiendish criminals were banished to another world, the fortress that protected the so-called “prison barrier.”


But the giant cathedral was already half-ruined, as if the gate to hell itself had been opened. It was yet unclear if Natsuki Minamiya, the key to the seal, was dead or alive—


Vattler’s taunting continued:


“It looks quite fun over there, doesn’t it? Are you sure you want to walk away? Or perhaps you can’t lay a hand on it?”


The girl in the black cat outfit gazed evenly at the young aristocrat, unmoved.


“Do you wish to be blown into five pieces again, Master of Serpents?”


Amid the dazzling rays of the setting sun, a giant illusion, translucent like a glacier, rose above the girl’s head once more.


The upper half looked like a human woman; the lower half, like the body and tail of a beautiful fish. Wings came out of her back. She had claws ending in sharp talons. She looked like an icy mermaid or perhaps even a siren.


It was a mass of magical energy so vast that it took physical form. This was a summoned beast, a creature from another world that dwelled in a vampire’s own blood. It was a beast that served; in other words, a Beast Vassal.


This one was Alrescha Glacies, Azure Princess of Ice, the twelfth Beast Vassal that served the World’s Mightiest Vampire, the Fourth Primogenitor—


The beautiful, ice-colored Beast Vassal, like subzero taking a physical form, raised a fist.


Vattler calmly looked up at that fist and smiled. “Nope. I regret to inform you, I no longer have any interest in you. It’s boring fighting an opponent I know I’ll beat. Now’s not the time to play with you. You should regain your proper power, the sooner the better—”


The Beast Vassal unleashed its attack even before the young man finished speaking. The air cracked open with a high-pitched, destructive ringing.


With Vattler standing in the center, the breakwater was annihilated without a trace. In a single instant, the man-made surface was frozen to absolute zero, with the resulting impact smashing the new, brittle substance into tiny pieces.


The overwhelming destruction was exceptionally rapid, silent, and merciless. All that was left behind was a dense, white mist and the frozen ground. However, there was no sign of Vattler having been harmed by it. The wounded, youthful lord had transformed into golden mist and fled a mere moment before the Beast Vassal’s attack had activated.


Confirming for herself that his aura was now distant, the girl’s eyes remained emotionless as she slumped her shoulders. It was oddly human behavior reminiscent of the proper owner of that body.
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The girl dressed like a black cat had employed a Beast Vassal in her strike upon the vampire aristocrat.


The low-temperature shock wave made the very air creak. Crystals like transparent snow danced down from the sky, freezing the surface of the sea white.


Someone standing on a train that was stopped atop a far-removed pier observed the beautiful scene. She was a cherubic-faced woman wearing a wrinkled white coat.


Her face was more “cute” than “beautiful”; she was neither short nor tall. However, she did have very large breasts.


She was finishing eating a Popsicle with all the fervor of an addict.


Perhaps she was half-asleep, given the way her long hair was disheveled and how her eyelids were half-shuttered. But even without the vacant look, it was clear at a glance that she was a very lazy adult.


“Fuahhh…”


Making what looked like a very relaxed yawn, she wiped away the wetness from the corners of her eyes.


She tossed the Popsicle into the car’s ashtray and took a fresh one out of a cooler box on the passenger seat. She then opened the driver’s side door and got out of the car, obviously annoyed.


As she stood up, her large breasts swayed heavily. Apparently, she wasn’t wearing a bra under there. However, she showed no sign of noticing that. Instead, she filled her mouth with the sweet, running her tongue over it as if to savor the taste. It came across as particularly sexual.


She lifted her head when she noticed footsteps approaching.


A teenage girl dressed in an outfit evoking a black cat appeared out of the snowy mist that hovered about.


Noticing that the woman in white seemed to have been waiting for her, the girl stopped walking. Her large emotionless eyes looked upon the woman.


The cat girl asked sharply:


“You…saw, did you not?”


“Mhmm,” went the woman in white as she smiled. She rolled the ice around in her mouth. Once she was certain the girl’s body had no external injuries, she narrowed her eyes a bit.


“You protected her…thank you.”


The girl seemed a bit thrown off at the show of thanks, replying:


“…I merely acted in accordance with the pact. It is nothing you are required to thank me for.”


It was like she had a far harder time dealing with this woman than with the aristocrat.


Seeing the girl’s reaction, the woman in white took out a new Popsicle from the cooler.


“Mhmm…want some?”


Looking at the treat offered to her, the girl who had commanded the icy Beast Vassal clicked her tongue in apparent dismay.


The next moment, light seemed to vanish from her eyes. It felt like the powerful will that had taken hold of her petite frame had vanished. The girl went completely limp, like a marionette with its strings cut, and gently fell.


The woman in white made a pained smile as she supported the fallen body.


“My, my…”


Listlessly, the woman in white gazed at the twinkling sky.


The surface of the sea, illuminated by the setting sun, twinkled red like a smoldering flame. The nearby buildings cast long shadows, but the man-made ground of steel and resin was dyed a bluish black. This was Itogami City, the Demon Sanctuary floating some 330 kilometers south of Tokyo.


However, the throngs of humanity packing the streets showed no signs of diminishing, even as sunfall fast approached.


The buildings, illuminated by fireworks, were cast a myriad of colors; this only added to the vivid hustle and bustle of commerce alongside the noisy crowd gathered in the square.


This was the last day of October: the night of the Demon Sanctuary’s famed celebration, the Hollow Eve Festival.


The festivities had only just begun.
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After a strict biometrics security scan, the super-hard metal alloy bulkhead opened up. The girl who’d used her pass to exit the gate was in her mid-teens.


She had an extravagant hairstyle, and her clothing was accessorized with a refined fashion sense.


Her face marked her as a high school girl. However, at that moment, an air of fatigue wafted around her entire body; she looked like someone finally free after being worked to the bone.


“Aaah…so…tiiiired…”


Asagi Aiba murmured this to herself as she stretched upward, little vigor behind the gesture.


Her eyes had bags under them as she gazed at the rays of the setting sun, reflecting off the windows of the building she was currently in.


It was the giant inverted pyramid known as the Keystone Gate, pretty much smack-dab in the middle of Itogami Island. Armed Island Guard patrolmen were shuffling off both loitering citizens blocking the way and curious onlookers gathered around from the building’s lobby.


The roof of the giant building, the tallest on Itogami Island, had been enemy-occupied territory held by the internationally wanted sorcerous criminals, the Meyer Sisters, only a few dozen minutes earlier. Even with the blockade finally lifted, its effects could still be felt.


“Aww, geez, this totally sucks. Why’d I have to be stuck at my part-time job even on a holiday?! It’s inhumane working conditions, it’s just not fair!”


Asagi was holding her smartphone in her right hand as she directed her bitter resentment toward it. A synthetic voice with a sarcastic edge replied from the phone, “No, no, we’re seriously grateful this time around. We just squeaked by thanks to you, Li’l Miss.”


The speaker was the artificial intelligence she’d dubbed Mogwai; it was the avatar of the five supercomputers that controlled Itogami Island. In exchange for extremely high capabilities, the support AI had been pegged as extremely quirky and difficult to deal with, but for some reason, Asagi had clicked with it, making her willing to go the extra mile for it.


That very partner abruptly lowered its voice and said to Asagi, “We’re grateful, but could you stay at the corporation just a bit longer?”


A very guarded expression came over the human girl.


“Say what?”


She recalled that it was that very AI with the lousy personality that had called her over to the Gigafloat Management Corporation and away from her friends playing tourist without a care.


Thanks to that, Asagi was under heavy strain from having spent the entire night writing up an extremely time-consuming program to reverse calculate coordinates from bends in space created by witches; thanks to that, one of her precious festival days had completely gone to waste.


There was no way she was going through more horrible part-time work like that anytime soon.


“What the heck? The Island Guard took care of the witches occupying the gate’s roof, right?” she asked.


Unfortunately, Mogwai reported in a serious tone of voice that was quite out of character for it: “Well, that’s the end result I suppose… But an unregistered sub-float has appeared in an inlet at Island North. We still don’t know what the Library people are after. I have a bad feelin’ about this.”


Asagi was beside herself. She sighed.


“Now, hold on a second…you’re just a computer avatar with a twisted personality. Don’t you dare use a phrase like a bad feelin’ when conveying info. Sheesh…”


Her partner seemed to want to say something more, but she ignored it and cut the smartphone’s power.


It was already past five PM. It was still too bright to see stars in the sky above, but the atmosphere had already begun to have the smell of night about it. The Hollow Eve Festival would be entering its night event phase in short order.


The increase in both male and female spectators on the street wearing yukata was no doubt with the upcoming fireworks rally in mind. Even without that, the area around Keystone Gate was one of the island’s hot spots for couples. The existence of so many harmonious couples taking delight in the festival got on Asagi’s nerves oddly enough.


Perhaps right around then, Kojou Akatsuki was getting along famously with that childhood girlfriend of his…?


In a burst of acute anger, Asagi marched toward the monorail station as she muttered, “Just thinking about it makes me sick to my stomach… And while I had to go through all this, no less…!”


She could have chosen to rendezvous with Kojou and the others in a fit of pique, but she at least wanted to go home and change clothes first. It wasn’t like Kojou would even notice, but Asagi’s pride would not permit her to meet him in the same clothes she’d been wearing since the day before. Besides, Yuuma Tokoyogi was a formidable foe. Asagi needed to be in tip-top condition if she was going to take her on.


The Keystone Gate, at the center of Itogami Island, was served by two monorails: the North Line and the Loop Line. It wouldn’t even take fifteen minutes for Asagi to get to the station closest to her house via the Loop Line.


However, around when she arrived at the station, she realized she’d been naive.


She let out a loud “whoa!” without thinking. The crowd inside the station was far larger than anything she’d imagined.


There was a line of customers unable to even get onto the platform that led the way to the ticket booth. The jam-packed throng of customers was so loud and boisterous that the train staff was inaudible.


Asagi stopped at a shop in the corner of the station to buy a drink and asked one of the employees, “…The monorail isn’t operating yet?”


An affable-looking middle-aged female employee sent a sympathetic look Asagi’s way. “It looks like they’re just resuming service to South and East, but I think North might take a little while. There’s some odd rumors going around.”


“Rumors?”


The woman’s shoulders quivered heavily, like even saying the words terrified her. “You’ve heard about the ‘prison barrier’? They say that it showed up.”


Of course, Asagi knew of the prison barrier. It was a famous urban legend on Itogami Island.


According to legend, it was an abominable prison built in secret somewhere on the man-made island to isolate the worst of all sorcerous criminals. Supposedly, an innocent man imprisoned there had cursed it, and now it could not be seen; others said it was now a part of the underworld itself. Others still said that the jailer of the prison ward was a Grim Reaper that looked like a beautiful doll…


It was a much-repeated ghost story, but hearing it made Asagi feel an odd twinge in her chest as she raised her eyebrows.


“Come to think of it, Mogwai did say something weird like that, didn’t it…?”


The AI had stated to her that an unregistered sub-float had appeared. She didn’t really think that the sub-float could be the prison barrier, but wondering about the real reason why the LCO witches had kicked up that incident was eating away at her.


As Asagi thought with concern, I wonder what they’re really after, the female employee offered her a cold pop bottle.


“Here, come again. Oh, and a little freebie.”


As Asagi held out her hand to accept the bottle, the middle-aged woman grabbed several pieces of candy. But even as Asagi accepted the treat with a “thanks,” she tilted her head slightly. It was a few too many pieces for a freebie.


“It’s so crowded, make sure you and your daughter don’t get separated.”


Asagi was seriously perplexed by the woman’s statement. “Huh? Daughter…?”


What in the world is the old lady talking about…?


But…


Feeling a sudden tug on her skirt, Asagi shifted her gaze to her own feet.


“Eh?!”


Her eyes went wide—for there stood a very small girl of a tender age.


She couldn’t have been more than four, maybe five years old; the little girl had long hair and wore a Western-style, doll-like dress.


Asagi was suddenly worried that the girl might be lost. If so, it was no small matter: There was a thick crowd. Finding a girl’s guardian would be very difficult.


Plus, the woman working at the shop had apparently mistaken Asagi for the girl’s mother. Certainly, Asagi looked very mature for her age, but it was still a grievous misunderstanding.


I have to clear that up at all costs, thought Asagi as she glared at the employee, but the next moment, the little girl latched onto Asagi’s arm.


The girl’s moist eyes looked up at Asagi, and in a frail, clingy voice, she announced:


“…Mama!”


All the bustle around them suddenly vanished, replaced by a brief silence.


The older lady in the shop nodded to herself, as if to say, Just as I thought. Goodness, these young girls nowadays…!


Asagi went white as the little girl continued to embrace her. The all-too-unexpected development left her unable to even speak the words: You’ve got the wrong person!


With the little girl seeming so uneasy, Asagi couldn’t just brush her off, either. Even looking all around, desperate for rescue, there was (but of course) no sight of the girl’s real mother.


Utterly unable to comprehend what was going on, Asagi looked up at the setting sun…


“Ehhhhhh?!”


Her cry was swallowed up by the great throng inside the station and vanished.
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CHAPTER ONE



ABSENCE OF THE WITCH



1


Collapsing—


The cathedral was collapsing.


Stone walls piled as high as the eye could see were falling as if hit by an avalanche; the impact was making the man-made ground shudder fiercely. Scattered fragments of dust and rock were blinding; the interior of the building had been rendered a chaotic darkness. The destructive spectacle could make one think the world was ending.


Kojou had been unable to respond to the all-too-abrupt collapse.


At this rate, he’d soon be buried under an enormous mass of stone; there was little doubt he would perish. What saved Kojou came with a strange, floating feeling resembling dizziness. It was a side effect from being teleported.


Someone had bent space to carry Kojou and the others out of the crumbling cathedral.


With the dazzling rays of the setting sun suddenly shining on him, Kojou instantly averted his eyes.


“Ugh…”


Yukina, silver spear in hand, landed right beside him. They weren’t particularly far from the cathedral. The teleport jump had only been maybe a couple hundred meters. It was far enough that they’d escaped the effects of the cathedral’s collapse, but only barely.


It was probably the most the caster could do.


Yukina let out a short shriek.


“Yuuma?!”


Behind Kojou, it sounded like something squishy fell to the ground. It was a young woman dressed in a Halloween witch costume. She was too cute to be called boyish, with a perfectly symmetrical face.


However, her entire body was stained with blood; she was a pale shadow of her normal liveliness.


She—Yuuma Tokoyogi—seemed in agony as Kojou bit his lip and rushed to her side.


“Yuuma…! Why’d you do something so reckless…?!”


Her chest bore a deep sword wound. When Kojou touched her arm, it felt as cold as ice.


Yuuma was a witch. She was a human who’d been granted tremendous magical power via a pact with a demon. She’d used her power to warp space and save Kojou and the others from the collapsing cathedral.


However, the reckless teleport had put Yuuma’s body under immense strain.


In the battle that had ended just moments before, she’d expended magical power beyond her limits, her body incurring deep wounds in the process. A normal person might well have died at any moment in the state she was currently in.


Even so, Yuuma rose up and forced a smile onto her face.


“You’re wrong, Kojou… It wasn’t my power alone. The Witch of the Void lent me hers, too…”


Yuuma’s unexpected words made Kojou stare at both of his arms in shock.


“Natsuki? Then where…is she…?!”


Yukina’s expression hardened as well.


Having been run through by the Guardian’s sword, Natsuki Minamiya had surely been wounded even worse than Yuuma. Could she have really lent her power to Yuuma to save Kojou and the others in that state?


However, though Kojou had been carrying her in his arms, she was nowhere to be found. If Natsuki had sent Kojou and the rest outside, yet she herself remained in the cathedral even now—


Dumbfounded, Yukina looked up at the place where the cathedral should have been standing.


“Senpai…!”


It was a military fortress with thick steel walls rimmed with barbed wire—no, a prison.


Kojou looked up at the oppressive fortress in bewilderment.


“That’s…the real prison barrier…? Then what was the building that was there till now?!”


Compared to Natsuki’s old-fashioned, solemn cathedral, that fortress was filled with malevolence that far better suited the word prison. However, the entire facility wavered, half-materialized, within the dust; it seemed to still be repelling all intruders.


What then reached the confused Kojou’s ears were metallic echoes and an eerie female voice. It was the malicious voice of a witch more advanced in her years.


“It is…the same…thing, Fourth Primogenitor.”


The speaker stood atop the giant gate of the fortress.


Her hair was so long that it reached her feet. She wore a noblewoman’s ceremonial robe that looked like it came from the Heian period. The outfit was highly ornamental, but the way it was dyed only in white and black made her look like she was wearing a Grim Reaper costume. Her visage was young and beautiful, but her eyes were the color of flames—of fire. That gaze, part of a gentle smile, boded ill, indicating that she was far beyond the boundaries of humanity.


“—While dreaming, there is no firm dividing line between man and butterfly. That empty cathedral is the form the prison barrier takes when it is part of Natsuki Minamiya’s dream.”


The prison barrier was a virtual world that was constructed inside Natsuki’s dream via magic. The viewer of the dream could freely alter its form with a thought. The convicts held within, existing in another being’s dream, had absolutely no means of escape. That was why it was a feared prison used to seal away only sorcerous criminals of the highest class.


“However,” the fire-eyed witch continued, “the Witch of the Void awoke from her eternal dream, and the prison barrier has emerged into reality. Now that it is in real space, escaping from here is no large feat at…all. For me, at least…”


This said, she laughed in apparent delight.


That voice was the same one they’d heard from Yuuma’s Guardian—the voice of the sorcerous criminal Aya Tokoyogi, who’d sacrificed her own daughter to plunge her sword into Natsuki Minamiya. But—


A despairing voice came from Yuuma’s blood-drenched lips.


“Mo…ther…?”


That’s insane, shouted Kojou in his mind. “That’s Yuuma’s mother…?!”


He didn’t want to accept it, but anyone there would have instantly understood that the fire-eyed witch was connected to Yuuma by blood. After all, the two were the spitting image of each other.


Except for the length of their hair and the color of their eyes, it was hard to tell them apart. Even their dauntless faces and apparent age were identical…


“She’s got…the same face as Yuuma…,” said Kojou.


As if to mock the shaken boy and the others, Aya pointed to the wounded Yuuma and stated, “Of…course. That girl is a copy produced from me through parthenogenesis. She is no more than my shadow, built for the sole purpose of breaching the prison barrier’s seal. She and I are the same being—that is why I can do…this.”


That moment, blood gushed out of Yuuma’s throat as she screamed.


“U…a…aaaaaaaaaaa…!”


Behind her, a human-shaped shadow, materialized via magical power, floated up. It was a faceless knight clad in armor. It was a devil familiar granted as part of a pact—in other words, a witch’s Guardian.


The blue knight’s entire body seemed to be being eaten alive by ghoulish symbols that looked like black arteries. It was as if Yuuma’s right of command over her Guardian was being stripped from her by force—


Kojou and Yukina were dumbfounded, their voices shaking.


“Yuuma?!”


“…It can’t be…stealing a witch’s Guardian…?”


Through enormous magical power and a blood bond more powerful than any spell, Aya Tokoyogi was interfering with Yuuma’s Guardian…and neither Kojou nor Yukina had any way to stop it.


If Kojou attacked Aya Tokoyogi with his Beast Vassal, or Yukina with her spear, the damage would surely rebound upon Yuuma. Yet even with Yuuma moaning in agony before their very eyes, there was simply nothing they could do.


Yuuma pleaded in a feeble voice, “No…Mother… Stop…!”


The woman with eyes of fire simply gazed upon her with a cruel smile.


“I am taking back the power I lent to you…daughter.”


Aya Tokoyogi raised her left hand. That instant, an ear-splitting sound like that of a tree being snapped echoed around them; as Yuuma bent backward, something was torn right out of her—


“Noooooooooooooooooooo!”


The magical energy that flowed from her severed spiritual pathways gushed out like fresh blood.


The blue armor of Yuuma’s guardian was now completely dyed in black.


The faceless knight roared like a beast released from its chain. Its form wavered like a mirage as it moved behind Aya Tokoyogi. She had completely stolen Yuuma’s Guardian from her.


“Yuuma!” Kojou cried.


Yuuma’s body rolled across the ground, discarded like a broken doll. When Kojou picked up her fallen, limp form, his breath caught in shock. She might have been barely breathing, but Yuuma’s open eyes were completely unfocused. The way she quivered like a frightened, powerless child was completely unlike the Yuuma that Kojou knew.


Yukina raised her spear in visible anger.


“How…could you…!”


Its silver tip was pointed straight at Aya Tokoyogi, who was calmly looking down at them from her position atop the prison gate.


To a witch like Yuuma, a Guardian was no mere familiar or weapon; it was what a devil granted in exchange for the soul. In exchange for abandoning one’s humanity, it became a part of one’s own flesh and blood.


And yet, Aya Tokoyogi had stolen even this from Yuuma. She apparently held not even a single shred of affection for her own daughter, whom she regarded as nothing more than a tool for her own escape.


The fire-eyed woman had what seemed to be serious doubt upon her face.


“Fourth Primogenitor, Sword Shaman of the Lion King Agency…of what do you take offense? That girl is a doll of my own…creation. Am I not free to make use of her as I please?”


Kojou clenched his teeth and seethed behind them, seized by anger that made it seem like every drop of blood in his body was flowing backward. He seemed to burn with an incredible surge of demonic energy that accompanied the hostility emanating from within him.
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“…Don’t toy with me…!” Kojou growled.


The flame-like magical energy gushing from him shimmered and took the shape of a giant shadow. One of the Fourth Primogenitor’s Beast Vassals was awakening in response to Kojou’s rage.


“You put my friend through somethin’ like this, and that’s all you have to say…?!”


“…!”


Bathed by Kojou’s tempest of magical energy, Aya Tokoyogi’s eyebrows twitched. The might of the Fourth Primogenitor’s demonic power disturbed even her calm composure.


However, before the Beast Vassal fully materialized, Kojou’s body suddenly swayed—and heavily. Dizziness assailed him as he fell to his knees; he coughed violently, spitting blood. Strength drained from his entire body, undermining the anger that welled within him.


As Kojou pressed his right hand to his chest, fresh blood turned to mist and streamed out. The bleeding coincided with what seemed like the collapse of his very power as a vampire.


Yukina’s face went pale as she realized Kojou was moaning in pain.


“Senpai?!”


Yukina was the one who’d inflicted that wound upon Kojou. She’d impaled Kojou with Snowdrift Wolf to take it back from Yuuma’s control: the purifying spear that could nullify any magical energy and was said to be capable of destroying even a vampiric primogenitor—


When she realized why Kojou was in poor shape, Aya casually murmured, without any hint of gloating, “I see. You’ve been wounded by the Schneewaltzer, Fourth Primogenitor.”


Then her narrowed eyes of flame turned toward Yukina in delight.


“So the cunning raccoons of the Lion King Agency finally found a wielder for that…spear. I think my treatment of my daughter was quite kind compared to yours.”


“?!”


Yukina’s face stiffened as Aya’s words echoed like a curse.


Yuuma had been born to be a tool for her mother’s escape from the prison, while Yukina was raised to be a Sword Shaman from a young age regardless of her will—certainly there were similarities between the two. In the sense that neither of them were given a choice in the matter, Aya Tokoyogi and the agency were not so far apart.


However, she felt something even more malignant nestled in the words Aya had used. That Snowdrift Wolf had not been granted to Yukina; rather, Yukina had been acquired for Snowdrift Wolf—


That was what it sounded like—as if the witch were mocking her.


Kojou, his instincts telling him he couldn’t let Yukina listen to the witch’s deceitful words, forced himself to his feet.


“…Shut…up already!”


Pale lightning was arcing from his blood-drenched right hand. It was an electrical attack from Regulus Aurum, one of the three Beast Vassals that Kojou had barely managed to tame.


The wound in his chest was still open. Even if he could summon a Beast Vassal in this state, there was no guarantee he could control it. However, Kojou had no other way to stop Aya Tokoyogi as he was now.


Aya was a powerful witch with enough raw power to rip Yuuma’s Guardian right out of her. He doubted half measures stood any chance of defeating her.


But as if to mock the ferocious hardening of his resolve, Aya pointed to that upon which she stood as she crafted a taunting smile.


“Are you certain, Fourth Primogenitor? Certainly, it would be easy for your power to dispatch me, but the prison barrier would not escape unscathed. No doubt the caster who controls the barrier would pay a commensurate price?”


“…You mean Natsuki?!”


Kojou lurched to his knees once more as he gazed up at the steel fortress behind Aya.


He still didn’t know where Natsuki was. However, the fact that the prison barrier, a creation of her own spell, continued to exist, was proof that Natsuki was alive somewhere.


With the prison barrier used as a shield against him, Kojou was out of cards to play. Kojou’s Beast Vassals were simply too strong to attack Aya without inflicting damage upon the prison.


An amused smirk came over Aya Tokoyogi as she looked behind her. “—Though, there are those who would be pleased by such an outcome.”


That was the first time Kojou noticed that Aya Tokoyogi was not the only one looking down at him from above.


There were a number of unfamiliar faces on top of the prison barrier building.


The unmoved way they looked down at Kojou and the rest made it feel like they were gazing at worms.


Without thinking, Kojou’s body stiffened and a deep chill zipped through him.


“Who the hell are those guys?!”


There were six figures atop the black fortress. One was an old man; one was a woman; one, a man in armor; one, a gentlemanly type wearing a silk hat. One was a teenager small in stature; the last was a slender-looking young man. Their ages and outfits held nothing in common, nor was there anything particularly repulsive about their outward appearances. But somehow, that was even more frightening.


Yukina regripped her spear, as if to defy the ghastly atmosphere. “They couldn’t be…”


Kojou immediately understood what Yukina hadn’t said.


There was no way Aya Tokoyogi had been the only one imprisoned in this giant barrier. If Aya Tokoyogi could break out, there was no reason others couldn’t do so as well.


These were the most fiendish of sorcerous criminals, whom all normal means had failed to quell…


As he shielded the wounded Yuuma, Kojou grimaced. “This is…the worst case, ain’t it…?”


The pain of his chest wound intensified. The blood flowing out drenched his shirt.
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The first one to speak was the gentleman wearing the silk hat.


“Aya Tokoyogi…the Witch of the Notaria, yes? First, let me thank you for prying open that abominable barrier.”


He seemed around forty years old, give or take, and rather solidly built, too. But he gave off a gentle, intellectual air—perhaps it was the clothes making the man. He wouldn’t have seemed out of place among the customers in a high-class salon or the guests at an opera house.


However—


Vivid, manifest hostility emanated from his entire body. His eyes burned with hatred for Kojou and the others concerned over Natsuki Minamiya’s well-being.


To the inmates in the prison barrier, they were comrades of the Witch of the Void, the one who had captured them and sealed them in another world; the prisoners’ wrath was surely great enough that ripping these interlopers limb from limb didn’t seem quite sufficient.


Bathed in the jailbreakers’ bloodlust, Aya looked back at them and asked quite calmly, “Only six of you… What happened to the others?”


The small young man atop the wall replied to Aya’s question crudely:


“Nothin’ happened! Just look at this bastard!”


His hair was short dreadlocks, and he wore one lavishly covered shirt over another, paired with baggy jeans. It was behind-the-times street fashion, but by his outward appearance, he seemed no older than Kojou or the others.


But he, too, was indeed one of the fiendish criminals held in the prison barrier. The proof of this was that, even at that moment, a gray metallic manacle covered his left forearm.


The young man with dreadlocks shouted fiercely as his right arm lashed out.


“Look!”


Kojou couldn’t comprehend what happened at the very next moment. What he did comprehend was the explosive blood spatter that flew from the body of the gentleman who stood in front of the youth.


“Schtola D, why you—!”


The gentleman coughed up blood as he turned to the offender, pelting him with a look filled with ire.


Based on his outfit and the air about him, Kojou guessed the older man was a sorcerer; furthermore, a sorcerous criminal who’d committed crimes so grave that he’d been stuffed into the prison barrier. No half-baked attack could have penetrated the powerful magical wall that protected his physical flesh. That was precisely why such arch criminals were sealed in another world to begin with.


But the younger man’s attack had sliced through his defenses like they were paper; the gentleman’s defenseless body had suffered grave, near-fatal injuries. His front had been split open from his shoulder all the way down to his belly. He fell to his knees on the spot, unable to fight back.


“Ha-ha—! Don’t hate me, sorcerer, hate that fragile body of yours!” shouted his adversary excitedly. “…And here it comes!”


The manacle encasing the young sorcerer’s left forearm began to glow. Countless chains gushed out of the gray manacle like a waterfall, relentlessly wrapping around the critically injured body and dragging it into the air. Its destination was no doubt the prison barrier’s interior.


The wounded man desperately tried to resist.


“Guoooooooh—!”


However, he no longer had the power to weave a spell that could slice through the chains. He was swallowed by the air itself, as if he were sinking into a bottomless swamp. And then, he vanished.


“…Ah. The prison barrier system is still…functioning,” Aya remarked.


Neither she nor the other jailbreakers registered a single shred of emotion toward the sorcerer’s disappearance. Naturally, they felt no anger about the dreadlocked youth’s attack, either. They’d just happened to be held in the same prison; they shared not the smallest particle of camaraderie.


The one called Schtola D merely replied with a dark grin.


“Looks like we won’t be fully free until we kill the Witch of the Void and the prison barrier’s completely gone,” a young, violet-haired woman said to Aya, picking up where the dreadlocked youth left off. “Tee-hee…if you know, would you tell us where she is? A fellow witch like you should have a clue or two, yes?”


She was a beautiful woman with a decadent air about her, giving off a sense of corrupt sexuality. She wore very exposing lingerie under a long coat; somehow, she had the air of an old-fashioned harlot.


But the eyes with which she looked at Aya Tokoyogi were dyed with lurid bloodlust. Aya calmly brushed the hostility aside and slowly shook her head.


“Unfortunately, I know not. If you wish to kill that woman, by all means, search for her yourselves.”


Schtola D curled up his lips in a militant smile. “That so. Sounds interestin’, Miss LCO Leader. In that case, no use for you now, either.”


He glared at Aya and raised his right hand in the same way he had when attacking the gentleman in the silk hat. Clearly, if Aya wouldn’t cooperate, he’d kill her, too. He probably regarded any human being who wasn’t of use to him as his enemy.


But the little witch had a listless look as she, too, raised her left arm before Schtola D, her long sleeve wrapped around it. She was holding an old tome.


“Do not be hasty, brash one… I know not Natsuki Minamiya’s location, but I did not refuse to assist you.”


Schtola D stopped moving, leaving his arm up. “Ahh?”


He seemed thrown off, unable to grasp the meaning of Aya’s words.


In Schtola D’s place, a slender-looking young man nodded, eyes narrowed in scrutiny. “Grimoire No. 014…Personal History, yes? I see…very interesting.”


“Whaddaya mean, Meiga?”


The young man called Meiga retouched his glasses in apparent displeasure as he glanced over at Schtola D.


“I would rather you did not address me so casually…but ah well. Bottom line: It’s a curse. Aya Tokoyogi used the power of the grimoire to put a curse on the Witch of the Void. Natsuki Minamiya probably has amnesia this very moment…is that not so, Aya Tokoyogi?”


“That is…correct. Put more precisely, I have not stolen her memories alone, but the time she experienced.”


“Robbing another’s flesh and blood of accumulated time…so that is the ability of the grimoire permitted to LCO’s leader alone,” replied the young man thoughtfully. “I see…most fascinating…”


Schtola D snorted as he butted in.


“Stealin’ her memory and her time…so, what the hell does that actually mean?”


A cruel smile came over Meiga’s lips. “It means Natsuki Minamiya cannot currently use magic. She probably cannot employ her Guardian’s power, either.”


Natsuki Minamiya was a witch who could freely manipulate space. The terrible price of that pact was being the warden of the prison barrier, yet precisely because of that cost, she had been granted enormous magical power far surpassing the norm. And her ten-plus years of combat experience against demons had honed her into a cunning Attack Mage. No doubt all the prison barrier inmates were well aware of how frightening she could be.


But Aya Tokoyogi’s grimoire had robbed the source of Natsuki’s power from her.


Finally grasping the situation, Schtola D twisted his lips in obvious delight.


“That so? The grimoire took her power… No, it took the time and experience she needed to get that power, then…”


Aya Tokoyogi stroked the pages of her beloved grimoire as she spoke to herself. “It took a plan ten years in the making, using my own daughter’s body as a decoy, to finally get the Witch of the Void to lower her guard for a single moment for one…blow. But that was sufficient to activate my…grimoire.”


Aya was well aware that there could be no escape from the prison barrier unless Natsuki Minamiya was defeated.


That was why she’d waited for Natsuki to reveal a single moment of weakness, giving her the time to play her trump card: the effect of her grimoire.


“It seems Natsuki Minamiya fled just before completely losing her magical energy,” the young man in glasses agreed in a cool, collected tone, “but she will be unable to use magic again for as long as the grimoire remains active. Meaning all one of us has to do is find her while she’s on the run and deliver the final blow. And you, Aya Tokoyogi?”


Aya said nothing. Her posture said, Do as you wish.


The woman with violet hair looked at the manacle on her left forearm and made a coquettish laugh. “If that’s how it is, you should lend us a hand, Aya Tokoyogi. All of us here want to kill her—Or perhaps, the first one to get to her wins?”


Schtola D, meanwhile, sulked as he ran a hand up his dreadlocks. “Keh, what a pain in the ass, but fine. My body’s gone soft from all that prison life. I bet this’ll be some real good rehab.”


The other jailbreakers nodded silently, apparently in agreement.


They’d search for the fleeing Natsuki and eliminate her. It seemed that the consensus among the jailbreakers was that they were on the same side, if only until then.


Natsuki’s magic was still sealed by Aya Tokoyogi. Even if she’d fled before losing her power, she surely hadn’t gone far. Natsuki was most likely somewhere on Itogami Island. If the escapees all went looking her, finding her was most likely a matter of time.


In her present amnesiac state, Natsuki had already been pushed nearly to the brink. She couldn’t have been in any state to fight off the convicts.


You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me, thought Kojou, his lips pursed as he stepped forward. He left the blood-drenched Yuuma to Yukina and glared up at the magical beings.


“Hold on. You think we’re gonna just let you go after hearin’ all that?”


Schtola D, as if finally remembering that Kojou even existed, shot him a look of annoyance. “Ah? Did the brat just say somethin’…?”


Even as he covered his chest wound, Kojou never took his eyes from them.


The prison barrier hadn’t been completely broken. It was still possible to seal them away once more. But if they were to do so, they had to protect Natsuki, now on the run. They couldn’t let the escapees catch up with her.


The young man in glasses nodded calmly. “Ah yes, you were here, too, Fourth Primogenitor. Perhaps we should dispose of you first…”


The woman in the coat narrowed her beautiful eyes as she glared at Kojou.


The man in armor moved his hand to the sword at his back without a word. The old man, too, spread his seemingly shriveled arms wide as he smiled.


Not a single one of them feared Kojou. They believed, as a matter of course, that they would win, even against the World’s Mightiest Vampire.


Even so, Kojou had his own reason why he had to stop them. After all, it was the demonic power of the Fourth Primogenitor that had been used to break the prison barrier to begin with. Kojou couldn’t help but feel responsible for that, all the more so now that he knew just what price Natsuki had paid to protect the prison barrier’s seal.


Schtola D spoke with scorn as he leaped down off the tower.


“Geez…d’ya really think a mere primogenitor is gonna stop me?”


It was over ten meters between him and Kojou. A bare-handed attack wouldn’t possibly reach.


Regardless, Schtola D swung his right arm down from well above.


Kojou felt the release of ferocious bloodlust but very little magical energy from Schtola D’s right arm. Judging that it was a mere bluff, Kojou made no move to evade. But—


“—No, senpai!” cried out Yukina, her expression frantic as she threw herself in front of Kojou as a shield.


A moment later, a gust of wind so powerful that the earth roared and quivered slammed down onto Yukina. The silver spear she carried took the gale Schtola D had unleashed straight on.


A metallic roar echoed off the weapon, as if a maul had swung down upon it. Yukina dropped to her knees from an incredible, unseen weight.


“Himeragi?!” Kojou yelled, as the aftereffects of the shock wave thrust past her and hit him, too.


It was an invisible slicing attack that could attack opponents over ten meters away. This seemed to be the ability of the young man called Schtola D. The gentleman sorcerer from earlier had probably been gravely wounded by the same technique.


However, what surprised Kojou was the fact Yukina had been unable to fully block his attack. Her spear should have been able to nullify any magical power in existence. So, Schtola D’s attack was able to breach even Snowdrift Wolf’s defense…


But the sorcerer above was just as shaken as they were.


“…What is that spear? It stopped my Thunder Ax?!”


His face seemed to scream, How dare a powerless little girl like that stop my one-hit-one-kill attack!


Schtola D howled as he raised his arm once more. “Now you’ve done it. You’ve hurt my pride, dammit! How ’bout I get a li’l serious, then?!”


The incredible bloodlust, far beyond that of before, told them what he was whipping up.
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